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CHAPTER ONE


If a Southern woman was ever in her element, it was while hosting a tea party. And today’s event wasn’t just any tea party. It was the annual tea party fundraiser put on by the Historical Society, with Queenie French and Mary Elizabeth Moberly, my adoptive mother, in charge.

Instead of hosting the party downtown this year, Mary Elizabeth had convinced the Historical Society there wasn’t a more fitting place than the Milkery, the working dairy farm and bed-and-breakfast she shared with Dawn Gentry. The establishment sat right on the outskirts of the Daniel Boone National Forest.

The long blacktop driveway leading up to the property was lined with white Kentucky post-and-rail fencing and massive oak and maple trees along each side.

Off in the distance, silos stood tall against the Daniel Boone National Forest, with The Milkery painted in big white letters down the sides.

If I had to hear Mary Elizabeth say, "Mayyy-bell-ine, you do not hold your pinky out when you are sipping the tea," one more time during the multiple tea tastings, I was going to have a fainting spell right there in the middle of the event.

The fundraiser tables had been spread out across the back lawn behind the massive renovated farmhouse where the bed-and-breakfast guests stayed year-round. White-clothed round tables sat beneath the shade trees, with floral centerpieces, polished silverware, and delicate china teacups that Queenie French had personally overseen arranging.

Off to the side, guests could see the greenhouse sitting beyond the vegetable gardens, where rows of tomatoes, cucumbers, and herbs were already growing thick for the season. Nearby, the chicken coop sat in all its ridiculous glory. Mary Elizabeth had better heating and air-conditioning in that henhouse than most people had in their homes, and more than once she’d been caught rocking in the chair inside, reading bedtime stories to the hens because she swore it improved egg production.

I glanced around and watched the women I considered family rushing around to help one of our own, Queenie French, make sure the teacups were set on the saucers, the small china plates were situated slightly to the left and down an inch from the cup, and the linen napkins framed the polished silverware in the perfect measurements all the way around.

The weather was perfect for the summer day, and the large oak trees scattered around the property gave the best shade, which included a rare summer breeze. The smell of freshly cut grass mixed with biscuits and country ham drifted out from the farmhouse kitchen, where the bed-and-breakfast staff was still bustling around, getting trays prepared for the guests.

I noticed Cheryl Paisley, the owner of the Stitchin' Post, at one of the many white-clothed round tables, picking up each teacup and looking at the bottom. I had already set it perfectly and gotten a thumbs-up from Mary Elizabeth to move on to the next.

"What are you doing?" I asked Cheryl.

“You’re going to think I’m crazy,” she said with an exhausted sigh. “But the strangest things have been stolen from the Tough Nickel Thrift Store, and though the items don’t hold a lot of value, Buck is beside himself.”

While she told me about the thefts, I couldn’t help but glance over toward one of the produce barns and the little farm stand where the Milkery sold fresh bread, jams, candles, soaps, and vegetables. Tourists staying at the bed-and-breakfast wandered around carrying baskets and mason jars while others snapped photos of the cows grazing farther out in the pasture.

“Teacups?” I questioned the item in her hand.

“Yes. One teacup here, one saucer there,” she said then placed the teacup back on the saucer with the handle pointed at the left. She tossed her honey-blond hair behind her shoulders. There was a small hint of the silver highlights that gave her a fresh, well-kept look.

“The only reason he noticed teacups was because he’s had them for so long, there’s a ring of dust where they sat in one of his old china cabinets.” She laughed. “Not that I think Mary Elizabeth would take a teacup, but she did purchase most of these from there. So I thought I’d check, in case we gave her the one by accident.”

The truth of the matter was that there really weren’t very many valuable items in the thrift store. Buck mainly went around to garage sales and bought boxes of junk for five or ten dollars so he could stock the store, where mainly tourists and hikers came to shop.

Granted, a lot of his camping items would sell fast, but teacups? Those didn’t seem like a hot commodity in Normal, Kentucky, where we literally catered to hikers, rock climbers, off-roaders, and thrill seekers more than tea drinkers.

“That’s an odd thing for someone to steal,” I told her and then twisted the teacup so the handle was facing to the right. “And how would you know what teacup to look for exactly?”

“To make a little extra money, I was telling Buck how he needed to put some of his items on eBay, where he listed the one cup,” she said. “He has to get rid of some stuff. The shop is busting at the seams.” She continued to walk around the table and pick up the cups. “And wouldn’t you know that books and teacups are huge sellers?”

“Really? So are books missing?” I questioned, scratching a curiosity that someone maybe from out of town possibly saw the items on eBay and lifted them without Buck noticing.

“Not a single one. Just a teacup that someone has bought on eBay, and now it’s not there.” Cheryl sighed, blinked her pale-blue eyes, and shook her head.

“So you’re going to go around to all of these tables right before the fundraiser starts to see if the teacup is here?” I asked and looked up where there had to be twenty round, white-clothed tables that had been set along with nameplates.

Mary Elizabeth was big on nameplates. Her theory was that friends shouldn’t sit with friends at these things, which meant she deliberately didn’t put me with any of the Laundry Club Ladies. Small talk just wasn’t my thing, but today, I had to make it my thing.

“Until your mother stops me,” she teased and gave a chin throw to something behind me. “Speaking of.”

I turned to see Mary Elizabeth stalking toward me with a small box, and her face was all contorted. Not in a good way either. It looked like she’d just eaten the sourest dill pickle in the world. Behind her, the rolling fields of the farm stretched toward the thick tree line of the Daniel Boone National Forest while a few calves milled around near the fencing.

“Are you okay?” I asked and realized Cheryl had skipped out on me, leaving me to face whatever cattywampus issue that had obviously arisen.

“Do I look okay?” she whined and held the box out in front of her. “I am trying to help Queenie put on this dig-nee-fied party, and she’s gone and let Glenda and shirtless Tex promote their little hippie smells.”

I glanced down into the box, where there were small roller-type bottles of the sort I’d seen in Glenda and Tex’s Cascades Mobile Spa—or, as I liked to call it, the pamper camper—when they came to Happy Trails Campground during one of their events for my clients.

“It’s fine,” I assured her. “They are homemade with parts from the Daniel Boone National Forest, and this tea is hosted by the Daniel Boone National Forest Historical Society, if you’ve forgotten.”

“It’s good marketing.” My sister-in-law, Abby, had walked up when I was talking, and she was the best at marketing, so her backing me up gave Mary Elizabeth a little pause. “We certainly need to make it all about the forest when it comes to fundraising.”

Abby nodded. I could see Mary Elizabeth soften just a smidge. Then she went in for the kill.

“I bet if there’s leftovers from today, Mae will be happy to take them to the big fundraiser tonight that she’s hosting at Happy Trails,” Abby added, which must have made Mary Elizabeth think she could just give me all the bottles, since she shoved the box in my chest.

“I’m not taking all of these,” I told her. “We’ve already got everything all set up at the campground. I’m happy to take extras and put them out, but that’s it.”

“Here,” Abby said in her soft voice and reached for the box. “I’ll quickly go around and set them on the table for you in the middle. It’ll be pretty, and if the table guests would like to take one, they will.”

It was Abby’s way of not bringing any hissy fits or conflicts right before the event was about to start, in just a slight way to satisfy Mary Elizabeth’s crawl up her drawls.

“Thank you, honey.” Mary Elizabeth’s lips puckered as she nodded in approval. “She’s the sweetest,” Mary Elizabeth said. Then she took her hand to tuck a strand of my unruly curls behind one of my ears so she could lean in a little closer. There, she knew I could hear her.

“Don’t forget,” Mary Elizabeth whispered. “No pinky. It’s something that is only in the movies and has no class. Hold the handle, use the linens, and put the spoon on the saucer.”

“I know.” My whisper had a little bite to it. “It’ll be fine. I can be a table host. I know exactly what Queenie wants me to say in order for these women to give more money for this year’s funds.”

Literally a second later, I was completely tossed out of her mind as she saw something she needed to address and stalked off.

She didn’t have too much time to take care of whatever had popped into her head because Queenie French cut in on the microphone from where she stood near the back patio beside the farmhouse, with Blue Ethel and the Adolescent Farm Boys warming up behind her.

Queenie’s usual eighties-style spandex, leotard, and sparkly headband were replaced by a nice floral, hippie-chic caftan with a turban to match. When I had complimented her earlier, she harrumphed and mentioned something about the biggest donor, Florence Sparks.

“Thank you, volunteers,” her voice boomed out. “If you are a table host, please go find your table because your guests should be coming any minute now.”

She gave a few more orders that didn’t pertain to me, so I headed on over to my table and made the mistake of looking over at Mary Elizabeth, who was eyeballing me. As soon as we made eye contact, she lifted her hand and wiggled her little pinky in my direction.

I shook my head and stood behind the chair where my nameplate was located. Before too long, the entire lawn at the Milkery was filled with women of all ages in fancy hats, dresses, and heels.


CHAPTER TWO


The invited guests started to arrive, and when I realized who was at my table, I completely understood why Mary Elizabeth had made me the host.

It all came down to donors and who was who when it came to the biggest wallet.

“Welcome,” I greeted the woman, who I knew was Florence Sparks from just years of being a Kentucky gal. “Ms. Sparks, I’m Mae West Grant Sharp.” I was rattling off my litany of names when I just should’ve said Mae, but when Florence Sparks’s Southern manners had been shoved down your throat for years in etiquette school, you remembered them.

Florence herself didn’t go around to all the etiquette classes anymore, but her reputation certainly did. Every Southern girl from Kentucky to Tennessee had either heard of Florence Sparks, feared Florence Sparks, or once been corrected by Florence Sparks over something involving a dinner fork.

She’d built an entire empire around manners, charm, and proper society through her Charm & Courtesy Society, in which children graduated into “Charmettes” and adults paid good money to learn how to host teas, survive formal dinners, and properly introduce people at country club functions.

Ahem, my case in point: Mary Elizabeth was the one who paid good money for me to go to Charm & Courtesy Society. So it made all the sense in the world why Mary Elizabeth made sure I remembered not to use my pinky.

Florence had written newspaper columns, appeared on regional television shows, and somehow turned correcting people’s table manners into a full-time career. Even standing there now in a pale-pink skirt suit with pearls looped around her neck and white gloves tucked beneath one arm, Florence carried herself like she expected the entire table to sit up straighter the second she arrived.

And judging by the way several women at nearby tables suddenly adjusted their napkins and lowered their elbows off the table, they probably did.

“Charmed.” Florence’s face pinched, and then she took her seat.

There was a split second when I noticed her eyes graze the nameplates ever so slightly. Then I swallowed hard as her gaze landed on the guest sitting next to her, Alice Charles, who I knew only due to the fact I was a volunteer for the National Park Committee, dealing with the Daniel Boone National forest.

Alice Charles was the forest supervisor for the Daniel Boone National Forest, and, from what I’d gathered during the National Park Committee meetings over the years, she wasn’t exactly the type to spend her weekends practicing pinky placement over teacups. She carried herself with more practicality than polish, with dark hair pulled back into a low ponytail and the kind of posture that came from years of hiking trails, inspecting campsites, and dealing with tourists who thought warning signs were merely suggestions. Today was one of the rare times I’d seen her out of her park service uniform, though she still looked more comfortable discussing trail erosion and black bear activity than Southern etiquette.

The tension between her and Florence hit the table so fast it might as well have come with its own place card. Alice gave a polite nod while Florence’s smile tightened just enough for me to notice. Considering Florence Sparks had spent years publicly complaining in newspaper columns about “government interference” ruining historic Kentucky charm, and Alice Charles oversaw large portions of protected land surrounding Normal, I had a feeling those two women had crossed paths before today.

I didn’t have even a split second to introduce myself and ease the tension between them before Tara Kelly, the First Lady of Kentucky, took the final seat on the other side of Florence.

Tara wore a practiced smile that looked pageant perfect for the crowd gathered around us, but the second she sat down, I noticed the stiffness in her shoulders and the way her fingers immediately reached for the stem of her tea glass like she needed something to do with her hands. She greeted Florence politely enough, but there was a carefulness to it. Not warm. Not friendly. Careful.

Florence’s chin rose the slightest bit higher. Tara’s lips tightened almost unnoticeably. And right there, sitting in the middle of those two women while Alice Charles stared down at her folded napkin like she suddenly regretted attending the event altogether, I realized exactly why Mary Elizabeth had planted me at this table.

This wasn’t just a table.

This was the table.

Florence Sparks, Alice Charles, and Tara Kelly were the kind of women whose names ended up attached to nearly every major fundraiser, charity drive, historical restoration project, and state event in Kentucky. If you wanted money raised, land protected, ribbons cut, or politicians to show up smiling for photographs, they were the women people called first.

And apparently, Mary Elizabeth had spent my entire adult life trying to slowly force me into becoming one of them.

Meanwhile, I still preferred sitting around a campground fire in yoga pants while Dottie Swaggert complained about tourists feeding raccoons hot dogs.

Still, for today, I would play the role Mary Elizabeth wanted me to play. I straightened my shoulders, smiled politely.

I picked up the small program Queenie had placed at each setting and smiled.

“We’re so glad y’all are here today,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t sound as stiff as my spine felt. “The Historical Society is raising money for the preservation project at the old train depot. The building needs a new roof, updated wiring, and a whole lot of love if we’re going to keep using it for community events.”

“That depot is one of the few remaining structures in Normal with true historic value,” Florence said, lifting her chin. “It would be a shame to see it turned into another storage building or, heaven forbid, some sort of casual vendor space.”

I had a feeling Florence considered anything with a folding table and a cash box casual.

Alice glanced up from her napkin. “The depot sits close to one of the public access points, so restoration will need to follow some environmental guidelines.”

Florence’s smile stayed in place, but her eyes sharpened.

“Naturally,” she said. “Though I do hope those guidelines won’t strangle the charm right out of it.”

Tara Kelly reached for her water glass then seemed to think better of it and settled her hand in her lap. “I think there’s room for both. Preservation and protection.”

I looked among the three of them and decided right then that Mary Elizabeth owed me something sweet from the kitchen for sticking me at this table.

“Exactly,” I said, jumping in before Florence could smooth Tara’s words into something pointed. “That’s what today is all about. Preserving Normal’s history while still keeping it useful for the people who live here and the tourists who come through.”

Florence gave me a small nod that felt more like a grade than approval.

“Very nicely put, Mrs. Sharp.”

“Thank you,” I said, trying not to look too relieved.

Across the lawn, the rest of the tables had filled with women in summer dresses, wide-brimmed hats, dressy sandals, and enough pearls to keep a jeweler in business for six months. The back lawn of the Milkery looked exactly the way Mary Elizabeth had pictured it. White tablecloths rippled in the breeze. Fresh flower arrangements sat in the center of each table. The silos stood tall beyond the pasture, The Milkery painted in big white letters that caught the sunlight. The farmhouse behind us had all the windows open, and every now and then the smell of biscuits, cinnamon, honey, and country ham drifted out from the kitchen.

Mary Elizabeth and Dawn had created a very cool background of various plants and foliage that grew in the Daniel Boone National Forest. They were assisted by Jessica Niles, from the Sweet Smell Flower Shop, where the guests could have their photos taken for the Historical Society website.

Of course, editor in chief of the Normal Gazette, Waldo Willy, was on hand to not only take the photos but also write a piece for the paper.

“This property is lovely,” Tara said, finally letting her gaze travel toward the big renovated farmhouse. “Mary Elizabeth has done a beautiful job with it.”

“She has,” I said, and that was one thing I could say without faking a single ounce of enthusiasm. “She and Dawn Gentry have turned this place into a working dairy farm, produce farm, and bed-and-breakfast. They keep the rooms full almost year-round now.”

“Our rooms are charming,” Florence said, adjusting the edge of her napkin. “The linens are high quality, the carpet is plush, and the breakfast this morning was quite good.”

Coming from Florence Sparks, “quite good” probably would have made Mary Elizabeth float out of her shoes if she’d heard it.

“The biscuits were wonderful,” Tara said. “And the honey.”

“That honey comes from a local beekeeper,” I said. “Mary Elizabeth likes to use as much local product as she can.”

Alice gave a nod. “That helps tourism. People want a real Kentucky experience when they come here.”

Florence’s brow rose. “Provided that experience includes proper presentation.”

“Of course,” Tara said, and there it was again. That careful tone. That body language that said Tara had history with Florence but was too well trained to show all of it at a public table.

“Hi, ladies,” Waldo interrupted. “Smile, please.”

Everyone but Mary Elizabeth planted the fakest smiles on their face, but they all seemed rehearsed. I couldn’t help but think this was their standard pose when they went to these fundraiser events.

I reached for my water glass and took a sip to buy myself a second after everyone went back to their normal facial expressions.

“Well, y’all will get a completely different experience tonight,” I said. “Happy Trails is hosting the community fundraiser at the campground. It’s a lot less formal, I promise.”

Tara’s shoulders softened a bit. “I’m looking forward to that.”

“Me too,” Alice said. “I hear there’s going to be karaoke.”

“There is.” I smiled. “Blue Ethel and the Adolescent Farm Boys are bringing some equipment, and Dottie Swaggert has already threatened to sing ‘Coal Miner’s Daughter’ whether anyone asks her to or not.”

Tara laughed softly, the first real sound I’d heard from her since she’d sat down.

“That sounds wonderful,” she said. “I spend so much time at formal events that a relaxed evening sounds nice.”

“It’ll be relaxed,” I assured her. “Food, music, raffles, some games, and a few kerosene lanterns set around for atmosphere. Safely set around,” I added because Alice Charles was looking at me with forest-supervisor eyes.

Alice gave a small smile. “Good to know.”

Florence picked up her teacup, looked at the handle, then set it back down without drinking. “Kerosene lanterns can be lovely when placed correctly.”

I wondered if Florence had ever corrected a flame for leaning too far left.

Before I could say anything else, Tara picked up one of the small roller bottles Abby had placed in the center of the table.

“These are sweet,” she said, holding it between her fingers. “What are they?”

I sat up straighter, grateful for a subject that didn’t involve land use, table manners, or open flames.

“Those are little essential oil roller bottles from Cascades Mobile Spa,” I said. “Glenda and Tex run it. They bring their pamper camper to Happy Trails for events sometimes. Massages, foot soaks, hand treatments, that sort of thing.”

Florence looked at the bottle as if it might ask to borrow money.

“Pamper camper?” she repeated.

“Yes, ma’am.” I smiled because I knew that was going to hit her wrong. “It’s a camper they turned into a little mobile spa. They use a lot of scents inspired by the Daniel Boone National Forest. Cedar, mint, lavender, wildflower, pine.”

Alice picked one up and read the tiny label. “Forest Calm.”

“That one’s popular,” I said. “They make them in small batches. Mostly for relaxation or headaches or just because they smell nice.”

Tara rolled the bottle between her palms. “Will they be at the campground tonight?”

“They will. They’re setting up a little booth near the registration office. Glenda will probably offer hand massages, and Tex will stand around without a shirt until Mary Elizabeth pretends not to notice.”

Alice coughed into her napkin, and Tara smiled down at the roller bottle.

Florence unscrewed the cap of one of the bottles and brought it toward her nose with extreme caution.

I watched her face.

She took one tiny sniff, blinked, then placed the cap right back on.

“How earthy,” she said.

That was Florence-speak for “awful.”

Tara opened hers next and dabbed a little on the inside of her wrist. “It’s different.”

Alice smelled hers and gave a practical nod. “Cedar.”

“They’re cute,” Tara said, placing hers beside her nameplate. “A thoughtful touch.”

“I’ll be sure to tell Glenda you said that,” I said.

Florence placed her bottle in the center of the table as if she wanted no confusion about whether it belonged to her personally. “I’m sure they have their clientele.”

I had to bite the inside of my cheek.

Before I could rescue the roller bottles from Florence’s judgment, a young waitress stepped up to our table with a glass pitcher of ice water in both hands.

She couldn’t have been more than twenty, with brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and a white apron tied around her waist. I’d seen her earlier, coming in and out of the farmhouse kitchen, helping Dawn and Mary Elizabeth’s staff serve drinks and keep the tables filled. She had the wide-eyed look of someone who had been told at least ten times not to spill anything on anyone important.

Which was probably why she was walking as stiff as a fence post.

“Can I freshen your water?” she asked.

“Thank you,” Tara said kindly.

The girl leaned in to pour into Florence’s glass first. The ice shifted in the pitcher. Her elbow bumped the edge of the floral centerpiece. She tried to correct it too fast, and the water glass beside Tara tipped over.

It happened quick.

One second, the table was perfect.

The next, ice water rushed across the white tablecloth and poured straight into Tara Kelly’s lap.

Tara gasped and pushed back from the table. The snap of Waldo’s camera got my attention, and when I looked his way, he was already taking photos of what was happening.

“Oh, my goodness!” the waitress cried. “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

Chairs scraped. Florence’s hand went to her pearls. Alice grabbed her napkin. I was already on my feet, snatching my own linen napkin and reaching for Tara.

“It’s okay,” Tara said, though her voice had jumped an octave.

“It’s cold,” I said, because sometimes my mouth liked to point out the obvious. “Here, let me help.”

I dabbed at the front of Tara’s skirt while Alice handed over her napkin too.

“Waldo,” I said through a gritted smile, “please do not take any photos of this.”

The waitress looked horrified. Her face had gone bright red, and she kept reaching for things and then stopping herself like she didn’t know what to touch first.

“I didn’t mean to,” she said again. “The pitcher slipped. I’m so sorry.”

“It was an accident,” Tara said, though she was now standing with wet fabric clinging to the front of her pale-blue dress. “Those photos better not see the light of day.”

“I’ll make sure of it,” I told her, but I really put the thought in the back of my head because I wanted to make sure she got the attention and care to be cleaned up.

Florence gave a small sniff. “Accidents often come from rushing.”

The waitress looked as if Florence had slapped her with the salad fork.

I shot Florence a look before I could stop myself.

“Let’s just get this cleaned up,” I said. “No harm done.”

Mary Elizabeth must have had eyes on every inch of that lawn because she appeared out of nowhere, with Dawn Gentry right behind her. Dawn had a stack of clean napkins, and Mary Elizabeth had the expression of a woman whose blood pressure was about to become a full community event.

“What happened?” Mary Elizabeth asked, even though she could clearly see what happened.

“I spilled the water,” the waitress said, her voice trembling. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Moberly. I’ll fix it.”

“You most certainly will,” Mary Elizabeth said, but she kept her voice low enough that only our table could hear. “Go get a fresh cloth. And mind china.”

The waitress nodded so fast I thought her ponytail might come loose.

Dawn stepped in with a calm smile. “We’ll have this reset in just a minute.”

“I’m fine,” Tara said. “Truly.”

“You are soaked,” I said. “Why don’t you come with me for a second? We can walk over to the chicken coop while they change the tablecloth. It’s close by, and I promise it’s worth seeing.”

Florence’s eyebrows rose. “The chicken coop?”

“Oh, not just any chicken coop,” I said. “Mary Elizabeth’s chicken coop with rocking chairs and its own library.”

“That sounds interesting,” Alice said, her mouth twitched in a smile.

“It’s ridiculous,” I said. “But in the best way.”

That statement got me a glare from Mary Elizabeth, but I just smiled at her.

“It is charming,” I added, to smooth things over.

Tara looked down at her damp dress and then at the table where the waitress had returned with a fresh white cloth over one arm. “A short walk might help.”

“Good. Follow me.” I gestured toward the pasture and then looked back at the waitress, who was already clearing everything with quick, nervous hands.

Mary Elizabeth and Dawn had jumped in to help. Dawn moved the flower arrangement, and Mary Elizabeth hurried to get more silverware and linens.

The waitress paused, gathered up essential oil bottles, and set them on the tray with the cups so she could pull the wet tablecloth free. The cloth dragged slightly across the edge, sending a few droplets onto the grass. She worked fast, too fast, tugging the damp linen away and replacing it with a clean one that snapped open in the breeze before she smoothed it down with both palms.

The waitress glanced up for a second and gave me a weak smile before she went back to finishing up the new table setting.

The walk to the chicken coop wasn’t far, but it gave everyone a chance to breathe. The back lawn rolled gently away from the farmhouse toward the fenced pasture. Cows grazed farther out, tails swishing while a couple of calves stayed close to their mothers. Beyond them, the line of trees marked the edge of the forest, thick and green under the summer sky.

“This really is a lovely property,” Tara said, still dabbing at her dress with the napkin.

“Mary Elizabeth has put her whole heart into it,” I said. “And every opinion she’s ever had.”

“She has been a gracious hostess,” Alice said with a smile. She put her hand up to her chest and started to pat around. “I think my necklace came unclasped during the little kerfuffle.”

She hurried off, going back toward the fundraiser. I didn’t try to stop her because she appeared to be in a panic.

Florence walked carefully over the grass, holding the side of her skirt just enough to keep it from brushing anything she didn’t approve of.

“I will admit, the farm is impressive. A working dairy, produce gardens, bed-and-breakfast, and event space all in one property. That takes vision,” Florence noted. “But I wouldn’t expect any less of Mary Elizabeth.”

“Yes. You’ve known her a long time,” I said.

The chicken coop sat just ahead, painted white with soft yellow trim and window boxes full of flowers. Calling it a coop didn’t seem fair. It had a real door, a little porch, and curtains in the windows. There was a small fenced run attached to the side, where several hens scratched around in the dirt, clucking as if they had opinions about our visit.

Florence stopped walking.

“That is a chicken coop?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “Even Mary Elizabeth’s chickens have manners.”

Tara laughed under her breath. “It has curtains.”

“And heat and air-conditioning,” I said. “Don’t forget that part.”

Alice looked at me. “For the chickens?”

“For Mary Elizabeth’s peace of mind,” I said. “And apparently egg quality.”

I opened the door and let them step inside.

The familiar smell of straw, wood shavings, and clean feed greeted us, but it wasn’t unpleasant. Mary Elizabeth kept the place cleaner than most kitchens I’d seen. A small bookcase sat against one wall, filled with children’s books, old Southern Living magazines, and a few worn mysteries stacked neatly. A wooden rocking chair sat near the nesting boxes, with a folded quilt over the back. On the side table was a basket of reading glasses, hand lotion, and a little notebook where Mary Elizabeth kept track of which hens were laying.

“This is unbelievable,” Tara said.

“Mary Elizabeth reads to them,” I said.

Florence turned slowly to look at me. “Reads to the chickens?”

“Every night, if she has time. She says a calm hen is a productive hen.”

Tara finally relaxed enough to laugh for real. “I love this.”

Florence’s face softened despite herself. “It is certainly memorable.”

That was practically a standing ovation from Florence Sparks.

I leaned against the doorframe and watched the three women take in Mary Elizabeth’s prized chicken palace. For a few minutes, the tightness from the table eased. Tara asked about the bed-and-breakfast guests collecting eggs in the morning. Alice wanted to know whether predators ever got close to the coop. Florence asked if Mary Elizabeth used the eggs in the breakfast service then nodded with approval when I told her she did.

It was the first peaceful moment I’d had since being assigned to the table of Kentucky power women. Of course, it didn’t last.


CHAPTER THREE


When we made it back to the fundraiser, the young waitress had set up the table, and it looked exactly like it had before the spill.

She stood off to the side near the service station, with her shoulders still tight as she watched us return. The poor thing looked like she expected Florence to file a formal complaint with the governor’s office over ice water.

“Well,” Florence said as she approached the table, “at least disaster was avoided.”

Tara Kelly gave me a look over Florence’s shoulder. It wasn’t mean-spirited. More tired than anything else.

“I think everything has been lovely,” Tara said kindly, loud enough for the waitress to hear it too.

The girl visibly relaxed.

“Thank you, ma’am,” she said quietly before hurrying off toward another table.

We all sat back down, and fortunately, the lunch service started shortly afterward, which gave those seated at the table something safer to focus on besides one another.

Servers moved among the tables, carrying plates of chicken salad croissants, fresh fruit, pasta salad, and little cups of chilled strawberry soup Mary Elizabeth had insisted would “elevate the experience.” Warm biscuits arrived in baskets lined with cloth napkins while jars of local honey and homemade blackberry jam were passed around.

The conversation loosened some once people started eating. Even Florence seemed temporarily distracted by the fact that the Milkery’s kitchen staff had managed to serve proper tea sandwiches that hadn’t gone soggy sitting in the summer heat.

“That cucumber spread is excellent,” Tara admitted after taking another bite.

Florence dabbed her lips with her napkin. “It is acceptable.”

Alice snorted softly into her tea.

I nearly choked trying not to laugh.

The fundraiser portion itself actually went smoother than I expected. Queenie French took the microphone near the patio and launched into a passionate speech about preserving Kentucky history while Blue Ethel and the Adolescent Farm Boys sat quietly behind her, looking deeply confused about how they’d ended up at a tea party fundraiser in the first place.

Then came the pledge cards.

And that was when I fully understood why women like Florence Sparks, Tara Kelly, and Alice Charles mattered so much to these events.

The second Florence lifted her little bidding card and announced a donation amount, women at nearby tables started reaching for their own cards. Tara followed with a sizable contribution toward the depot restoration fund, and Alice committed Daniel Boone National Forest tourism outreach assistance for future events.

Money flowed after that, big money, the kind of money that made Queenie grip the microphone with both hands and blink rapidly while Mary Elizabeth caught my eye from across the lawn and gave me the smallest nod imaginable, her silent way of saying, “See, this is why these women matter.” And unfortunately, she wasn’t wrong.

By the time dessert arrived in the form of tiny lemon cakes and blackberry tarts, most of the tension at the table had softened into polite exhaustion. The women had settled into safer conversation topics like travel, Kentucky weather, and whether tourists ruined fall foliage season by taking too many photos in the middle of the road.

Eventually, the event started winding down. Chairs scraped against the grass as women stood and wandered toward the farmhouse, the gardens, or the little shop near the produce stand. A few guests made their way toward the bed-and-breakfast to freshen up before tonight’s campground fundraiser.

I was collecting abandoned teacups from the table when I spotted Tara Kelly standing near the side garden beside the farmhouse, with her phone pressed tightly against her ear.

I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. Honestly, I wasn’t. She was talking so loud, her voice carried just enough for me to catch it while I stacked saucers.

“I don’t care if it was accidental,” Tara hissed quietly. “Someone knew exactly what they were doing when they seated me beside Florence Sparks.”

I paused so I could hear without the clinking.

“No. I’m serious. I want to know who arranged that table,” she demanded to the other person on the phone.

Another pause while she listened.

“Because I refuse to spend another fundraiser smiling beside the woman whose affair is a stain, and I won’t be seen next to someone like her.” Her words had a bite to them.

I froze in the middle of stacking saucers. Well, that certainly explained the body language.

Tara turned slightly and noticed a couple approaching from another table, immediately softening her expression back into public-First-Lady mode before ending the call.

I looked right back down at the teacups like I hadn’t heard a thing. Because in small towns and Kentucky politics alike, surviving often depended on pretending you hadn’t heard what you absolutely heard.

I carried the stack toward one of the service tables near the patio and nearly collided with Alice Charles, who stood just beyond the flower planters, talking quietly with another woman from the forestry committee.

“…I’m simply saying Florence needs to step back a little,” Alice said under her breath. “Every single time conservation funding gets brought up, she calls it ‘wasting money on grass and mud.’”

The other woman gave an uncomfortable laugh.

Alice crossed her arms. “The truth is, she needs the state partnerships more than we need her donor list. Kentucky tourism depends on preserving the forest whether Florence likes hiking trails or not.”

I slowed my steps for exactly half a second too long, and Alice noticed me immediately. Her mouth snapped shut as she turned toward me, her expression tightening just enough to let me know I’d heard more than she’d wanted.

I lifted the stack of teacups slightly against my chest and offered an awkward smile.

“Just helping clean up,” I said.

Alice gave a short nod, crossed her arms briefly before letting them fall back to her sides, then turned and headed toward the greenhouse without another word. I watched her go, realizing that made two women at my table who clearly had issues with Florence Sparks, and somehow I doubted the list stopped there.

Before I could think much more about it, Queenie French’s voice boomed across the lawn.

“Mae!” she hollered, waving one arm dramatically near the patio while she used her other hand to keep fanning herself with one of the fundraiser programs.

I turned to see her waving me toward the patio area beside the farmhouse. Her floral caftan swished around her ankles while she fanned herself dramatically.

“Lord have mercy,” she muttered the second I reached her. “I swear, hosting wealthy women outdoors in Kentucky humidity ought to count as community service.”

“You pulled it off,” I told her honestly. “Everything looked beautiful.”

Queenie narrowed her eyes. “Don’t butter me up yet. How’d Florence behave at your table?”

I hesitated.

Queenie immediately noticed.

“Oh no,” she groaned. “What happened?”

“Nothing major,” I said quickly. “She corrected the waitress a little after the water spill.”

Queenie rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might stay there.

“Of course she did.”

“She also wasn’t exactly thrilled about the roller bottles.”

Queenie snorted. “That woman thinks patchouli is the gateway drug to moral collapse.”

I laughed.

“But honestly?” I added. “Everything turned out okay. They donated. They stayed polite. Nobody threw tea.”

Queenie crossed her arms over her chest and looked out across the lawn, where Florence now stood near the flower beds, speaking to a group of women who all looked vaguely terrified of disappointing her.

“This,” Queenie declared firmly, “is the last fundraiser I host where Florence Sparks gets an invitation.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You say that every year.”

“Yes.”

“And every year she still comes.”

Queenie pointed a finger at me. “That’s because Mary Elizabeth keeps inviting her. Your mother thinks Florence is social royalty.”

“She kind of is,” I admitted.

“She’s exhausting is what she is.” Queenie shook her head. “One day, somebody’s going to snap and dump sweet tea right in that woman’s lap.”

I glanced across the lawn, where Florence stood adjusting the placement of somebody else’s centerpiece while Tara Kelly avoided looking in her direction and Alice Charles walked the opposite way entirely.


CHAPTER FOUR


“You should’ve been there,” I told Dottie Swaggert, Happy Trails Campground manager and one of my best friends. “Those women were about two seconds from jerking each other across those tables by their pearls.”

I balanced myself near the top of the ladder, which we’d been using to hang kerosene lanterns around the tiki hut for tonight’s fundraiser, and reached my hand down automatically for the next one. When nothing landed in my palm, I looked down.

Dottie had abandoned the job completely.

She’d dropped down into one of the Adirondack chairs beneath the tiki hut with all the dramatic exhaustion of a woman who’d just survived a natural disaster instead of helping decorate for a community event. One tanned leg crossed over the other while she dug around in the pocket of her rhinestone-studded shorts for her pleather cigarette case. Her hot-pink sponge curlers were still rolled tight across the top of her short red hair and bounced every time she moved her head.

“Hello?” I hollered down at her. “You planning on helping me, or are you just supervising from the comfort of your throne?”

“I’m takin’ a smoke break,” she informed me like that explained everything. She stuck the cigarette between her lips and lit it with a pink lighter.

“Don’t catch those curlers on fire,” I teased. “The campground’s insured, but I’m pretty sure your hair ain’t.”

Dottie sucked in a long drag before pointing the cigarette toward me. “You hush. These curlers have survived humidity, murder investigations, and a propane explosion back in ninety-eight. They’ll outlive both of us.”

I laughed, climbed down the ladder, and grabbed another lantern from the box sitting beside the tiki hut. Around us, Happy Trails Campground buzzed with late afternoon activity. Campers walked toward the recreation hall, carrying Crock-Pots and folding chairs while kids rode bikes between the loops. Somebody over near the bathhouse had country music blaring loud enough to hear three campsites over. The smell of charcoal grills and citronella candles already drifted through the air. And in the distance, I could hear the rattle of a golf cart where I’d asked Henry Bryant, my campground handyman, to deliver campfire wood ordered earlier this morning.

Now I was regretting volunteering the campground to host the evening fundraiser. At the time, it had sounded fun. Casual. Relaxed. A nice way for the whole town to participate after the formal Historical Society tea at the Milkery.

“I’m telling you,” I muttered while hooking another lantern onto the beam overhead, “those women have issues.”

Dottie snorted smoke out her nose. “Honey, women with money always got issues. Ain’t nobody that tense unless they’re hidin’ somethin’ or constipated.”

I nearly dropped the lantern laughing.

“Well, when I was married to money…” I recalled the event a long time ago before I lived in Kentucky and was married to Hank. “I didn’t act like that.”

“You also didn’t grow up with money.” Dottie reminded me how Mary Elizabeth raised Bobby Ray and me as a single foster mother before I’d hightailed it to New York City on a Greyhound bus on my eighteenth birthday.

“Florence Sparks alone could start three wars with just one fundraiser seating chart,” I said. “Tara Kelly looked ready to crawl out of her skin sitting beside her, and Alice Charles practically admitted she can’t stand Florence’s opinions on conservation funding.”

Dottie leaned forward in her chair so fast her feather earrings swung. “Hold up now. Florence Sparks and Tara Kelly were at the same table?”

“Yes.”

“That’s messier than a toddler eatin’ spaghetti in a white church dress,” Dottie said with a cackle.

I shook my head. “Apparently, Florence had an affair with somebody connected to a governor’s campaign.”

“Oh, everybody knows that.” Dottie waved her cigarette around. “Florence Sparks has been struttin’ around Kentucky, actin’ holier than a church casserole while carryin’ more gossip than a beauty shop on bingo night.”

“You could’ve warned me,” I said.

“Nobody warned me about life being hard.” She shrugged. “Sometimes you just gotta figure things out on your own.”

I climbed back onto the ladder and adjusted one of the lanterns. Below me, Dottie had fully settled into gossip mode now, which meant productivity was officially over.

“So what else happened?” she asked. “Don’t leave me hangin’ like drawers on a clothesline.”

I told her about the water spill, the waitress nearly crying, Florence correcting everybody’s manners every four minutes, and the weird tension floating around the table all afternoon. By the time I finished, Dottie had smoked half her cigarette down to the filter.

“That Florence woman sounds like a piece of work,” Dottie declared. “People like that don’t realize everybody around ’em is just smilin’ while secretly picturin’ pushin’ ’em into traffic.”

I climbed down the ladder again and wiped my hands on my shorts before looking out toward the lake. Fifi was still out in the water, paddling around with the ducks while Chester sprinted up and down the dock, barking himself hoarse like he personally worked for lake security.

“Those dogs,” I muttered. “Fifi’s gonna smell like swamp water by tonight.”

The sound of gravel flying up around tires made us both look up immediately.

“Well,” Dottie drawled slowly while squinting through her cigarette smoke, “whoever that is, is drivin’ like their britches are on fire.”

I gave a sharp whistle toward the lake. Chester immediately whipped around while Fifi ignored me entirely and kept paddling beside the ducks like she suddenly belonged to wildlife now. Both dogs were great about staying away from cars, but whistling at them helped me get their attention just in case they were keyed in on something else.

As Dottie pushed herself out of the chair with a groan and tucked her pleather cigarette case into the waistband of her rhinestone-studded shorts, both of us watched to see who was about to round the corner near the recreation hall.

“Good gracious, get me a fan,” Dottie gushed dramatically, waving one hand in front of her face the second the pamper camper rolled into view. “That man’s got more chest exposed than a rotisserie chicken at the grocery store.”

Tex leaned one tanned arm out the driver’s-side window of the remodeled camper van he and Glenda Russell used for Cascades Mobile Spa.

Like always, he was shirtless. Of course he was shirtless. The man could probably survive a blizzard without ever considering fabric, but luckily for him, I did let him stay at Happy Trails during the winter months, since it was the offseason.

His bronzed chest looked like it belonged on the cover of one of those outdoorsman magazines stacked beside the checkout counter at the gas station, and the snug cutoff shorts he wore looked painful enough to require circulation checks every thirty minutes. His cowboy hat sat low over his eyes while one hand lazily drummed against the steering wheel to whatever music was playing inside the camper.

The pamper camper itself looked more polished than half the vacation rentals around Normal. What used to be an old camper had been completely transformed into a rolling spa sanctuary, with painted wood siding, soft lantern lights strung around the awning, and little flower boxes secured beneath the windows. The back trailer carried massage tables, rolled-up hammocks, and supplies for the outdoor setup they planned to create near the woods beside the campground.

The camper door swung open, and Glenda Russell stepped down, carrying three wooden crates filled with oils, lotions, and neatly folded towels. Unlike Tex, Glenda looked exactly like somebody who sold herbal remedies and talked about aligning your energy. Her long silver braid hung nearly to her waist, layered necklaces bounced against her loose linen dress, and she smelled faintly of lavender before she even reached us.

“Well, don’t y’all look busy,” Glenda called with an easy grin.

“We’re doing actual work while Dottie ogles chiropractors,” I answered.

“I got eyes, don’t I?” Dottie shot back. “Ain’t dead yet.”

Tex climbed down from the camper, grabbed one side of a folded massage table with one hand like it weighed absolutely nothing, and nodded toward the tiki hut. “Evenin’, ladies.”

“Lord, he smells good too,” Dottie muttered loudly enough for all of us to hear. “That oughta be illegal this close to church people.”

Tex laughed while Glenda rolled her eyes like she’d heard every variation of Dottie Swaggert’s commentary imaginable.

“We brought the cedar oils, peppermint rollers, and the forest blend,” Glenda said as she started unloading boxes. “Tex made extra after Mae told us the tea-party guests were taking the samples.”

“That’s what I wanted to ask!” Tex pointed toward me while balancing the massage table against his hip. “How’d the oils go over with the fancy ladies?”

I leaned against the ladder and crossed my arms. “Depends on which lady you ask.”

“Oh no,” Glenda groaned. “What happened?”

“Florence Sparks happened,” Dottie answered immediately. “That woman’s tighter than a pickle jar lid.”

Tex barked out a laugh while Glenda shook her head. “She didn’t like them?”

“She said they smelled earthy,” I answered.

Glenda blinked once. “Earthy?”

“Bless your heart,” Dottie said sympathetically. “That’s rich-lady code for ‘smells like somebody rubbed a tree on me.’”

Tex nearly dropped the massage table laughing.

“Wait.” Tex stopped. “Did you say ‘Florence’?”

“I did.” I nodded. I saw a very confused look on his face. “Why?”

“That’s the lady who called me this afternoon and had me come over to the Milkery for an adjustment.” He looked at Glenda.

“Oh, her.” Glenda’s eyes shot up. She gave a wry smile and a slight shake of the head. “Let’s get this together.” She started to give out instructions as if she were trying not to gossip about whatever took place with Florence’s adjustment.

“To be fair,” I added, because I sure didn’t want to cause any trouble if Florence loved her adjustment with Tex. “Tara Kelly and Alice Charles liked them.”

“See?” Glenda brightened immediately. “That’s our target audience. Women who enjoy calm nervous systems.”

Dottie snorted. “Then Florence Sparks was never gonna qualify.”

Tex was eerily quiet as he carried the massage table toward the wooded edge of the campground, where they’d planned their setup, while Glenda started arranging baskets of oils beneath the tiki hut. Little glass roller bottles filled with amber-colored oils lined up neatly beside homemade soaps, candles, and small handwritten signs describing scents like Forest Calm, Mountain Mint, and Cedar Breeze.

“You know,” Glenda said while fluffing one of the table runners, “we thought tonight might be good exposure for the spa. Community events usually help people loosen up enough to try something new.”

“Especially once karaoke starts,” Tex hollered from across the clearing. “Nothing says massage business like hearing somebody butcher ‘Friends in Low Places.’”

Dottie cackled so hard she had to grab the tiki hut post. “Honey, after enough sangria, half these campers gonna think they can sing like Dolly Parton.”

Within a couple of hours, Happy Trails Campground looked less like a campground and more like somebody had shaken up all of Normal, Kentucky, and poured it straight into the woods. Golf carts zipped between campsites, kids ran around with glow sticks already hanging from their necks, and the smell of barbecue smoke drifted through the summer air, thick enough to make your stomach growl whether you were hungry or not.

Ty Randal had completely taken over the grilling station beside the recreation hall, with his brothers working the smokers while he barked orders like a football coach during playoffs. Pulled pork, burgers, roasted corn, and giant tubs of his famous Southern slaw covered every available inch of the serving tables.

“Don’t let Dottie near the slaw,” Ty hollered the second he spotted us. “She puts raisins in potato salad and can’t be trusted.”

“That happened one time, and I was under emotional distress,” Dottie gasped from her Adirondack chair beneath the tiki hut where she’d planted herself for the evening.

“It was Easter,” Ty yelled back.

Before Dottie could defend herself further, another truck rolled into the campground lot, slower this time, tires crunching softly over the gravel. My shoulders instantly relaxed the second I recognized Hank’s forest service truck.

“There’s your mountain man,” Dottie muttered while nudging me with one flip-flopped foot. “Look at him, all rugged and useful.”

Hank climbed out of the truck, wearing his park ranger uniform pants and a fitted green T-shirt with the sleeves pulled tight across his muscular arms. His thick black hair looked slightly mussed from work, and even from across the lot, I could see those green eyes land directly on me. That man had a way of looking at me that still made my stomach flutter, which was annoying, considering we were married, and I was too old to be fluttering.

“You need help?” Hank called while heading our way, carrying two bags of ice over each shoulder like they weighed nothing.

“No,” Dottie answered before I could. “But I’d enjoy watchin’ you help anyway.”

Hank laughed and bent down to kiss the top of my head as he passed me. “Hey, sweetheart.”

“Everything okay?” I asked, since I knew he was late, which was never good when your husband was a forest ranger.

“Some tourists thought feeding a black bear hot dogs was a smart idea.” He sighed. “Turns out it was not.”

“That’s because people are dumber than a sack of wet hair,” Dottie muttered.

Hank carried the ice toward the coolers while I watched half the women within eyesight notice him too. Honestly, I couldn’t blame them. My husband looked like he belonged in one of those outdoors calendars hanging beside cash registers at feed stores. Tall, broad shouldered, and rugged enough to chop wood with his bare hands if society collapsed.

“Well, ain’t this cozy,” Cheryl Paisley said, her voice floating toward us as she and Buck Davis crossed the campground together, carrying folding trays loaded with homemade desserts from the diner.

Cheryl looked polished as always in a floral summer cardigan while Buck looked exactly like a man who’d spent all day inside a thrift store, digging through old boxes. Tall and slender, with his coal-black hair combed neatly back, he balanced a pie carrier in one hand while waving with the other.

“Tell me y’all saved me a good seat before Blue Ethel starts screamin’ into that microphone,” Buck called out.

“You mean singing?” I asked.

“I said what I said,” he stated with a smile.

“You hush before she hears you.” Dottie pointed toward him. “That woman holds grudges longer than freezer meat.”

Alvin Deters wasn’t far behind them, wearing his usual plaid shirt tucked into dark jeans with that giant silver belt buckle sitting front and center like it deserved its own introduction. His cowboy hat sat low over his light-brown hair while Bobby Ray Bonds trailed behind him, carrying two folding chairs and arguing with Abby about hashtags as she took photos of the fundraiser.

“I’m telling you, Bobby Ray, social media engagement matters,” Abby fussed while typing on her phone.

“I still don’t know what a hashtag actually does,” Bobby Ray grumbled. Grease stains still marked his mechanic overalls despite Abby clearly trying to clean him up before the event. His backward baseball cap barely covered the bald spot on top of his loose blond curls.

“It connects people,” she said. “Plus it helps get the word about our tourism and your sister’s campground.”

“So does yelling,” Bobby Ray said and adjusted their chairs.

Alvin snorted. “Boy’s got a point.”

The campground continued filling around us while Blue Ethel and the Adolescent Farm Boys started setting up on the makeshift plywood stage area. Ethel immediately grabbed the microphone before anything was even plugged in correctly.

“Good evenin’, Happy Trails!” she hollered while Rosco the pug barked wildly beside her feet. Thank goodness she had him on a leash, because that dog could get into so much trouble when left to his own devices around here. “Welcome to the paaaaarty!”

The fiddle kicked up seconds later, followed by banjo and harmonica while Otis Gullett swayed beside the speakers, looking just sober enough to stand upright.

Tex wandered back over, carrying a tray of little plastic sangria cups while Glenda arranged oils and lotions beneath the tiki hut beside the lanterns. Their little spa setup near the woods already looked busy, with massage tables under canvas tents, hammocks swinging between trees, and the cedar hot tub steaming softly beneath the lights strung through the branches.

Blue Ethel suddenly launched into a loud version of “Kentucky Rain” while campers clapped along, and kids danced barefoot in the grass. The kerosene lanterns hanging around the tiki hut started glowing brighter as dusk slowly settled over the campground, and for the first time all day, I finally felt my shoulders loosen.

After the tension of the tea party, this felt like home again.

The campground had finally settled into that comfortable evening rhythm—the lanterns glowed softly against the trees, the smell of barbecue drifted through the air, and Blue Ethel’s band carried across the lake loud enough for half the campground to hear.

I had just taken a sip of the sangria Tex handed me when headlights swept slowly across the gravel drive near the office.

“There’s Mary Elizabeth,” I said as her SUV rolled toward the recreation hall with Dawn Gentry in the passenger seat.

The second the vehicle stopped, Mary Elizabeth climbed out, looking surprisingly put together for a woman who’d spent the entire day hosting a Historical Society fundraiser. Dawn looked more relaxed beside her, though both of them carried that worn-out, end-of-event look around their eyes.

“Please tell me Ty saved me something besides cucumber sandwiches,” Mary Elizabeth called while walking toward us. “If I eat one more tiny tea sandwich today, I may not survive.”

Ty pointed his spatula toward the serving tables. “Pulled pork, burgers, and slaw.”

“Now that’s real food,” she declared.

Dawn laughed softly behind her. “She’s complained about tea food all the way from the Milkery.”

“Well, tea food isn’t supper,” Mary Elizabeth said matter-of-factly before her expression suddenly changed. She stopped walking and looked around the campground.

“Where are they?” she asked.

I lowered my cup. “Who?”

“My guests,” she answered. “Florence Sparks, Tara Kelly, and Alice Charles.”

The group collectively looked around the campground.

She was right. None of them were there.

“I thought they left before us,” Dawn said. “They all ordered rides from the Milkery.”

Mary Elizabeth frowned slightly. “Florence specifically said they planned to come support the evening fundraiser.”

Dawn crossed her arms loosely. “Tara seemed genuinely excited about tonight.”

“And Alice wanted to see the live music,” I added. “Plus she practically sprinted away from Florence at the tea party. I figured she’d already be here hiding near the trees somewhere.”

Mary Elizabeth looked back toward the campground entrance again. “I don’t like this.”

Just strange enough to make the little hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

“Maybe the Uber got lost?” I asked. “And they went back to the Milkery. That has to be it.”

Blue Ethel suddenly screeched into the microphone again. “Who’s ready for karaoke?”

A loud cheer erupted from the recreation hall area while somewhere behind us, Chester started barking at absolutely nothing.

But standing there beneath the lantern glow while Mary Elizabeth scanned the campground entrance again and again, I couldn’t shake the feeling something had shifted.

“Listen.” I finally caved when I saw the genuine look on Mary Elizabeth’s face that she was concerned for her guests. She always took it upon herself to make sure everyone was safe, having fun, and full of good ole Southern cooking. “Why don’t Dottie and I run over to the Milkery, because I’m sure they are there?”

“You don’t need to worry yourself,” Mary Elizabeth said in the most unconvincing way. “But if you want, you can. That would be a big load off my shoulders.”

“Come on, Dottie.” I gestured for her to follow me. “Let’s go wrangle up some donations because this group isn’t going to donate like the group from the tea party.”


CHAPTER FIVE


“Slow down before you sling me into the woods,” Dottie complained while gripping the dashboard of my little Ford Focus like we were participating in a high-speed chase instead of driving ten minutes through the Daniel Boone National Forest.

“I’m going the speed limit,” I argued, though honestly the old Focus sounded like it disagreed with me every time I pushed it past forty. Joel Grassel had assured me when I bought the car that it was “mechanically dependable,” which I’d later learned translated to “starts most days.”

Outside the windshield, the forest had settled into that deep summer darkness that only existed out in the middle of nowhere. There weren’t any streetlights once you left the campground. Just winding blacktop roads cutting through thick trees, with my headlights bouncing off sharp curves, tree trunks, and the occasional reflective road sign.

Humidity hung heavy in the air even with the windows cracked. Cicadas screamed from the woods while frogs croaked somewhere down in the hollers below the road. Every few seconds, lightning bugs blinked through the darkness like tiny floating lanterns scattered between the trees.

“Lord have mercy,” Dottie muttered while looking out her window. “This road’s darker than the inside of a cow.”

“You say that every single time we drive through here at night.”

“And every single time, I mean it.”

I slowed slightly around one of the tighter curves, where the road hugged a drop-off sharp enough to make me grip the steering wheel harder. My headlights skimmed over the edge, catching nothing but darkness and trees below.

“You know,” Dottie continued, “if we fly off this mountain, Henry Bryant better not let another woman move into my camper.”

“That’s your concern?” I asked.

“That and whether somebody’d remember to unplug my Crock-Pot.”

I laughed softly and kept driving. Truthfully, I was trying not to think too hard about the strange feeling sitting in the pit of my stomach. It was probably nothing. Florence, Tara, and Alice had likely stayed back at the Milkery longer than expected. Maybe they’d changed clothes. Maybe Tara got pulled into a phone call. Maybe Florence had found another fundraiser volunteer to critique.

Still, Mary Elizabeth’s face before we left bothered me.

She genuinely looked worried.

A pair of headlights suddenly appeared around the curve ahead of us.

“Well, there they are,” I said automatically when I spotted the small rideshare sticker glowing in the front windshield. “That’s probably their Uber now.”

The SUV eased past us slowly on the narrow road. I glanced over just enough to see silhouettes in the back seat, though it happened too fast to make out faces through the darkness.

Dottie twisted halfway around in her seat, trying to look out the back window. “Think that was ’em?”

“Had to be.”

“Then why we still drivin’?”

“Because we’re already halfway there now.” I shrugged. “Might as well check on things and tell Mary Elizabeth they’re on the way.”

I turned onto the long blacktop driveway leading into the Milkery property. Immediately, the darkness of the forest opened into wide pastureland. The white Kentucky post-and-rail fencing stretched along both sides of the drive while the massive silos stood ahead against the night sky, with The Milkery painted in giant white letters down the sides.

Lights still glowed warmly from the farmhouse windows.

“See?” I said. “Everything’s fine.”

But even as I said it, something felt off.

Usually after one of Mary Elizabeth’s events, there’d still be movement around the farmhouse. Kitchen staff cleaning up. Guests wandering the porch. Somebody carrying decorations inside. Tonight the lawn sat still beneath the porch lights.

Even the chicken coop looked dark.

I parked near the back entrance of the farmhouse, where I always parked whenever I came to the Milkery. The second I killed the engine, the sounds of the forest rushed in around us. Frogs. Crickets. Cicadas. Somewhere out in the pasture, one of the cows let out a low moo.

The farmhouse lights glowed softly against the darkness while the scent of baked bread and fried country ham still lingered faintly in the humid air drifting from the kitchen vents.

“Okay,” I said while opening my car door. “Let’s go find Kentucky society.”

Dottie climbed out slower, adjusting the waistband of her shorts before looking toward the bed-and-breakfast.

Inside, the farmhouse glowed warmly against the summer darkness with soft yellow light spilling from the kitchen windows, but there wasn’t any movement. No guests lingering on the porch. No laughter drifting through the screen door. Nothing.

“Well,” Dottie muttered beside me as she climbed out of the Focus and tugged down the hem of her rhinestone-studded shorts, “don’t look like anyone is here.”

Dottie snorted while we headed toward the side-porch entrance Mary Elizabeth’s guests typically used after hours. The old wooden screen door creaked open the second I pulled it, and it snapped shut behind us with a loud thwap that echoed through the quiet kitchen.

The familiar smells wrapped around us immediately. Butter. Vanilla. Cinnamon. A faint trace of fried country ham still lingering from breakfast service.

The kitchen lights had been left on over the massive butcher-block island, casting a warm glow across the old creaking wood floors. Copper pots hung above the stove. A pie sat beneath a glass dome beside the round farm table while Mary Elizabeth’s green recipe book rested inside the old wooden hutch like always.

But the room was empty.

“No Tara,” I said quietly.

“No Alice.” Dottie looked toward the hallway. “No Miss Manners neither.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and glanced down at the time. “Maybe they really were in that Uber we passed.”

I moved farther into the house and looked toward the side staircase just off the kitchen that led upstairs to the guest rooms. Soft hallway light glowed from above.

“Tara?” I called. “Alice?” I didn’t want to sneak up on anyone in case they were reading or off to themselves.

Nothing answered back.

The old farmhouse creaked softly around us while the air-conditioning kicked on somewhere upstairs.

Dottie had wandered toward the dining room entrance and stopped suddenly.

“Mae.”

Something in her voice made every tiny hair on the back of my neck stand up.

I turned quickly. “What?”

Dottie didn’t answer right away. She just pointed toward the entrance, where the big grand-entrance staircase led up to the guest rooms. The only way Mary Elizabeth allowed guests to come downstairs.

At first, my brain couldn’t quite process what I was seeing.

A shoe, a pale-pink heel, lying sideways near the bottom step.

Then pearls.

Scattered everywhere across the hardwood floor.

And then Florence Sparks.

“Oh my Lord,” I whispered.

Florence lay crumpled awkwardly at the bottom of the staircase that led upstairs to the guest rooms, one arm twisted beneath her while the other stretched toward the banister. Her pastel skirt was tangled around her legs, and her silver-blond hair had partly fallen loose around her face.

For one horrible second, neither of us moved.


CHAPTER SIX


“Come on,” I said to Dottie then resorted to bribing her with her own cigarettes. “You can smoke while we wait for Al.”

“That’s emotional manipulation,” Dottie muttered, though she followed me anyway.

I gently pulled the front door shut behind us, leaving Florence exactly where she was at the bottom of the staircase. Neither one of us wanted to move her. Even if it looked like a terrible accident, it still felt wrong touching anything.

The humid summer air hit me the second we stepped onto the front porch. Somewhere out in the pasture, a cow mooed softly while frogs croaked down near the creek bed beyond the fence line. The porch lights cast long yellow shadows across the driveway while cicadas screamed from the trees surrounding the property.

Dottie immediately dug into the waistband of her shorts for her cigarette case with shaky fingers.

“You okay?” I asked quietly.

“I seen dead people before.” She lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply before looking back toward the farmhouse windows. “But I ain’t never seen Florence Sparks dead before.”

Honestly, same.

I sat down on one of the white rocking chairs lining the porch while my stomach twisted itself tighter every second. Florence’s scattered pearls kept replaying in my mind. The shoe. The way her arm had landed awkwardly beneath her.

“Looks like someone’s gettin’ a new dress,” Dottie teased to break our obvious tension. She referred to how Southern women had funeral dresses, and I was sure Florence had picked out what dress she’d be buried in.

The burial outfit was just as important as your wedding dress.

“It looked like she fell,” I finally said aloud, mostly to convince myself.

Dottie exhaled smoke slowly. “Mm-hmm,” she agreed, then headlights suddenly swept across the driveway.

“Well, thank goodness,” I muttered while standing quickly.

A National Park Service SUV rolled up first, crunching across the blacktop drive before parking crookedly near the porch. Ranger Tucker Pyle climbed out almost immediately. Seeing him, I knew this place was now considered part of his territory for the Daniel Boone National Forest.

Even in the flashing emergency lights bouncing off the trees, the man looked annoyingly put together. He was tall with broad shoulders. His uniform was crisp, and he wore a serious expression.

“You called this in?” Tucker asked while heading toward the porch.

“We found her,” I answered quickly. “Florence Sparks. At the bottom of the stairs inside.”

Tucker’s expression shifted instantly into full professional mode. “Is anyone else in the house?”

“We don’t know,” Dottie answered. “Tara Kelly and Alice Charles are missin’ too.”

That got his attention.

“They might not be missing,” I corrected her. “They are all guests of the Milkery for the Historical Society annual fundraiser. They were also coming to Happy Trails. I think we passed an Uber that could’ve been Tara and Alice. I can call Mary Elizabeth to see if they showed up at the campground.”

I didn’t have to tell him the particulars about why they were coming to Happy Trails, because he knew. Everyone in Normal knew I was hosting the annual fundraiser for the locals, and he worked with Hank.

“Naturally, you know she sent me here to fetch them,” I told him.

“You searched upstairs?” he asked.

“No,” I admitted. “We didn’t want to disturb anything.”

Tucker nodded once. “Good.”

Another set of lights suddenly exploded through the darkness behind him.

“Oh Lord,” Dottie muttered. “Here comes the parade.”

Sheriff Al Hemmer came flying up the driveway with enough sirens and flashing lights to alert three counties. Gravel sprayed behind his sheriff’s truck before he stopped abruptly near the porch, crookedly enough to make me wonder if he’d even fully hit the brakes.

The driver’s-side door flew open.

“Stand back!” Al hollered before he’d even fully stepped out of the vehicle. “Official business!”

Dottie looked over at me. “He says that every single time like somebody’s rushin’ to volunteer.”

Al adjusted his oversized sheriff hat, which sat halfway off the back of his head already, then hurried toward us while fumbling with a flashlight and notepad at the same time. His brown uniform somehow looked even baggier than usual tonight, probably because he was sweating straight through it.

“Where’s the body?” he asked breathlessly.

“Inside,” I answered.

Al stopped short. “You touched anything?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, Al,” I said flatly. I didn’t need to tell him how we’d been in a few situations like this before. Creepy, but when you lived in a forest where hikers and campers liked to hover too close to a cliff’s edge or even thought hiking trails after a little bit of liquid courage was smart, unfortunately, you saw that those decisions led to deaths.

Maybe there were a couple of murders thrown into our history, but I knew enough to not disturb a body, no matter if there wasn’t any foul play.

“Everybody stay put.” He pointed his flashlight vaguely toward the porch.

Tucker ignored the exchange and moved straight to business. “Mae says two additional guests are unaccounted for.”

Al blinked quickly. “What?”

“Tara Kelly and Alice Charles,” I repeated. “They were supposed to come to the campground tonight from here. And they might be there now.”

“You give Hank a call and see,” Al instructed me. “Okay.” He swallowed hard. “Okay. Nobody panic.”

“That usually means panic.” Dottie looked at me sideways.

Al pointed toward Tucker. “You check upstairs.” Then he pointed toward Dottie and me. “You two stay right here.”

“We know the routine,” Dottie muttered around her cigarette.

Tucker disappeared into the farmhouse while Al slowly stepped inside behind him. Through the open doorway, I watched him immediately stop short near the staircase. Even from the porch, I could see him push his hat back farther and stare down at Florence’s body.

For once, Sheriff Al Hemmer didn’t have a smart remark.

I pulled my phone out of my sweatshirt pocket, found Hank’s name in the contacts, and hit it with my finger.

“Where are you?” Hank quickly asked. “The women you went looking for are here.”

“All but one,” I said.

“Huh?” Hank asked.

“Well, Florence Sparks isn’t there because we found her dead at the bottom of the steps.” My words were met with silence, though I could still hear Blue Ethel and the Adolescent Farm Boys in the background. “She must’ve fallen and hit her head. She’s dead.”

“Is Al there?” he asked, and I could hear the sound of his feet hitting the ground. I could still hear the band, but they were getting softer and softer.

“You don’t need to come here,” I told him since I knew what he was doing. “Al and Tucker are here. And here comes Colonel Holz.”

One of the two must’ve called the coroner to come pick up Florence because his hearse was rattling up the Milkery drive.

“I’m sure I’ll be back soon, but don’t tell Mary Elizabeth yet. Let her have a good time, and we can tell her later,” I said.

“I don’t like not being there, but it’s Tucker’s territory. If he needs me, he’ll call me.” Hank said the right words, but I could tell by the tone in his voice that it wasn’t what he wanted. “I’ll take care of everything here.”

“Thank you,” I said, gratefully. “I love you, and see you and the babies tonight.”

“Speaking of babies…” There was an exhausted sigh. “I had to put Fifi in the camper because she kept trying to get on stage to Roscoe.”

“Thank you,” I said. “She’s a hot mess that one.” Both of us laughed and then hung up.

The porch fell quiet except for the distant hum of crickets.

And sitting there on Mary Elizabeth’s porch with cigarette smoke drifting through the humid summer air, it suddenly hit me how strange life in Normal could be.

One minute, you were decorating tiki huts and arguing over slaw recipes.

The next minute, Florence Sparks was lying dead at the bottom of a staircase.

“Well.” Al came out and hoisted his pants up a little by the waist. “It seems like you’re right. Heel got caught on a piece of carpet at the top, and down she went,” he said, gesturing the tumble with his hands.

“I’m gonna let Tucker take the lead and call her next of kin,” Al said, tipping his hat. “Colonel will get her out of here and just leave her stuff in her room. Tucker said he’d let her family collect her things.”

“That’s it?” Dottie asked, snuffing out her cigarette in the bottom of her sandal. “You don’t need to rope off anything, take fingerprints, nothin’?”

“Thank goodness,” I told her and then looked at Al. “Not that I would want Florence dead, but the fact that it was an accident really is much better than the alternative.”

“I’ll leave you two ladies to discuss that.” Al took a couple of steps away from us. “Now, y’all go on back to the campground. Tucker and Colonel have this.”

“Hey, Al,” Colonel called as he stepped out onto the front porch of the Milkery. “I think you need to see this.”

“See what?” I asked. “Do I need to call Mary Elizabeth?”

“What’s goin’ on?” Dottie asked.

“There’s some pinpricks in the deceased’s eyes that I think you need to take a closer look at.” Colonel tried to whisper it, but with my good hearing, I knew by not only his words but his tone that he had suspicions about the nature of Florence’s death.

I followed Al closely to the door and wanted to slip in behind him to get a look, but he abruptly stopped at the threshold and turned around, wagging a finger at me. When I stepped back, he shut the door.

“What was that all about?” Dottie asked nervously.

“Colonel mentioned there was some pinpricking in Florence’s eyes.” I sucked in a deep breath. “That means one thing.”

“Toxins,” Dottie said, batting out a cigarette from the case. “I seen that on Diagnosis Murder once.”

“Yeah, toxin means poison.” I gulped and tilted my head to the side so I could see through the glass side panel on the front door. “And Colonel is showing Al her eyes.”

Al and Colonel stood up, and before they could catch me peeping through the glass side panel beside the door, I jerked back fast enough to nearly stumble into one of the porch rocking chairs. Dottie immediately stepped closer and pressed one ear against the door like she’d been training for this exact moment her entire life.

“What are they saying?” I whispered while waving away the cigarette smoke drifting straight into my face.

“Shh,” she scolded softly before taking another long drag off the cigarette. The tip glowed bright red against the darkness while she listened harder. Her eyes narrowed. The lines around her mouth tightened.

A few seconds later, she pulled away from the door and looked at me.

“We’ve got us a murder,” she said quietly.

My stomach dropped so hard it felt like somebody kicked me square in the chest. Before I could even answer, the front door suddenly swung open, and Sheriff Al Hemmer stepped onto the porch, looking far more rattled than he had a few minutes ago. Sweat rolled down the side of his face beneath his crooked sheriff’s hat while Colonel stood just behind him near the staircase.

Al pointed directly at us.

“Neither one of you ladies leaves town,” he said firmly before swallowing hard. “And somebody better get ahold of Tara Kelly and Alice Charles right now, because at this point, I don’t know if they’re witnesses…”

He paused just long enough to make my blood run cold.

“Or next.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


“A murder?” Mary Elizabeth gasped and slapped one hand over her mouth. “But… but…” Her words fell apart before she could finish the thought.

The entire drive from the Milkery to the sheriff’s department had felt unreal. Not only had Al and Tucker roped off the inside of the Milkery, but they’d blocked the entrance road, too, with patrol lights flashing against the white fencing and silos. By the time Hank drove Mary Elizabeth and Dawn into town, with Dottie and me following in my little Focus, word had already started spreading through Normal faster than grease through a biscuit.

“I’m not really sure ‘murder’ is the right term yet.” I tried to soften the blow while we stood in the parking lot behind the courthouse. “I just overheard something about possible poisoning.”

“And you think she poisoned herself?” Dottie huffed, leaning against the hood of the car while we got Mary Elizabeth calmed down so we could prepare to head inside.

“We don’t know anything yet,” I said carefully. “Maybe she ate something that didn’t agree with her.”

“I did not poison anyone,” Mary Elizabeth snapped. Her eyes widened immediately after the words left her mouth, and she looked horrified at herself. “I mean… oh, Lord. Listen to me.”

Dawn gently rubbed her back. “Nobody’s accusing you of anything.”

“I hosted the event.” Mary Elizabeth’s voice shook. “Those women were my guests. Florence ate at my table. Slept in my house.”

“Mary Elizabeth, breathe.” Hank reached for her hand immediately.

The Normal Sheriff’s Department sat tucked behind the courthouse in its usual state of tired brick and quiet chaos. Patrol cars lined the side parking lot while fluorescent light spilled from the small front lobby windows. Even this late at night, the place looked busy.

“Come on,” Hank said softly. “Let’s get inside before the whole town shows up.”

“That ship already sailed,” Dottie muttered while eyeing two older women slowing their car down beside the parking lot entrance, trying to peek at who’d arrived.

The second we stepped through the sheriff’s department doors, the familiar smells wrapped around me. Burnt coffee, old wood, and disinfectant. A hint of cigarette smoke that permanently lived inside Dottie’s clothes no matter how much Febreze she used.

The small front lobby buzzed softly under fluorescent lighting. Behind the sliding glass dispatch window sat Granny Agnes Swift, wearing a lavender cardigan, with reading glasses low on her nose, while she poured coffee into Styrofoam cups from a stained pot that probably qualified as evidence itself.

“Well,” Agnes announced before anybody even spoke. “This night done turned into a complete mess.”

Her gray eyes immediately landed on Mary Elizabeth. The feisty expression softened.

“Oh, honey.” Granny Agnes pushed herself up from her chair. “Come here.”

Mary Elizabeth walked straight toward the dispatch window and nearly burst into tears when Agnes reached through the opening to grab her hand.

“I just can’t believe it,” Mary Elizabeth whispered. “Florence was fine.”

Agnes shook her head slowly. “Sometimes life changes quicker than a tire blowout.”

Dottie immediately wandered toward the coffee station. “Please tell me you got fresh coffee.”

“You’ll drink what’s there or go thirsty,” Agnes shot back. Dottie glared back as Granny Agnes reached under the counter to hit the button to buzz us into the guts of the department.

The buzzer sounded, and Hank opened the second locked door leading into the main office area. The department looked exactly like it always did. Desks covered in paperwork. Half-empty coffee cups scattered everywhere. A camping-style folding table shoved against one wall with stale doughnuts sitting beneath plastic wrap. Phones ringing somewhere in the back offices while deputies moved through the cluttered space, carrying folders and talking too loudly.

Al Hemmer’s office sat to the left behind glass walls streaked with fingerprints and old tape residue. Even from the hallway, I could see stacks of files threatening to collapse off every surface inside.

“Mae.” Hank lowered his voice while Al and Tucker disappeared toward the interrogation rooms. “What exactly did Colonel say?”

I glanced toward Mary Elizabeth before answering. “He mentioned pinpricks in Florence’s eyes.”

Hank’s jaw tightened immediately.

“Yeah,” Dottie muttered while dumping powdered creamer into her coffee. “That’s the face everybody makes right before poison gets mentioned.”

“Keep your voice down,” I hissed.

Agnes shuffled out from behind dispatch, carrying a tray of Styrofoam cups. “Well, if it is poison, this town better brace itself because people around here lose their ever-lovin’ minds over murder.”

“Murder at the Milkery,” Dawn corrected quietly while sitting beside Mary Elizabeth at the long folding table. “That’s what scares me.”

And honestly, she wasn’t wrong.

The Milkery wasn’t just a bed-and-breakfast. It was Mary Elizabeth and Dawn’s livelihood. Their pride, reputation, and home.

Al finally emerged from his office, balancing a yellow legal pad and a pen that already appeared to be malfunctioning. Sweat darkened the collar of his oversized brown sheriff uniform while his crooked hat sat pushed too far back on his head. Tucker followed him, looking far calmer in his ranger uniform.

“All right,” Al announced, trying to sound official. “We just need to ask some questions.”

Mary Elizabeth immediately straightened in her chair. “Am I under suspicion?”

“No, ma’am,” Tucker answered before Al could fumble the response. “We’re just establishing timeline and event details.”

Dottie leaned toward me. “That’s ranger talk for ‘everybody’s suspicious till proven otherwise.’”

I elbowed her quietly.

Al sat across from Mary Elizabeth and flipped open his notebook. “Let’s start simple. Walk me through the tea fundraiser from the beginning.”

Mary Elizabeth took a shaky breath and folded her hands together on the table. “The Historical Society fundraiser started around eleven thirty. Guests arrived shortly after that.”

“Who attended Florence’s table?” Tucker asked while standing nearby with his arms crossed.

“Florence Sparks, Tara Kelly, Alice Charles, and Mae hosted the table.” Mary Elizabeth glanced toward me briefly. “The seating arrangements had to be changed last-minute after one donor backed out.”

Tucker immediately looked up. “Changed how?”

“The place cards got rearranged.” Dawn answered this time. “Nothing dramatic. We just had to move a few women around to balance donations and sponsorships.”

Dottie muttered into her coffee, “Ain’t nothin’ scarier than wealthy women and assigned seating.”

Al scribbled furiously before his pen stopped working. He clicked it repeatedly. Nothing happened.

“Dadgum it.” He reached into his shirt pocket for another one.

Tucker kept going without missing a beat. “Did Florence seem upset during the event?”

Mary Elizabeth hesitated.

“Yes,” I answered honestly before she could sugarcoat it. “There was tension at the table.”

“What kind of tension?” Al asked quickly.

I glanced around the room. Even Agnes looked invested now.

“Tara Kelly clearly had history with Florence,” I explained. “And Alice Charles disagreed with Florence about conservation funding.”

Al looked down at his notes. “Did Florence argue with anyone directly?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Not openly. But she wasn’t exactly warm either.”

Mary Elizabeth sighed heavily. “Florence could be difficult socially. After all, she was Ms. Manners of Kentucky. She believed strong opinions were a personality trait.”

“That’s a polite way of sayin’ bossy,” Agnes muttered while passing out more coffee.

Tucker flipped through a small notebook. “What happened after the fundraiser ended?”

“Most guests dispersed around the property,” Dawn explained. “Some toured the greenhouse. Some stayed in the gardens. Florence went upstairs eventually to freshen up before heading to the campground.”

“Tara and Alice?”

“They were both still at the Milkery when we left,” Mary Elizabeth answered. “That’s why I became concerned when they never arrived at Happy Trails until later.”

“Later?” Tucker questioned.

“That’s why Dottie and I were at the Milkery. The three women didn’t show up to the campground fundraiser when they said they were going to, and Mary Elizabeth had me drive over to check on them,” I said and gestured to Dottie too.

“I think we passed one of them Uber thangies,” Dottie said, flinging a finger back at me.

“Which was coming from the direction of the Milkery, so I’m assuming Tara and Alice took an Uber to the campground.”

“Mm-hmm.” Dawn nodded. “They did show up in an Uber, but they acted as if nothing was wrong. I asked where Florence was, and they told me she said she’d get her own ride.”

“From whom?” I asked.

Dawn shrugged.

The room fell quiet for a second.

Because that was the biggest problem sitting in all our minds right now.

Right then, the front door of the sheriff’s department burst open hard enough to rattle the glass.

Queenie French came storming inside, still wearing her purple sequined workout top and headband from earlier. Her blond hair looked flatter than usual from sweat and humidity while panic practically rolled off her in waves.

“Oh my Lord,” she gasped while clutching one hand against her chest. “Tell me it isn’t true.”

Dottie whispered toward me, “And here comes the dramatic portion of the evening.”

Queenie ignored her completely and rushed toward Mary Elizabeth. “I heard Florence Sparks is dead.”

The room went silent again.

Mary Elizabeth’s eyes instantly filled. “Queenie…”

“I left the campground for twenty minutes to change clothes, and suddenly everybody in town’s callin’ me!” Queenie turned toward Al. “What happened?”

Al shifted awkwardly in his chair. “At this point, we’re investigating an unattended death.”

“Toxin,” Dottie muttered into her coffee cup. “Poison.”

“Dottie,” three of us snapped at once.

Queenie’s face drained completely. “Poison?”

Nobody answered directly.

Which was answer enough.

Queenie slowly sat down in the nearest chair. “This is going to ruin the Historical Society.”

Dawn blinked at her. “That’s your first concern?”

“Well, no,” Queenie sputtered. “Of course not. But also yes, a little, because Florence was one of our biggest donors.”

Al rubbed one hand across his sweaty forehead. “We still need to locate Tara Kelly and Alice Charles.”

“Maybe they are still at the campground,” Agnes suggested while setting out a box of doughnuts from the Cookie Crumble.

Tucker looked up sharply. “Can someone check?”

“Well, I reckon I can call Hank.” Dottie slowly lowered her coffee and took out her bedazzled phone from her pocket.

Al immediately stood up so fast his chair squealed against the floor.

“If they try to get into the bed-and-breakfast, they will not be able to get in. Deputies are back out there now.” He pointed wildly toward one of the younger officers walking through the office. “Call them to see if any of the Milkery guests are showing up.”

The deputy hurried off while Tucker grabbed his ranger hat from the desk.

“What does that mean for me and my guests?” Mary Elizabeth asked.

“You can’t stay there tonight. We have to make sure this isn’t a crime scene,” Al told her bluntly.

We all turned to look when Dottie’s cell phone rang out an old-fashioned telephone ring.

“It’s Henry. He says there are still folks there, and Tara and Alice are too.” She held up her phone. “They are on the dance floor with the rest of the Laundry Club Ladies.”

“Happy Trails is about the only place in Normal that hasn’t gotten the memo.” I sighed and reached down for my bag. “Tell Henry to make sure they don’t leave. Mary Elizabeth, you and Dawn come on back to the campground. I can put you two up in an open camper, and I’ll have to have Tara and Alice bunk in a bungalow.”

“I reckon we might see the state po-leece show up when Tara tells the govern’r what’s going on.” Dottie was right about that.

“Well, if they do show up, they ain’t going to take her out of here until I get an interview out of her,” Al said, standing up and tugging on the waist of his uniform pants. “Mary Elizabeth, I’ll talk to you later. Try to get some sleep. Queenie,” he called out and gestured for her to come in.

“My turn?” she asked and shook her head.

“When you’re finished up here,” I told her as I passed her, “come to the campground. I’ll gather the girls, and we can chat.”

“Mae, now don’t you go puttin’ your head on this,” Al warned. “This is o-fficial sheriff-ing business with the govern’r involved soon. You leave it up to the authorities.”

“No problem, Al,” I said and waved my hand over my head while I took Mary Elizabeth by the elbow, guiding her to the outside door.

Little did he know the fingers I had in the crook of Mary Elizabeth’s arm were crossed.


CHAPTER EIGHT


“Don’t think I’ve not called my husband!” Tara screamed at me just as I stepped out onto the front porch of Bungalow Three, the one-bedroom bungalow Tara insisted she needed because she “required proper sleep to function through trauma.” “And don’t think for one second the state police won’t be rolling up in here to get me and take me back to Frankfort!”

The porch light cast sharp shadows across her perfectly sprayed hair while she stood in the doorway, still dressed nicer than anybody should be at almost midnight in a campground. Her pearl earrings from earlier were gone, and she’d changed into cream-colored lounging clothes that somehow still looked expensive.

“It’ll be like a slumber party,” Alice Charles called cheerfully from somewhere inside the bungalow. “Honestly, this is the most relaxed I’ve been all day.”

I blinked toward the screen door. “Alice, your friend just died.”

“She wasn’t my friend,” Alice corrected casually. “We served on committees together. There’s a difference.”

Tara whipped back toward the inside of the bungalow. “Would you stop saying things like that where people can hear you?”

“I’m standing right here,” I reminded them.

Alice appeared briefly behind Tara, holding a bottle of water and one of the crocheted afghans Mary Elizabeth kept folded in every bungalow for guests. “Mae, seriously, thank you for letting us stay here instead of the Milkery tonight. I’m not sleeping in that house after finding Florence at the bottom of those stairs.”

Technically, Dottie and I found Florence, but I didn’t feel like correcting anybody at this point.

“My number’s on the fridge if either of you need me,” I said while backing down the porch steps.

“Please don’t call her,” Dottie muttered from beside my golf cart. “Mae already looks one inconvenience away from a nervous breakdown.”

Tara folded her arms tightly across her chest. “I’m not sleeping anyway. I’ve already called my husband twice and one of the governor’s aides.”

“That poor aide,” Alice muttered under her breath.

Before another argument could break out, Tara slammed the bungalow door hard enough to rattle the windows.

The second we reached the gravel drive, I let out a long breath and rubbed both hands down my face. I looked up and around the campground so I could get some grounding. Seeing Cascade Mobile Spa still parked near the recreational building did bring a smile to my face. It meant Tex and Glenda were still working out some of the guests’ muscles. I loved how they brought the pamper camper to the event and gave 10 percent of their money to the Historical Society fundraiser.

“Well,” Dottie announced while climbing into the passenger seat of the golf cart, “those two trapped together overnight oughta be entertainment.”

“I can’t believe Alice is acting so calm.”

“I can.” Dottie adjusted one of her curlers in the side mirror. “That woman looked happier than a possum eatin’ sweet taters the second she got away from Florence Sparks.”

Honestly, she wasn’t wrong.

The campground looked completely different than it had just a few hours earlier during the fundraiser. Most of the lanterns around the tiki hut had been turned off, leaving only soft pathway lights glowing near the bathhouse and office. The music had stopped. Folding tables sat abandoned outside the recreation hall, with half-empty teacups, paper plates, and citronella candles scattered everywhere. Somewhere across the lake, frogs croaked loudly enough to echo through the trees.

“What is going on?” I slowed the golf cart when I spotted headlights lining the campground entrance. “Why are all these people coming in?”

A steady line of cars and church vans rolled slowly up the gravel drive toward my campsite.

Dottie squinted ahead. “Oh Lord.”

“What?” I asked.

“The church ladies.” She pointed.

And sure enough, one by one, women from the Normal Baptist Church started climbing out, carrying casserole dishes, pie tins, and Crock-Pots balanced in their arms like they were responding to a five-alarm emergency involving baked goods.

“Well, that didn’t take long,” I muttered. I pointed to the golf cart that I used to deliver Kentucky’s precious first lady to the bungalow. “Jump in.”

“Honey,” Dottie snorted, “the prayer chain probably knew Florence Sparks was dead before Al finished puttin’ up crime-scene tape.”

By the time I parked the golf cart beside my fifth wheel, the campground road looked like a church potluck exploded. Helen Pyle stood near the picnic table, carrying two foil-covered casseroles while Pam Purcell unloaded what appeared to be an entire bakery worth of desserts from the trunk of her car. Carol Wise held a peach cobbler against her hip while Marla Mitchell marched straight toward my camper, carrying a Crock-Pot with the determination of a woman on a mission from God.

Betts Hager stood in the middle of it all, directing traffic while clutching her notebook of good deeds against her chest. Her chin-length brown hair curled softly around her face despite the humidity, and her expression carried that mixture of concern and efficiency only church women seemed capable of pulling off.

“There she is,” Betts called when she spotted me. “We figured Mary Elizabeth shouldn’t be alone tonight.”

“You figured right,” I admitted while climbing out of the golf cart. “But y’all really didn’t have to do all this.”

“Yes, we did,” Helen Pyle said firmly while marching past me, carrying a banana pudding. “There’s been a death.”

“And possible poison,” Pam whispered loudly enough for everybody nearby to hear.

I stopped cold. “Who told you poison?”

Every single woman suddenly got very interested in adjusting casserole lids.

“That’s what I thought,” Dottie muttered smugly.

Betts cleared her throat. “Well now, nobody knows anything for certain.”

“But y’all already started a prayer chain,” I said, which was the Baptists’ way of getting by without calling it gossip.

“Prayer is important.” Betts grinned.

“So is mindin’ your business,” Dottie muttered.

Helen ignored me completely while heading toward my fifth wheel. “Where’s Mary Elizabeth?”

“Inside resting.”

“Well, she’s not resting on an empty stomach.” Helen lifted the casserole dish slightly. “I brought chicken divan.”

The church ladies completely took over my campsite within minutes. Folding chairs appeared around the picnic table. Crock-Pots plugged into every available outlet. Somebody started making fresh coffee under the awning while another woman unpacked paper plates and napkins decorated with tiny sunflowers.

Abby Fawn Bonds had gotten out our sleuthing notebook from inside of my fifth wheel because I needed her to write down which church lady brought what casserole. There had to be a follow-up thank-you note within five days of receiving a casserole, or you’d be the next person on the gossip chain… er… prayer chain.

“Good gracious,” I muttered while watching them work. “It’s like a casserole militia.”

“That’s Southern women for you,” Dottie said while stealing a deviled egg off one of the trays. “Somebody dies, and suddenly everybody starts cookin’ enough food to survive winter.”

The door to my fifth wheel opened quietly, and Mary Elizabeth stepped outside, wearing one of my oversized sweatshirts over her clothes from earlier. The second the church ladies saw her, the entire group softened visibly.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Betts breathed before pulling her into a hug.

Mary Elizabeth finally broke then. Real tears. The kind she’d been trying to hold together all night finally spilled loose while church ladies surrounded her with hugs, tissues, and enough comfort food to feed a football team.

“I just keep replaying the tea party in my mind,” she admitted shakily. “Florence was sitting right there, correcting the way somebody folded a napkin, and now…”

“You can’t do that to yourself,” Betts said gently.

“We all hosted that event together,” Queenie French announced while suddenly appearing from nowhere, carrying two tubs of potato salad. “If anybody’s to blame, then blame all of us.”

“Queenie,” I sighed. “That’s not helping.”

“Well, I’m emotionally exhausted and speaking without editing.”

Dottie nodded approvingly. “Relatable.”

Hank stepped out behind Mary Elizabeth, carrying extra folding chairs while Dawn followed with blankets over one arm. My husband looked tired now, the kind of tired that settled deep around his eyes after too many difficult conversations in one night.

“You need anything?” he asked quietly while leaning down beside me.

“Honestly?” I looked around at the church ladies unpacking enough casseroles to cater a wedding reception. “Apparently, we need a second refrigerator.”

Hank laughed softly for the first time all night.

And standing there beneath the campground lights while church ladies fussed over Mary Elizabeth, Dottie stole deviled eggs, and somebody started another pot of coffee at midnight, it struck me how Normal handled tragedy.

“So.” Betts pulled me aside as she sat her empty plate on the picnic table. “What’s the plan?”

“Don’t you two start without me,” Dottie said while hurrying over with a deviled egg balanced on a paper plate and a cigarette tucked between two fingers. Queenie followed close behind her, still moving through nervous Jazzercise stretches every few seconds like her body physically couldn’t hold stress still inside it.

Poor Queenie had taken to side lunges and shoulder rolls ever since we got back from the sheriff’s department. She claimed movement helped her think. Personally, I preferred sitting down and emotionally eating a casserole, but everybody handled murder differently.

“Where’s Abby?” I asked while looking around the campground. “She’s got the notebook.”

“She’s helping Bobby Ray move coolers into the recreation room,” Betts answered softly. “I told her y’all would probably need her.”

Around us, Happy Trails Campground had settled into that strange middle ground between community gathering and crime scene aftermath. The fundraiser crowd had mostly gone home, but little pockets of people still lingered beneath awnings and around campfires, whispering quietly enough to pretend they weren’t gossiping. Crickets chirped from the woods while frogs croaked down by the lake. Every once in a while, the distant sound of laughter drifted from another campsite before fading back into the heavy summer night.

The kerosene lanterns still hanging around the tiki hut cast soft gold light across the gravel while smoke from the communal firepit curled upward into the dark tree canopy overhead. Somewhere out in the Daniel Boone National Forest, an owl hooted low and slow enough to make the night feel even bigger around us.

“We should head to the firepit,” I said quietly. “If we’re gonna talk, we don’t need church ladies overhearing every theory before sunrise.”

“Amen to that,” Dottie muttered while flicking ash toward the gravel. “That prayer chain spreads faster than athlete’s foot at a public pool.”

Queenie immediately perked up. “Are we officially sleuthing?”

Betts looked toward Mary Elizabeth’s fifth wheel, where the church ladies still fussed over coffeepots and casseroles. “Maybe we should wait till morning.”

“We’ve never waited till morning,” Dottie pointed out.

Unfortunately, she was right.

The four of us slowly made our way toward the communal firepit near the lake, where the campground sat quieter this far from my RV. Wooden Adirondack chairs circled the large stone pit while embers from earlier still glowed softly beneath blackened logs. The smell of smoke mixed with pine, damp earth, and citronella candles burning beside nearby campers.

By the time we sat down, Abby Fawn Bonds came jogging toward us, carrying the familiar purple spiral notebook hugged tightly against her chest like it contained government secrets instead of amateur murder-solving notes. Her high ponytail bounced behind her while Bobby Ray followed, carrying a flashlight and two bottles of water.

“I knew it,” Abby announced breathlessly while dropping into one of the chairs. “The second Bobby Ray said y’all disappeared toward the firepit, I knew the notebook was needed.”

Bobby Ray pointed toward us. “I don’t wanna hear later that y’all got involved in another murder without me knowin’ about it from the start.”

“You say that every time,” Dottie reminded him. “Then you complain the whole investigation.”

“Because y’all almost get killed every investigation.”

“Occupational hazard.”

Bobby Ray shook his head and headed back toward the campground loops while muttering something about all of us needing supervision. Abby immediately opened the spiral notebook across her lap and clicked her pen dramatically.

“All right,” she said with far too much enthusiasm for midnight after a possible poisoning. “Victim?”

“Florence Sparks,” Queenie answered quietly while staring into the firepit. “Lord, that still sounds strange.”

Abby carefully wrote “Florence Sparks” in the center of a clean page before drawing a large circle around the name. From there, lines branched outward like spokes on a wheel while the rest of us settled deeper into our chairs, thinking through the night.

The campground noises surrounded us softly. The distant hum of a generator. Wind moving through the trees. Somebody’s dog barking three campsites over before finally settling down. A screen door slammed somewhere near the bathhouse loop while golf cart tires crunched slowly over gravel farther up the road.

“All right,” Abby said while looking up from the notebook. “Who had problems with Florence?”

All of us started talking at once.

“Tara Kelly,” Queenie said immediately.

“Alice Charles,” I added.

“Probably half the Historical Society,” Dottie muttered while lighting another cigarette.

Abby held up one hand. “One at a time before my handwriting turns into chicken scratches.”

I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees. “Tara definitely had personal history with Florence. I overheard her on the phone saying she wanted to know who seated her beside ‘the adulterer.’”

Queenie’s mouth dropped open. “You never told me that.”

“There wasn’t exactly time.”

Dottie snorted softly. “Well, that explains the death stare over cucumber sandwiches.”

Abby scribbled furiously beneath Tara’s name. “Possible affair scandal,” she murmured while writing.

Betts shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “Now, hold on. We don’t know details.”

“We know enough,” Dottie answered. “Women don’t glare at each other like that over salad forks.”

The fire cracked softly while sparks floated upward into the trees. The humid night air pressed heavy against my skin, and somewhere across the lake, a fish splashed loudly enough to make all of us glance toward the water for half a second.

“What about Alice?” Abby asked.

I nodded slowly. “Alice openly disagreed with Florence about conservation funding. She said Florence treated preserving the forest like wasting money on grass and mud.”

Queenie rolled her eyes. “Florence hated outdoor funding unless it involved a ribbon cutting and photographers.”

“That’s not motive for murder,” Betts pointed out carefully.

“No,” Dottie agreed while exhaling smoke into the darkness. “But it’s motive for fantasizing about murder.”

Abby added notes beneath Alice’s name while Queenie nervously adjusted her headband again.

“I still can’t believe this happened at the Milkery,” Queenie whispered. “Mary Elizabeth is going to be devastated once the gossip starts.”

“The gossip’s already started,” Dottie informed her. “Helen Pyle probably got three versions of the story spread before we even left the sheriff’s department.”

Honestly, that was probably true.

Abby flipped the notebook around briefly so we could all see the growing diagram. Florence’s name sat in the center, surrounded now by “Tara Kelly,” “Alice Charles,” and several blank lines waiting for more names.

“We should add the waitress,” I said suddenly.

All three women looked at me.

“The one who spilled the water?” Betts asked.

I nodded. “She was around the table constantly during the tea. And after the spill, she completely reset everything while we toured the chicken coop.”

Queenie’s expression tightened slightly. “That poor girl looked terrified.”

“Terrified people still kill folks,” Dottie pointed out matter-of-factly.

Betts frowned immediately. “Dottie.”

“I’m just sayin’.”

Abby carefully wrote “waitress” beneath another line. “Do we know her name?”

All of us sat quietly for a second.

Then simultaneously:

“No.”

“That seems important,” Abby muttered while underlining “waitress” twice.

“She could’ve heard something,” I agreed. “Put her on the list to go see. I believe Mary Elizabeth got the catering information from Coke Odgen.”

A breeze shifted through the trees, carrying the smell of lake water and smoke across the firepit. I wrapped my arms loosely around myself while my brain kept replaying the scene of Florence lying at the bottom of the staircase. The pearls. The twisted shoe. The bruise forming near her temple.

“I still don’t fully understand the poison angle,” Betts admitted softly. “Wouldn’t somebody have noticed if Florence got sick?”

“That’s what bothers me,” I answered honestly. “She didn’t seem sick at the tea party. Bossy? Yes. Annoying? Definitely. But not sick. Which makes me think she was poisoned after the tea party,” I said softly. “Put it on the list that I need to find out what she did between the tea party and coming down those stairs.”

“What did the First Lady of Kentucky say?” Betts referred to Tara sarcastically.

“First Lady my…” Dottie muttered a word under her breath that would make the devil blush as she blew out a line of smoke.

“I’ve not talked to them. I knew Al was going to, so I decided not to say anything yet.” I shook my head, knowing that whatever we said to Tara, it could be used against me, no matter if it was good or bad.

She did have powerful people on her side. After all, she was married to the governor.

“Speaking of which,” Abby said while pointing her pen toward the gravel drive. “Here comes Al.”

Sheriff Al Hemmer’s truck bounced over the potholes a little too fast before he slammed on his brakes hard enough to spray gravel near the campground office. The flashing blue lights lit up the trees surrounding Happy Trails and bounced off the lake water in uneven streaks.

“That man drives like he learned from watching chase scenes on television,” Dottie muttered while grinding her cigarette into the dirt beside her chair.

But before any of us could stand up, another set of headlights suddenly appeared farther down the campground road near the recreation hall.

The pamper camper.

Cascades Mobile Spa slowly rolled forward between campsites, with soft interior lights glowing through the windows. Even from the firepit, I could see the painted waterfall mural running along the side of the camper van and the little string lights Glenda always kept wrapped around the awning.

“Well, now that’s awkward timing,” Queenie whispered.

It got even more awkward when Al jerked his truck sideways across the campground road and completely blocked the pamper camper from leaving.

The entire campground seemed to freeze.

Conversations stopped. Camper doors opened. Porch lights flicked on one by one as people peeked outside to see what was happening. Somewhere across the campground loop, a dog started barking wildly.

“Oh no,” Betts breathed.

The driver’s-side door of the pamper camper opened slowly, and Tex climbed out, shirtless as usual despite the late hour. His cowboy hat sat low across his forehead while his cutoff denim shorts rode dangerously high on his tan muscular thighs. He held a guitar pick in one hand and, in the other, a mason jar containing a half-finished drink that looked suspiciously like sangria.

Even standing beneath flashing police lights, the man somehow looked relaxed.

Tex glanced from the sheriff’s truck to the campground full of staring people before finally settling his attention on Al. “Evenin’, Sheriff.”

Al climbed out of his truck already sweating through his oversized brown uniform. His hat sat crooked, and his flashlight kept smacking against his belt while he hurried forward trying to look authoritative.

“Need you to step away from the vehicle,” Al announced loudly.

Tex blinked once. “This about the permit for the massage tent because Glenda mailed that in.”

“No, sir. This is about Florence Sparks.”

Every sound around the firepit seemed to disappear for half a second. Even the frogs near the lake suddenly sounded quieter.

The side door of the pamper camper slid open, and Glenda Russel stepped out, looking confused and alarmed all at once. Her dark curls had been piled into a messy bun, and she still wore one of the spa’s purple tank tops with yoga pants.

“What happened?” she asked quickly while stepping down onto the gravel. “Did something happen to Florence?”

Dottie leaned closer toward me. “Judging by Al’s face, something definitely happened.”

Before Al could answer, another vehicle came flying into the campground entrance. Ranger Tucker Pyle’s National Park Service SUV rolled up beside the sheriff’s truck with enough speed to send dust swirling through the lantern light.

The second Tucker stepped out, the mood shifted harder.

Because unlike Al, Tucker didn’t look nervous.

He looked focused.

And serious.

Hank appeared from farther up the campground path near our fifth wheel and started walking quickly toward the communal firepit. His ranger instincts never really went away even after leaving the department. The second he saw Al blocking the pamper camper, his pace picked up.

“What’s happening?” Hank asked quietly once he reached us.

Nobody answered immediately because all eyes stayed locked on the road.

Tucker walked straight up beside Al, holding something small in a clear evidence bag. Even from the distance, I could make out the familiar shape of the amber-colored roller bottle inside.

My stomach dropped instantly.

“Oh no,” Abby whispered beside me.

Tex looked at the evidence bag and finally lost that easygoing expression he usually wore. “What’s that?”

Tucker kept his voice calm and steady. “We found this in Florence Sparks’s room.”

Glenda frowned immediately. “That’s one of ours.”

The entire campground collectively inhaled.

Tex slowly set down the mason jar on the hood of the pamper camper. “Hold up now,” he said carefully while pushing his cowboy hat back slightly. “We handed out dozens of those today.”

“That one tested positive for toxin residue,” Tucker answered.

Queenie slapped one hand over her chest dramatically. Betts immediately grabbed her elbow before she toppled backward into the firepit.

Al cleared his throat loudly while pulling out a pair of handcuffs with all the confidence of a man pretending he knew exactly what he was doing.

“Tex Randal, I’m gonna need you to come with us for questioning about the poison found in your roller bottle that was on the victim.”


CHAPTER NINE


The entire campground seemed to hold its breath the second Al mentioned poison found inside Tex’s roller bottle. The sounds of the Daniel Boone National Forest still carried around us, but now every chirp of a cricket, croak of a frog, and rustle of a tree branch felt sharper against the silence spreading through the campground. Smoke drifted from the communal firepit and curled through the humid summer air while lanterns hanging from camper awnings cast soft yellow light across the gravel roads winding between campsites.

Gasps spread through the crowd gathered near the campground entrance, and more camper doors opened as people stepped outside, pretending they were simply stretching their legs before bed. Golf carts rolled slowly closer while porch lights flicked on one after another all around the campground loop. Somewhere down near the lake, Chester barked wildly before Fifi answered him with an annoyed yip from inside my fifth wheel.

Glenda Russel looked completely stunned as she stood beside Tex underneath the string lights hanging from the pamper camper awning. Her dark curls had started falling loose from the messy bun piled on top of her head, and the purple tank top she wore from working the fundraiser was wrinkled and stained with massage oil near the hem. She looked from Tucker’s evidence bag to Tex and then back toward Al like her brain physically couldn’t process what she was hearing.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Glenda said as she shook her head hard enough to send curls falling against her cheeks. She stepped closer to Tex and folded one arm protectively across his back. “Tex didn’t poison anybody.”

Sheriff Al Hemmer shifted awkwardly beside his truck while sweat rolled down the sides of his face beneath his crooked sheriff’s hat. He adjusted the belt sitting too loosely around his waist before glancing toward the growing crowd around them. “Ma’am, I’m just askin’ him to come downtown and answer some questions,” he explained while trying hard to sound calm and in charge at the same time.

“With handcuffs?” Glenda snapped while pointing directly toward the cuffs hanging from Al’s hand. “That feels a little dramatic for questions.”

Honestly, she had a point.

Tex stayed surprisingly calm, considering half the campground was staring at him like he’d suddenly become dangerous. He rubbed one hand slowly across the back of his neck before glancing toward Hank and me standing beside the communal firepit. The flashing blue patrol lights bounced across his bare chest and cowboy hat while humid night air settled thick over the campground.

“This is crazy,” Tex said quietly as he looked toward Tucker. “Those oils were sittin’ out all day long.”

Tucker Pyle stood beside the truck, with the evidence bag hanging carefully between his gloved fingers. His ranger uniform still looked crisp despite the long night, and unlike Al, Tucker didn’t appear rattled by the growing crowd or whispered gossip spreading through the campground. He looked focused, serious, and fully locked into investigation mode.

“We’re aware of that,” Tucker answered calmly while watching Tex closely. “But the roller bottle found near Florence Sparks tested positive for toxin residue.”

The crowd immediately started whispering louder.

Dottie shifted beside me in her Adirondack chair and lit another cigarette while narrowing her eyes toward the road. The tip glowed bright orange in the darkness before she slowly exhaled smoke into the humid night air.

“This town turns on people faster than warm mayonnaise at a church picnic,” she muttered while watching campers whisper to one another beside their golf carts.

I could already hear pieces of gossip bouncing around the campground loop. People whispered about poison. About the oils. About Tex living in the woods and doing Reiki. Someone farther back near the bathhouse mentioned crystals and “weird healing stuff” like that somehow automatically connected him to murder, when they were the ones who probably just got an adjustment from him.

Glenda looked around at the crowd gathering beside the road, and disbelief spread across her face.

“Y’all cannot seriously think Tex murdered somebody,” she said while throwing both hands into the air. “Do you know how much good this man has done for this community?”

Al sighed heavily and wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “Glenda…”

“No,” she interrupted while stepping closer toward him. “No, sir. I’m not standing here quietly while everybody starts acting like Tex is dangerous.”

Tex shifted uncomfortably beside her and lowered his voice. “Glenda…”

But she was already fully worked up.

“This man fixed Mary Elizabeth’s back after she fell hiking and couldn’t hardly walk for a week,” Glenda said while pointing toward my fifth wheel farther up the campground loop. Her voice cracked harder with every sentence. “He helped Mae work through trauma nobody else could get her to talk about. He sat with Alicia Becker while she cried over that abusive relationship and didn’t charge her a dime.”

People nearby exchanged uncertain looks while she continued.

“He gives free adjustments to hikers who come off those trails hurting. He works every fundraiser in town. Every wedding shower. Every community event. Every festival where Normal wants tourists spending money.” Glenda pointed toward the pamper camper behind her. “And tonight he donated all these oils and massages for free because it was for the Historical Society fundraiser.”

Queenie slowly nodded beside the firepit. “That part’s true,” she admitted softly while folding her hands together in her lap. Her blond hair had flattened from stress and humidity, and every few seconds, she unconsciously rolled her shoulders or stretched her arms, like nervous energy physically couldn’t stay still inside her body.

“He brought the pamper camper to Abby’s wedding shower,” Betts added quietly. “Everybody loved him.”

“And now everybody’s standing around acting like he’s a killer,” Glenda snapped while motioning wildly toward the crowd.

The campground noises seemed louder again for a second. Wind moved through the trees lining the campground roads, and somewhere deeper in the Daniel Boone National Forest, an owl hooted low and steady. Smoke from nearby campfires drifted through the campground, carrying the smell of charcoal, citronella candles, and lake water.

Tucker finally stepped forward slightly while keeping his voice calm.

“Tex, did you personally prepare the roller bottles handed out today at the Historical Society tea fundraiser?” he asked while glancing down at his notes.

Tex nodded once. “Mostly. Glenda helped me label them this morning.”

“And where were they stored before the tea fundraiser?” Tucker asked while watching him carefully.

“In the camper overnight,” Tex answered. He hesitated briefly before adding, “But people were in and out all morning, helping unload tables and decorations.”

That tiny hesitation shifted the mood immediately.

Glenda looked sharply toward him. “Tex?” she asked quietly while concern spread across her face.

Tex rubbed his jaw slowly before continuing. “I’m just saying people had access to the camper all day.”

“Meaning anybody could’ve gotten near the oils,” I said softly before I could stop myself.

Tucker’s eyes immediately flicked toward me while Al let out a tired sigh.

“Exactly why civilians don’t need to insert themselves into active investigations,” Al muttered while adjusting his oversized belt again.

Dottie took another drag from her cigarette and slowly blew smoke toward the firepit.

Hank folded his arms across his chest and studied Tucker closely while campground guests continued whispering nearby.

Tex finally lifted both hands away from his sides. “Sheriff, I’ll cooperate with whatever y’all need,” he said calmly while looking directly at Al. “But I didn’t poison Florence Sparks.”

“I know you didn’t,” Glenda answered immediately before anybody else could speak. She grabbed Tex’s arm tighter and then looked directly toward me. “Mae, please tell me y’all aren’t gonna sit there and let them railroad him.”

Hank shifted beside me and lowered his voice carefully. “Nobody’s railroading anybody,” he said while watching Al and Tucker.

“You know how this town works,” Glenda snapped while tears started filling her eyes. “By breakfast tomorrow, people’ll be calling him the shirtless poison killer from the woods.”

The campground crowd had doubled in size while we stood there talking. Campers clustered beneath awnings, whispering to one another while golf carts lined both sides of the gravel road. Someone near the recreation hall had absolutely started recording on a phone despite trying to hide it poorly behind a paper plate.

Dottie sighed heavily and tapped ash beside her sandal. “Well, this night officially turned into a complete mess,” she muttered while shaking her head slowly.

Betts looked toward me carefully while smoothing down the front of her cardigan. “Mae?” she asked softly.

I hated when they used that tone because it always meant the Laundry Club Ladies were seconds away from pulling me into another murder investigation, whether I wanted to be involved or not.

I looked toward Tex standing beneath flashing patrol lights with Glenda gripping his arm tightly. Then I looked toward Tucker holding the poisoned roller bottle inside the evidence bag while Al struggled to keep control of a campground full of nosy people.

We all watched as Tucker helped Tex into the back of the ranger truck, where they were really going to haul him off to the one cell at the sheriff’s department.

And deep down in my gut, something about the entire situation felt wrong.

Tex forgot where he parked his own camper half the time. The man lived in cutoff shorts, played guitar barefoot beside campfires, and handed out free herbal tea to tourists. Nothing about him screamed “calculated poison murderer targeting socialites during fancy tea parties.”

More importantly, if somebody really planted poison inside that roller bottle, then the actual killer was still walking around Normal while the town focused entirely on Tex because he was the easiest answer.

Easy answers in Normal almost never turned out to be right.

Glenda stepped closer toward me while wiping quickly beneath her eyes. “Please,” she said quietly, “y’all know Tex. You know he wouldn’t hurt anybody.”

The Laundry Club Ladies all looked toward me at once. Abby still clutched the spiral notebook in her lap while Queenie stopped stress stretching long enough to stare expectantly. Betts looked worried while Dottie calmly smoked beside the firepit like she already knew exactly where this was headed.

“We’ll ask questions,” I finally said while crossing my arms tightly across my chest.

Relief flashed across Glenda’s face immediately.

“Mae,” Hank complained while dragging one hand down his face.

“We’ll ask questions,” I repeated firmly while holding his gaze. “That’s not illegal.”

“Usually ends illegal adjacent,” Hank muttered quietly beside me while rubbing the back of his neck.

Dottie smiled slightly around her cigarette. “That’s my girl,” she said proudly while smoke curled upward into the lantern light.

Abby immediately opened the notebook back up with entirely too much excitement for midnight after a poisoning. “Should I make Tex a suspect page or a framed suspect page?” she asked while clicking her pen dramatically.

“Abby,” Betts warned softly while shaking her head.

“What?” Abby asked innocently while looking around the firepit. “Organization matters.”

Queenie finally stopped rolling her shoulders and pointed toward the pamper camper. “Tomorrow morning, we need to retrace the entire fundraiser timeline,” she announced while slipping fully into Historical Society president mode again.

“Every person who touched those oils,” I agreed while glancing back toward Tucker’s evidence bag.

“And everybody who sat at Florence’s table,” Betts added carefully.

“And that waitress,” Dottie said while narrowing her eyes thoughtfully. “I still don’t trust anybody carrying trays during a murder setup.”

“I hope y’all understand interfering with an active investigation doesn’t help anybody,” Hank said firmly.

“We prefer the term ‘community involvement,’” Dottie answered while crushing her cigarette beneath her sandal.

“We all meet at the Laundry Club Laundromat at eight a.m. sharp,” Betts said, looking around at each one of us for a confirmation nod.

“I’ll be there with everything you need,” Glenda called, stomping back to the pamper camper, which Al had started to wrap in police tape.

And standing there beneath the campground lanterns while frogs croaked near the lake and sheriff lights flashed against the dark Kentucky woods, I realized exactly why this murder suddenly mattered so much to me.

Because if the Laundry Club Ladies didn’t start digging, Normal would hand Tex over as the easiest answer and move on.

And somebody out there knew the truth.


CHAPTER TEN


The next morning, Dottie and I were the first ones to make it to the Laundry Club Laundromat.

The early spring air still carried a chill as I parked my little Ford Focus beside the row of washing machines visible through the laundromat windows. The sky over Normal had turned that pale-blue color that only appeared in the mountains right after sunrise, and thin strips of fog still clung low against the tree-covered hills surrounding town.

“Let’s go grab a coffee,” I suggested while shutting off the car and looking across downtown Normal toward Trails Coffee. “I need espresso strong enough to restart my personality.”

Dottie stayed planted in the passenger seat for a second while she dug through the oversized purse she carried around like a traveling junk drawer. Finally, she found her cigarette case and pushed open the car door with a dramatic sigh.

“Why don’t you go over and get the coffee while I sit here and smoke in peace?” Dottie told me while slipping a cigarette between her lips. “My nerves are still hotter than fryer grease after last night.”

“Fine,” I agreed while stepping out onto the pavement. Before crossing the street, I shoved the sleuthing notebook into her hands. “Take that inside and give it to Abby when she gets here. I’ll grab coffee for everybody.”

Dottie gave me a lazy salute with two fingers while balancing the cigarette in the corner of her mouth. She was at prime snarkiness this morning when I picked her up at her camper, and it had only gotten worse during the drive into town.

Something was bothering her beyond Florence Sparks getting murdered, and if there was one thing I knew about Dottie Swaggert, it was that she couldn’t hold on to secrets long without eventually exploding all over everybody nearby.

Katy bar the door when that happened because no one in her path was safe.

Instead of worrying about whatever Dottie was bottling up, I crossed one of the one-way streets and stepped onto the grassy median running through the heart of downtown Normal. The entire area already buzzed with spring tourists and early-morning hikers who looked completely oblivious to the fact that somebody had been poisoned less than twelve hours ago.

The grassy median stretched through downtown like a park dropped in the middle of town. Massive oak and hickory trees towered overhead with fresh green leaves just starting to fully fill out for spring. Their thick branches gave a great morning shadow across the grass, where tourists already spread blankets and unfolded lawn chairs while sipping coffee from Trails Coffee cups.

Stepping-stone paths wound through the median, connecting picnic tables shaded beneath the trees. Large ceramic planters lined the walkways overflowing with Kentucky wildflowers, purple lupines, yellow daisies, lavender, and bright-red poppies that swayed softly every time mountain wind rolled through downtown. The air smelled like fresh-cut grass, damp earth, and coffee drifting from Trails Coffee across the street.

At the far end of the median, the white-pillared amphitheater sat quiet for now except for two hikers stretched out near the edge, studying trail maps while somebody softly played bluegrass music through a portable speaker nearby. Fairy lights still wrapped around the trees and amphitheater columns from the Blossom Festival preparations, though they looked dim and sleepy in the daylight compared to their nighttime appearance.

Downtown Normal always looked like somebody had carefully staged it for a postcard.

The two one-way streets running on either side of the median curved gently through town, lined with cottage-style shops painted in soft Southern colors. White picket fences separated tiny courtyards filled with café tables, flower barrels, and seasonal decorations. Hanging baskets overflowed from black carriage lights dotting the sidewalks while banners advertising spring festivals fluttered softly overhead.

Jessica Niles had fought hard for those flowers.

I still remembered her standing before the Historical Society and National Park Committee, giving a full presentation about why every flower basket and planter downtown should feature native Kentucky blooms. Conveniently, Jessica also owned Sweet Smell Flower Shop, which supplied every single hanging basket in town, but honestly, the woman had made a pretty convincing case.

And she wasn’t wrong.

The flowers made downtown feel alive.

Buckets of jasmine, daisies, and morning glories spilled outside Sweet Smell Flower Shop onto the sidewalk, while next door, the Stitchin’ Post had already decorated several trees with crocheted blossoms and colorful knitted sleeves in preparation for the spring tourism season. Across the street, Tough Nickel Thrift Shop’s front window featured mannequins dressed in hiking gear, posed inside old kayaks surrounded by fishing poles and vintage camping lanterns.

Beyond downtown, the Daniel Boone National Forest rose around the town in rolling layers of green mountains and rocky ridges. Every road leading out of Normal disappeared eventually into trees, hiking trails, or campground loops. Tourists came here for the forest, but most ended up falling in love with the town too.

Hikers in boots and backpacks stood around drinking coffee while studying trail maps. Campers carried boxes of pastries back toward the campground. Cyclists rolled slowly through downtown while locals waved and stopped to gossip beside the median.

Honestly, it was hard to believe murder could exist in a place that looked this charming.

Trails Coffee sat facing the grassy median, inside one of those restored cottage-style homes. A hand-painted wooden sign swung gently near the front porch entrance while a chalkboard near the sidewalk advertised cowboy coffee, maple cinnamon lattes, and hiking trail muffins. The small courtyard beside the coffee shop already buzzed with tourists sitting beneath colorful umbrellas, drinking coffee, while hikers adjusted backpacks and studied maps spread across café tables.

I pulled open the door, and a warm breeze carrying the smell of espresso, cinnamon rolls, and fresh baked muffins wrapped around me immediately.

Conversations mixed with the steady hiss of the espresso machine drifted through the crowded shop. Every table looked full.

The first thing everybody noticed inside Trails Coffee was always the living wall.

The massive vertical garden stretched across nearly the entire far wall of the coffee shop and looked like a living piece of the Daniel Boone National Forest had been brought indoors.

Gert had hired some fancy architect years ago to create it and never let anyone forget how much she paid for it either. Spring wildflowers filled the wall with color. Marigolds, purple lupines, and chrysanthemums spilled through layers of greenery while soft vines trailed around hidden irrigation pipes worked into the design. The scent of fresh greenery, mixed with coffee beans and pastries, made the whole place feel warm and alive.

Long farm tables filled the middle of the room while smaller café tables lined the windows facing downtown. Several bourbon barrel tables paired with tall stools sat near the bakery case. Tourists hovered there, trying to decide among muffins, cinnamon rolls, and fried apple hand pies.

Each farm table held a lazy Susan made from old bourbon barrel lids, topped by little jars of sugar packets, cinnamon sticks, honey straws, and peppermint spoons, spinning slowly every time somebody reached for something.

A giant chalkboard menu stretched across the wall behind the counter, covered in colorful handwritten specials and complicated espresso drinks Gert renamed depending on the season. Above the bakery case, a wooden sign read, “Pour yourself something warm and stay awhile.”

Which was exactly what most people did.

Behind the counter, Gert Hobson looked up from steaming milk the second I stepped inside. She narrowed her eyes immediately while setting the metal pitcher down beside the espresso machine.

“Morning!” she called out. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“I bet you have,” I said with a smile as I weaved through the crowd.

“Spill it,” she said, nodding me over to the edge of the counter where the hallway led to some back offices and the bathroom.

She handed me a cup, untied her apron, and gestured for me to walk back to her private office.

“You knew I was going to need a double espresso shot, didn’t you?” I pretty much stated it.

“Hank came in earlier and told me everything that happened.” She shook her head and stopped shy of the office door to lean against the wall, her arms crossed. “What on earth happened yesterday at the tea?”

“The usual,” I said. “Women in power want full attention but nothing worth killing one of them over. So when Dottie and I went to check on Florence, Alice, and Tara after they didn’t show up, it was Florence we found at the bottom of the steps.”

“That’s horrible.” She shook her head. “Mary Elizabeth brought them in the other day to pick out some breakfast pastries. When they left, one of my employees said she had heard Florence and the governor were having an affair.”

“What?” That got my attention.

“Yeah. One of my employees—” Gert stopped in mid-sentence. “What?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I shook my head and tried to forget what I’d overheard Tara say to the person on the phone at the tea party. “Are you sure your employee said Florence and the governor?”

“Yeah, pretty sure, but I’m happy to double-check,” she said, pushing off the wall with her shoulder. “I’ve got to get back to help with the morning rush, but we did put together some bagels and a coffee box for the Laundry Club Ladies, compliments of Hank.”

“Oh, he did?” I put my hand up to my heart.

“He sure did. He mentioned y’all were getting together this morning, and I was going to run it over there, but now that you’re here, you can take it.” She turned, and I followed her down the hall, where the order was already packed up and waiting at the edge of the counter.

“Thank you,” I said, picking up the box of coffee in one hand and the bag of bagels in the other. “The ladies will love it.”

“And I might’ve added a few cinnamon rolls because nothing is a better bribe than that when I want to hear the details of what happened.” She winked, knowing that we were going to be over at the laundromat, talking about Florence. “Plus I can’t believe Al kept Tex all night.”

“He did?” I questioned because that was news to me. “I called Ava Cox for Glenda last night after Al and Tucker took him into custody, but I figured Ava would get him released.”

“From what I heard…” Gert didn’t disclose who she heard it from. “Al said he was going to use his full twenty-four hours he had to keep Tex.”

“Thanks.” I held up both arms. “I’ll keep you posted.”

I hurried out of the coffee shop because I knew the Laundry Club Ladies had to work some magic fast if Ava Cox wasn’t able to use her lawyering skills to finagle Al into letting Tex leave.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Betts said as she stood beside the long folding table, matching socks from a pile of neatly folded laundry.

The Laundry Club Laundromat already buzzed with the steady hum of washing machines and dryers even this early in the morning. Warm air carrying the smell of lavender detergent, fabric softener, and fresh coffee drifted through the building while sunlight poured through the large front windows facing downtown Normal. The old wood floors creaked every time somebody crossed the room, and every few seconds, a dryer beeped somewhere along the back wall before tumbling started again.

“No,” I confirmed to Abby, Betts, Dottie, and Queenie once I made it back across the grassy median. I was carrying two cardboard trays loaded down with coffee cups from Trails Coffee along with a sack full of the cinnamon rolls, bagels, and pastries Hank had added onto my order. “I called Ava on my way over here, and she said she went straight to the sheriff’s department like she promised, but Al refused to let Tex go.”

I sat the coffee trays down on the low wooden table between the couches before unloading the pastries. The smell of warm cinnamon rolls instantly mixed with the fresh laundry scent floating through the laundromat.

“She told Tex not to say one word for twenty-four hours,” I continued while handing Dottie her espresso. “According to Ava, she practically threatened to duct-tape his mouth shut if he opened it.”

“So he’s just sittin’ down there doing absolutely nothing?” Queenie asked while perched nervously on the edge of one of Betts’s worn leather couches.

The laundromat’s sitting area looked more like somebody’s cozy living room than a business. Three mismatched couches circled around the coffee table while a television mounted on the wall quietly played a morning renovation show nobody was actually watching. Beside the windows, a half-finished jigsaw puzzle sat abandoned on a game table next to a basket of playing cards and crossword books.

Abby sat cross-legged on the floor, with the sleuthing notebook spread open across the coffee table while I helped Betts fold towels from the drop-off service. Queenie paced beside the couches in full workout mode, wearing bright-coral Jazzercise leggings, white sneakers, and one of her glittery headbands, which was already sliding crooked from stress sweating.

“According to Gert, Ava told him to keep his mouth shut and let her handle things,” I explained while folding a fitted sheet so badly that Betts immediately refolded it behind me. “Honestly, Ava’s probably right.”

Dottie snorted softly while balancing a cigarette between her fingers and her coffee cup in the other hand. “Tex talks too much when he’s nervous,” she muttered while standing near the front door, which she’d cracked slightly open for her smoke. “That man’ll confess to crimes that happened in Tennessee, just tryin’ to be helpful.”

“True,” Abby agreed while scribbling notes dramatically into the notebook. “He does overshare.”

The steady sound of washing machines filled the pause between us. Somewhere in the back, metal zippers clanked loudly against a dryer drum while the wood-burning stove in the far corner gave off just enough leftover warmth to make the laundromat feel cozy despite the chilly spring morning outside.

“I’m gonna step outside and call Glenda,” Dottie announced while grabbing her cigarette case off the table. She didn’t even wait for permission before pushing open the glass front door with her hip. “That woman’s liable to burn the campground down by now.”

“Good call,” Betts said while stacking folded jeans into a plastic laundry basket. “Let me get these put away and call the customer before they start complaining I’m holdin’ their underwear hostage.”

While Betts carried the folded clothes toward the back bins, I moved over to join Abby and Queenie near the couches. Abby already had three pages of notes written even though we’d been awake for barely an hour.

“Okay,” I said while lowering myself onto the couch beside Queenie. “I need to ask you something about the seating chart.”

Queenie immediately froze in mid-stretch.

“Who actually put the seating chart together?” I asked carefully. “You or Mary Elizabeth?”

Honestly, I’d assumed Mary Elizabeth handled it herself because those women operated practically the entire social ladder of Kentucky. Florence Sparks, Tara Kelly, and Alice Charles weren’t exactly random tea party guests. They were the kind of women people strategically placed beside one another at fundraising events for money and influence.

Queenie pressed one hand dramatically against her chest and made a tiny jazz-hand motion with the other. “Me,” she admitted while collapsing onto the couch cushions beside me. “Unfortunately.”

I told her about overhearing Tara’s angry phone call at the tea party and how she’d demanded to know who seated her beside “the adulterer.”

“She has a scheduling director,” Queenie explained while rolling her eyes hard enough to nearly hurt herself. “And she made it very clear who Tara was and was not supposed to sit beside.”

“Who’s the scheduling director?” Abby immediately asked while uncapping another pen.

“Brittany Dales,” Queenie answered. “And that woman takes herself way too seriously for somebody carrying around clipboards all day.”

“Write that down,” I told Abby. “That had to be who Tara was talking to on the phone.”

Abby immediately scribbled the name inside the suspect section of Tara Kelly’s notebook.

“Good luck getting Brittany Dales to answer any questions,” Queenie huffed while getting back up to pace again. “That woman guards Tara tighter than Fort Knox.”

“Please sit down,” Abby begged while watching Queenie start another round of nervous Jazzercise lunges beside the folding table. “You’re making me motion sick.”

“If I sit down, I’ll chew every nail off both my hands,” Queenie shot back while twisting at the waist and pumping her arms. “This is stress cardio.”

The laundromat door jingled softly as Dottie stepped back inside, carrying fresh cigarette smoke with her. She shut the door behind her and immediately narrowed her eyes toward Queenie bouncing around the room.

“You look like Richard Simmons having a breakdown,” Dottie muttered while dropping back onto the couch.

Queenie ignored her completely.

“What exactly happened with the seating chart?” I asked again because Queenie was very obviously circling around something she didn’t want to say.

Queenie finally stopped moving. Completely.

The room seemed quieter all of a sudden except for the tumbling dryers and soft television noise in the background. Even Abby lowered her pen slowly. Dottie had come back with that cigarette unlit in the corner of her mouth.

“Alice is the one who asked me to seat her with Florence and Tara,” Queenie admitted quietly.

“Oh no,” I breathed while immediately sitting forward.

Betts returned from the back room just in time to catch the panic spreading across Queenie’s face. “What happened?” she asked while hurrying over.

Queenie looked seconds away from crying. “Alice told me if I seated her at that table, she’d increase her donation by ten thousand dollars,” she confessed while wringing both hands together tightly. “Brittany Dales specifically told me not to move anybody around, and I did it anyway.”

Abby’s pen practically flew across the page as she wrote notes.

“I figured maybe they’d all just act like grown women for two hours,” Queenie continued while her voice cracked. “But Florence knew immediately somebody changed the seating arrangement.”

“What did she say?” I asked carefully.

Queenie laughed nervously, but there wasn’t any humor in it. “She cornered me outside the bathroom during the tea service.”

That got everybody’s attention instantly.

Dottie slowly lowered her cigarette. “What do you mean ‘cornered’?” she asked while narrowing her eyes.

Queenie swallowed hard before answering. “Florence grabbed my arm hard enough to leave marks,” she admitted quietly. “She asked me who gave me permission to change her table placement.”

“Oh my goodness,” Betts whispered while sitting beside her.

Queenie nodded miserably. “I tried explaining donor requests and community politics, but Florence didn’t care. She told me certain women in Kentucky understood their place and certain women clearly didn’t.”

“Well, that sounds pleasant,” Dottie muttered flatly.

“She threatened me,” Queenie admitted finally while tears filled her eyes. “She said if I embarrassed her publicly again, she’d make sure the Historical Society never saw another dime connected to her fundraising circle.”

The room fell quiet again except for the steady hum of the machines.

“She also said,” Queenie continued softly while staring down at her hands, “that women who made social mistakes sometimes found themselves pushed out permanently.”

A cold feeling slid down my spine.

“And somebody heard this?” I asked immediately.

Queenie nodded quickly. “The waitress did. The younger girl from the tea party.”

The second she said it, my brain focused.

“The one who spilled the water?” I asked.

“Yes,” Queenie answered. “She came around the corner, carrying a tray while Florence was threatening me.”

“What’d Florence do?” Dottie asked.

“She stopped talking immediately and smiled like nothing happened,” Queenie answered bitterly. “Then she told the waitress I needed another lemon tea because I looked overheated.”

Dottie let out a low whistle and leaned back against the couch cushions. “That woman really was somethin’.”

Queenie finally sat down heavily beside me and pulled the glittery headband off her forehead. Without it holding everything together, her short blond hair flattened unevenly around her face, and suddenly she looked exhausted instead of energetic.

“I honestly thought she hated me enough to ruin my life,” Queenie confessed quietly while staring at the floor. “And now she’s dead.”

Betts immediately wrapped an arm around her shoulders while Abby slowly lowered her pen. Even Dottie softened slightly while watching Queenie unravel in front of us.

The steady tumbling sounds from the laundry machines filled the silence while outside, downtown Normal kept moving like nothing had changed. Tourists laughed beneath the grassy median trees. Coffee cups clinked outside Trails Coffee. Somebody walked past the front windows, carrying flowers from Sweet Smell Flower Shop.

Meanwhile, inside the Laundry Club Laundromat, one of our own sat trembling on the couch, convinced she’d just handed herself over as a murder suspect.

“We need to talk to the waitress,” I said, reminding myself how we already agreed last night to go see her by getting the information from Coke Ogden. “Did you talk to Glenda?”

“Yeppers.” Dottie nodded. “Glenda said Al and Tucker are over at the pamper camper right now,” Dottie continued while turning away from the window. “Apparently, Tucker’s going through every oil bottle, towel, and massage table Tex owns. She and Ava are there overseeing it.”

My stomach immediately tightened. “At the campground?” I asked.

Dottie nodded once. “Which means nobody’s over at the Milkery.”

Abby slowly lowered her pen. Queenie stopped pacing in mid-step. Even Betts paused folding a fitted sheet.

“No one should even be there,” I said more to myself than anyone else. “Al made everybody leave last night.”

“Exactly,” Dottie said while pointing at me. “That big old farmhouse is sitting empty.”

Outside the laundromat windows, downtown Normal tourists wandered along the sidewalk and grassy median.

If Florence’s room is sitting untouched over at the Milkery… The thought wouldn’t leave my head.

The laundromat door jingled softly as another customer walked in, carrying an overflowing laundry basket balanced against her hip. Betts immediately shifted back into business mode and greeted her with a smile while pointing her toward the open machines near the back wall.

The steady clanking of zippers against dryer drums filled the room while somebody started another load near the oversized machines meant for camper bedding.

Queenie suddenly looked down at her phone and gasped. “Oh no.”

“What now?” Abby asked.

“I’ve got Jazzercise in fifteen minutes down in the undercroft at Normal Baptist Church.” Queenie shot up off the couch so fast her headband nearly slid off again. “Half those women already paid for the month, and if I cancel now, they’ll know something terrible happened.”

“Most of them already know something terrible happened,” Dottie muttered. “They are all on the prayer chain.”

Queenie grabbed her oversized tote bag from beside the couch and shoved her water bottle inside. “If anybody hears anything involving Tara Kelly, Alice Charles, or Brittany Dales, you text me immediately.”

Abby closed the sleuthing notebook with a loud snap and stood up from the floor. “I need to get to the library before the homeschool group gets there.” She tucked the notebook beneath her arm and adjusted the strap of her purse. “I’ll dig into Alice Charles and see if Florence publicly fought with her over funding projects.”

“Good idea,” I said. “And see what you can find on Brittany Dales too. Like her hours in the office and all those things.”

Abby grinned. “Already planned on it.”

Queenie hurried toward the front door while Abby followed her, carrying the notebook. The bell over the laundromat door jingled twice before they both disappeared into the busy downtown morning. Through the windows, I watched Queenie speed walk toward the church while Abby headed in the opposite direction toward the library, with the sleuthing notebook tucked tightly against her side.

Betts returned from helping another customer and let out a long breath while rubbing her forehead. “I’m buried in laundry orders today,” she admitted apologetically. “Tourist season always wipes me out.”

“You stay here,” I told her. “We can handle things.”

Betts narrowed her eyes immediately. “What exactly does ‘handle things’ mean?”

Dottie crossed her arms and leaned one shoulder against the folding table. “It means Mae’s thinking about snooping around the Milkery.”

“I did not say that.”

“You didn’t need to,” Dottie replied.

Betts pointed directly at me with a dryer sheet still in her hand. “Do not get arrested inside Mary Elizabeth’s bed-and-breakfast.”

“No promises,” Dottie answered for me.

“I heard that,” Betts snapped.

Dottie shrugged innocently.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Ten minutes later, Dottie climbed into the passenger seat of my little Ford Focus while I backed carefully out from behind the Laundry Club Laundromat. The second I turned onto Main Street, she reached over and lowered the radio volume until the bluegrass music faded into soft static beneath the hum of the engine.

“You know this is a terrible idea,” I muttered while easing through downtown traffic.

“Most things worth doin’ are,” Dottie answered while crossing her arms over her chest.

Downtown Normal slowly disappeared behind us as we headed toward the Daniel Boone National Forest. The cheerful sounds of tourists laughing beneath the grassy median and vendors setting up at the Farmers Market faded the farther we drove into the mountains. Fresh spring leaves covered the trees arching over the narrow roads while sunlight flickered unevenly across the windshield through the branches overhead.

The roads became tighter and curvier the deeper we drove into the forest. Mountain laurel crowded the shoulders while steep drop-offs hugged several dangerous turns. I slowed automatically around one of the sharper curves and tightened my grip on the steering wheel.

“We should probably have an actual plan before we get there,” I finally said.

“We do have one,” Dottie said, knowing her plan was always built on a wing and a prayer.

“No. We absolutely do not,” I told her.

Dottie glanced over at me with complete confidence. “Mae. We go in. We look around. We leave.”

“That’s not a plan.”

“That’s every investigation we’ve ever had,” she reminded me.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t wrong.

“Okay, do I need to remind you of the little incident in the RV at the dealership last fall?” I reminded her of a little undercover investigation in which Al found us hiding.

“One time,” she said, drumming her fingers on the driver’s-side door. “One time.”

Instead of going through the other times—like the investigation at the candy factory, just to name one example—I decided to let her live in her own illusions of how things had gone down the last few years. No amount of me reminding and recalling all the times that had gone wrong would change her plan.

I still stood by the fact that she didn’t have a plan.

“Then don’t prove me right,” I told her just as the massive silos came into view first above the tree line, with The Milkery painted in giant white letters down both sides.

I turned in to the long blacktop driveway that stretched ahead between pristine white Kentucky fencing while cows grazed lazily in the pasture off to the left. Several newborn calves rested beneath the shade of a maple tree near the pond while birds fluttered between the fence posts.

Everything looked peaceful and almost normal until I slowed the car automatically as the farmhouse came into view, and no one was meandering around the grounds.

Yellow crime-scene tape still stretched across the front porch beneath the white columns. Curtains shifted softly through the windows from the air-conditioning running somewhere inside, but otherwise the entire property sat eerily quiet.

“That gives me the creeps,” I admitted softly.

Dottie stared toward the house. “Sure does.”

I parked near the side drive beside the kitchen entrance, where Mary Elizabeth usually told family and close friends to park instead of circling around front like formal guests.

“We can still leave,” I offered while shutting off the engine, but Dottie already had her door open.

I was going to give her an out in case we got caught. I could count on good ole Dottie to be my ride or die.

Warm spring air wrapped around us the second we stepped outside. Somewhere near the chicken coop, a rooster crowed loudly while wind rustled softly through the oak trees lining the driveway. The familiar farm noises should have felt comforting, but instead they made the entire property feel strangely hollow without Mary Elizabeth bustling around somewhere nearby.

We walked toward the side porch instead of the front entrance. The old wooden boards creaked softly beneath our shoes while the screen door shifted lightly in the breeze. I stopped near the bottom step and looked through the screen into the quiet kitchen beyond.

Copper pots still hung above the large gas stove while sunlight spilled across the butcher-block island in long golden strips. Trays from yesterday’s fundraiser remained stacked beside the sink, waiting to be washed. A coffee mug sat abandoned near the dish drainer, and a folded towel still hung over the oven handle, exactly where Mary Elizabeth probably left it before sheriff deputies arrived the night before.

Dottie pushed lightly against the screen door.

The latch clicked open immediately.

I stared at her. She smiled that smile that told me we were on. The excitement started to course through my veins.

“See, there’s that face,” Dottie snickered. “There’s no stopping Mae West when she’s got that itch.”

“And boy, I need to scratch it,” I said, wiggling my brows, and I pushed the door open and held the door for Dottie to go first as I looked back over my shoulder to make sure no one was out there watching.

The familiar Southern cooking smell drifted around us the second we stepped inside the kitchen. Old wood floors groaned beneath our feet while the grandfather clock in the dining room ticked steadily somewhere deeper inside the farmhouse.

I slipped my bag higher onto my shoulder while following Dottie farther into the kitchen. The farmhouse felt strangely empty without Mary Elizabeth fussing over biscuits or Dawn arguing over centerpieces somewhere nearby.

When we reached the staircase leading upstairs, I immediately felt my stomach tighten. Florence Sparks had died there.

Pearls had scattered across the hardwood floor beneath that staircase while one pale-pink heel rested sideways near the bottom step. Even though the sheriff’s department had cleaned up the scene, I could still picture Florence lying there exactly how we found her.

Dottie noticed me staring, and her expression softened slightly.

“Come on,” she said quietly. “Standing down here ain’t helping Tex.”

We climbed the staircase carefully, trying not to let the old wood creak too loudly beneath our feet. The upstairs hallway sat completely silent except for the steady noise of air-conditioning drifting through the ceiling vents. Framed photographs of the Daniel Boone National Forest lined the floral wallpaper while the faint scent of lavender sachets floated through the hallway. It was fun to see how Mary Elizabeth changed her décor and photos as the seasons in the forest changed to match the season we were living in.

Everything upstairs looked perfectly peaceful. Soft afternoon light filtered through lace curtains at the far end of the hallway while polished wood floors reflected the sunlight beneath our feet. The quietness of it all felt unsettling because nothing about the hallway looked connected to death or police investigations or poison.

“That’s the problem with this place,” I whispered while looking down the long hallway lined with closed guest room doors. “Nothing looks out of place because it’s Mary Elizabeth’s Southern manners to make sure everything is just so.”

I stopped halfway down the hall and frowned. “Wait a minute. How do we even know which room belongs to who?”

Dottie blinked at me. “I assumed you knew.”

“I absolutely do not know,” I told her. “Well, that feels important because we don’t want to shuffle through people’s things.”

“Yes, we do,” Dottie protested. “We want to shuffle, poke, and prod.”

“Come on.” I waved for her to follow me to the small room at the end, where Mary Elizabeth had turned a large closet into a tiny little office.

Mary Elizabeth kept a narrow antique secretary desk that held guest folders, reservation cards, and extra room keys, and it was exactly where we were going to find out who was staying where.

“If Mary Elizabeth runs this place the way she runs everything else in life,” I whispered while opening the desk drawer carefully, “then there’s probably a system.”

Sure enough, a leather reservation book sat neatly inside beside handwritten meal preference cards and labeled envelopes. I flipped carefully through the pages until I found the current guest assignments written in Mary Elizabeth’s neat looping handwriting.

“Florence is in the Magnolia Room,” I whispered while tracing my finger farther down the page. “Tara’s in the Bluegrass Suite, and Alice is in the Dogwood Room.”

Dottie leaned over my shoulder. “Good. Now we can snoop.”

I shot her a look before quietly shutting the desk drawer.

Florence’s room sat at the far end of the hallway, with the bedroom door partially open from the sheriff department’s search. I stepped inside slowly while taking in the room around me.

Florence’s belongings remained exactly where she’d left them. An expensive cream-colored suitcase sat open across the luggage rack while pastel skirt suits hung neatly inside the closet. Makeup and jewelry covered the vanity in organized rows beside etiquette magazines and reading glasses resting near the lamp.

I slowly walked farther into the room while taking everything in. Florence’s room looked painfully ordinary for a place where someone had died only hours earlier. Her toiletries remained arranged carefully beside the sink, and the comforter still carried the slight fold where she had probably sat while getting dressed for the fundraiser. Every small detail inside the room made it obvious Florence Sparks fully expected to wake up here this morning.

“She unpacked everything,” I murmured quietly.

“Sure did.” Dottie glanced toward the closet. “What’s in those boxes?”

“Probably manner manuals or something.” I laughed and told Dottie about the time Mary Elizabeth made me go to one of Florence’s girl camps.

Dottie just shook her head.

I carefully looked across the nightstand while trying not to disturb anything. A small bottle of prescription eye drops sat beside the lamp near a folded fundraiser pamphlet from the Historical Society tea. Nothing inside the room immediately screamed clue or murder. Instead, the room looked exactly like what it was supposed to be: a temporary bedroom belonging to a wealthy Southern woman attending charity events in Kentucky.

A loud thump sounded somewhere downstairs.

Both of us froze instantly.

My pulse jumped hard enough I could hear it in my ears.

“What was that?” I whispered sharply.

Dottie held up one hand for silence while turning toward the hallway.

Another sound followed several seconds later. Metal clanked softly against something downstairs before silence settled over the farmhouse again.

I grabbed the edge of the dresser automatically. “Somebody’s here.”

“Could be pipes,” Dottie whispered.

“That did not sound like pipes, but I don’t know anything about these old houses,” I said, leaning in closer to her ear and eyeballing Florence’s closet in case we needed a quick hiding spot.

Neither of us moved for a couple of minutes. We looked at each other, gave a shrug, then slipped back into the hallway and quietly moved toward Tara Kelly’s suite two doors down.

The difference between Florence and Tara’s rooms became obvious immediately.

Tara’s suite looked immaculate. Every toiletry item lined the bathroom counter in perfect rows while a navy garment bag hung untouched from the closet door. Legal pads and folders stamped with the Kentucky state seal sat stacked neatly on the desk beside an expensive leather briefcase and several charging cords wrapped carefully together.

“Good gracious,” Dottie muttered while looking around. “This woman organizes everything.”

I walked slowly toward the desk while scanning the papers. Typed schedules. Fundraising notes. Event itineraries. Everything looked polished and tightly controlled.

We quietly left Tara’s room and moved farther down the hallway toward Alice Charles’s suite.

Unlike Florence’s polished elegance or Tara’s political perfection, Alice’s room looked practical and lived-in. Hiking boots sat beside the closet near rolled-up trail maps while forest service folders covered the desk near the windows. A green Daniel Boone National Forest jacket hung across the armchair beside a canvas field bag overflowing with paperwork.

The room smelled faintly of peppermint and cedar.

“Well,” Dottie muttered quietly while looking around. “This feels cheerful.”

I moved slowly toward the desk while scanning the clutter. Forestry permits. Conservation reports. Trail restoration paperwork. Environmental brochures.

Then I noticed the planner.

It sat half-open beside the lamp with a pair of reading glasses resting across the pages.

“What’d you find?” Dottie whispered while moving beside me.

“I don’t know yet.”

I picked up the planner carefully and started flipping through the pages. At first, everything looked ordinary enough. Committee meetings. Conservation luncheons. Forestry events.

Then the same name started appearing repeatedly.

Tex.

There weren’t any full details, just short little notes scattered across several weeks.

“Trail clearing with Tex.”

“Forest wellness setup with Tex in the woods.”

“Meet Tex near lower ridge.”

“Cascades consultation.”

“Reiki follow-up.”

My stomach tightened.

“These go back a couple of weeks,” I whispered. “And they are all about Tex.”

I flipped farther backward while mentally piecing together Queenie’s timeline from earlier at the laundromat. Then it hit me.

“These all started after Alice offered Queenie the extra ten thousand dollars for the seating chart,” I told her. I remembered how Queenie told me Alice had contacted her a couple of months ago, and how convenient was it that Alice suddenly had Tex in her planner over the last couple of weeks?

“You sure?” Dottie’s eyes narrowed immediately.

“Yes.” I nodded slowly while turning another page. “Queenie said Alice approached her about that table two months ago.” I pointed toward the planner. “These start right after.”

Neither of us spoke for several long seconds.

The realization settled heavily between us.

“Alice hated Florence Sparks. Alice desperately wanted to sit at that table. Alice had repeated private contact with Tex for weeks leading up to the fundraiser,” I said, voicing my thoughts out loud. “And now Tex sits in custody while Alice walks around free.”

Another car door slammed outside.

The sound echoed sharply through the quiet farmhouse.

Both of us jumped.

“Oh Lord,” I hissed quietly.

Dottie rushed toward the window and carefully pulled the curtain aside just enough to peek outside. “Big black car,” she whispered. “Lots of serious-looking men.”

Voices drifted faintly through the downstairs hallway a second later. Low muffled conversation mixed with the sound of the screen door creaking open downstairs.

Every muscle in my body tightened instantly.

“They’re inside,” I whispered.

Dottie looked toward me quickly. “Put the planner back.”

“No,” I whispered back. “We are keeping it.”

I shoved it in my bag as the heavy footsteps crossed the kitchen floor downstairs.

Then the staircase creaked, and my heart slammed hard against my chest. Dottie motioned wildly toward the bathroom. We scrambled silently across the room just as the footsteps climbed higher up the staircase.

One step at a time, the old farmhouse groaned beneath heavy boots.

I eased the bathroom door almost shut behind us while both of us squeezed beside the marble sink, trying not to breathe too loudly, just enough so I could see through the crack of the door.

The footsteps reached the upstairs hallway.

Then they stopped. I turned to look at Dottie, pulling my finger up to my mouth so she didn’t talk because I could see the men had stopped just inside the door of Alice’s room.

I threw my arm back against Dottie, out of habit like I would do in my car if we were suddenly going to crash, just as a shadow crossed beneath the crack at the bottom of the bathroom door. My pulse hammered so hard against my ribs I was positive whoever was out there could hear it through the walls.

Dottie leaned down toward my ear. “If I die in Alice Charles’s bathroom, I’m hauntin’ everybody involved,” she whispered.

“This is not the time,” I mouthed back.

The floor creaked, and both of us froze completely.

From our hiding spot beside the marble vanity, we could only see part of Alice’s room reflected in the bathroom mirror, but honestly, it gave us a much better angle than trying to peek through the crack in the door would have. A man stepped into view, wearing a dark-gray suit tailored so sharp it probably cost more than my entire camper. He was tall, with silver hair combed perfectly back from his forehead and polished loafers that barely made noise against the hardwood floor. Another man followed him, carrying a leather briefcase while a third quietly shut the bedroom door behind them.

“Well?” the silver-haired man asked while loosening his tie slightly. His voice carried the tired irritation of someone used to cleaning up rich people’s messes. “Find anything?”

The sound of rummaging filled the room. Closet doors slid open. Hangers scraped against the rod while drawers opened and shut harder than necessary.

“Boxes,” another man finally said from somewhere near the closet. A second later, cardboard scraped across the floor, followed by the sound of packing paper crinkling.

“What’s in it?” the younger man asked while flipping through papers at Alice’s desk.

“China cups,” the first one answered right before a loud crash exploded through the room. Porcelain shattered against the hardwood floor hard enough to make me jump against Dottie. “Cheap little things too.”

I widened my eyes at Dottie immediately.

Teacups.

Vintage teacups.

The exact things Cheryl Paisley had mentioned going missing from Tough Nickel Thrift Shop.

Dottie’s expression changed too. Her eyebrows rose slowly while her mouth dropped open just enough for me to know she was thinking the same thing I was.

“Nothing yet over here,” the younger man said while moving toward Alice’s desk. Papers shuffled loudly. “But if Florence Sparks documented anything about the governor, it’ll be here.”

I slowly widened my eyes toward Dottie.

Dottie’s mouth dropped open silently.

The silver-haired man rubbed both hands down his face before looking toward the ceiling in frustration. “This situation is already a disaster. The governor does not need Florence Sparks’s affair becoming public on top of a suspicious death.”

I nearly inhaled my own tongue. Dottie clamped one hand over her mouth so fast her elbow knocked lightly against the bathroom wall.

Every single man in the bedroom froze.

I stopped breathing entirely.

The silver-haired man slowly turned toward the bathroom door.

“What was that?” he asked quietly.

Dottie’s eyes got huge.

I stared back at her in complete horror.

The younger man near the desk shrugged. “Old house.”

Nobody moved for painfully long seconds. Finally, the silver-haired man waved one irritated hand.

“Just find the damn planner, notes, letters, anything tying Florence to the governor before the press gets hold of it,” he instructed.

My grip tightened around my purse instantly because that planner was inside my bag.

Dottie slowly looked down toward my purse, too, and then back up at me with an expression that clearly said we were both about to die.

The men started moving around the room quickly after that. Drawers opened, and the box of china scooted as they looked in the closet again. Hangers scraped loudly against the closet rod while papers shuffled across the desk.

“These social women document everything,” one of the men muttered while flipping through Florence’s fundraiser pamphlets. “Birthday lunches. Charity events. Affairs.”

The silver-haired man walked toward Alice’s desk and looked around with visible disgust. “I cannot believe Tara allowed herself to get photographed beside Florence Sparks for months, knowing the rumors already existed.”

“She didn’t have much choice,” another man answered while opening the bedside drawer. “Florence practically ran half the charity circuit in Kentucky.”

Dottie leaned closer toward me again. “This just got juicy,” she breathed softly.

I shot her a horrified look, only to get a slight shrug like she couldn’t help herself.

The sound of papers scattering suddenly filled the room. One of the men had moved over toward Florence’s luggage stacked near the wall.

“If the governor finds out we missed something…” the younger man started nervously.

“He won’t,” the silver-haired man interrupted sharply. “Because we are handling this before anybody starts connecting Florence Sparks to Frankfort politics.”

My stomach twisted harder. This wasn’t just rich-people gossip anymore. This was dangerous, and it was a motive.

The silver-haired man moved closer toward the bathroom doorway, and I immediately flattened myself harder against the vanity while Dottie crouched beside the tub. My only saving grace would be that they’d see her first, thanks to her bright-red hair, giving me a chance to at least not be noticed.

“If Tara Kelly talks to police again without counsel present,” he continued while adjusting his cuff links, “she’ll panic and say something stupid.”

“She claims the affair ended months ago.”

“She also claims Florence stopped contacting the governor.” The man snorted softly. “Meanwhile, Florence dies in the middle of a fundraiser after threatening half the state’s social ladder.”

I swallowed hard. Threatening. The word stuck in my head. That meant Florence had been actively causing problems before her death.

The younger man suddenly stopped shuffling papers.

“Sir,” he said carefully, “what if the First Lady actually committed the murder?”

The entire room went quiet.

The silver-haired man slowly turned toward him. “Then we make sure there’s no evidence and she stays as far away from it as possible.”

That sentence settled over the room heavily enough to make my skin prickle.

One of the men zipped Florence’s suitcase closed loudly. “Nothing in here.”

The silver-haired man checked his watch. “Then move to Tara’s room.”

The bedroom door opened, followed by their footsteps moving away from us and down the hallway toward Tara’s suite.

When we heard the door to Tara’s room close, Dottie slowly leaned backward against the bathtub and fanned herself dramatically.

“I just saw the bright white light,” she whispered.

I pressed one hand against my chest while trying to steady my breathing. “We have to get out of here.”

“No kiddin’,” she said, shuffling quickly to her feet while straightening her shirt.

I carefully cracked the bathroom door just open enough to peek into the hallway, which fortunately sat empty and quiet again. The men had apparently moved farther downstairs, judging by the muffled voices drifting faintly up from somewhere near the kitchen.

“Come on,” I whispered. “Let’s go.”

We slipped back into Alice’s room as quietly as possible, both of us moving fast now that our nerves had fully kicked in. I headed toward the bedroom door before something near the closet caught my attention.

The cardboard box the man had tossed over sat partially crushed against the wall, with broken porcelain scattered across the hardwood floor around it.

Teacups.

Dozens of them.

Not fancy matching sets either. Vintage cups in every color and pattern imaginable. Tiny roses. Gold trim. Delicate blue flowers. One had a faded hummingbird painted on the side while another had tiny pink violets circling the rim.

“What are you doin’?” Dottie hissed quietly from near the door. “Mae, this ain’t the time to go shopping.”

“Hold on,” I whispered back while crouching carefully beside the box.

I reached down and picked up one of the cups that luckily hadn’t shattered. The second I turned it over in my hand, my stomach tightened.

A faded masking-tape sticker still clung to the bottom.

$4.00.

I knew that handwriting.

Everybody in Normal knew Buck Davis’s handwriting because the man wrote every single price tag at Tough Nickel Thrift Shop himself, using thick black marker to print crooked letters that leaned sideways.

“Oh my gosh,” I whispered.

“What?” Dottie rushed over beside me and crouched down hard enough her knees popped. “What is it?”

I held the cup upside down so she could see the sticker.

Dottie shrugged because she didn’t know about what Cheryl had told me.

“That’s Buck’s handwriting.” I looked back toward the overflowing box again. “These came from Tough Nickel.”

“So…” The word quickly left Dottie’s mouth.

“I’ll tell you in the car,” I said, putting the cup back and trying to put my conversation with Cheryl at the tea party fundraiser out of my mind.

My eyes slowly rose back toward the shattered porcelain scattered across Alice’s floor before we tiptoed down the hallway and down the steps.

We slipped silently back out of the Milkery kitchen, jumped into my car, and sped off without looking in the rearview mirror.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


On our way back to Happy Trails Campground, I filled Dottie in about how Cheryl told me about the stolen teacups that Buck was going to sell on eBay.

“You reckon I can get in on that eBay action?” Dottie asked. “They say one person’s junk is another person’s treasure.”

“Do I need to remind you that you also live by that rule?” I asked her, since she was the queen of curb alerts.

“Well, after I get off work, I’m gonna take a good long look-see at some junk I can sell on there.” She tapped her nails on the door and became eerily silent, which made me think she was already going through her soon-to-be eBay items.

She couldn’t get out of my little car fast enough. I’d not seen her that excited since Abby had the book club bedazzle a cover of the latest cozy mystery we were reading. She’d had Dottie lead that class.

“I’ll be back later. Be sure to check on Mary Elizabeth along with our other residents. Call me if anything happens with our First Lady,” I told her and waved out the window. “Don’t forget to let Fifi and Chester out!”

She threw her hand up, gesturing for me to go on because she knew I could always count on her and not be reminded. Dottie had been the manager since well before I owned the place, and she’d been wronged by my now-dead good-for-nothing ex-husband, and I sure was glad she’d stuck around because I had no idea what on earth I’d do without her.

With my windows rolled down and my radio turned up, there was a little giddy-up in my step. I mightn’t’ve solved Florence’s murder, but I sure felt like I’d solved the case of the missing teacups. But how was I going to explain how I knew where they were? And smashed?

With everything going on, I’d completely forgotten about the Farmers Market happening in the grassy median downtown. Parking was going to be a bear, and finding a spot would be like trying to find some of John Swift’s cache, which was hidden in the Daniel Boone National Forest.

There was literally no parking along the sides of the roads or even in the laundromat parking lot, so I had to drive around the grassy median a couple of times until someone pulled out of a spot behind the amphitheater.

The second I stepped out of my car near the amphitheater, the sounds of the Farmers Market wrapped around me. Bluegrass music drifted through the grassy median from a man sitting on a folding stool with a guitar balanced on his knee while children darted between tents, carrying lemonade cups and paper sacks full of kettle corn. Somewhere closer to the courthouse side, somebody’s dog barked excitedly while another vendor announced they only had three loaves of sourdough left.

Spring had fully settled into downtown Normal.

The giant oak trees lining the grassy median had filled out with thick green leaves that shaded the sidewalks and picnic tables scattered through the parklike center of town. Hanging flower baskets swayed from the black carriage lights running along both one-way streets while bright tulips, daisies, and purple lupines spilled from giant concrete planters near the walkways. Families sat on quilts near the amphitheater while hikers in boots and backpacks wandered from booth to booth, carrying iced coffees from Trails Coffee.

If I hadn’t known there was a murderer walking around somewhere in this town, I could’ve forgotten all about Florence Sparks for at least five minutes.

Rows of white tents stretched from one end of the grassy median to the other, each booth decorated differently depending on the vendor. Some had hand-painted wooden signs while others used chalkboards propped against folding tables, listing prices for fresh eggs, homemade soap, baked goods, or flower bundles wrapped in brown paper. The smell of kettle corn mixed with fresh bread, coffee, barbecue smoke, and damp spring grass still holding onto the morning dew.

I slowly worked my way through the crowd while trying to stay focused on why I’d come downtown in the first place.

Which lasted until I spotted the Cookie Crumble Bakery tent.

“Well, hey there, Mae,” Christine Watson called from behind a display table overflowing with baked goods. “You look like you’ve got somethin’ heavy on your mind.”

Christine looked exactly like she always did. Brown hair braided into pigtails, freckles dusted across her nose, and that bright, cheerful smile that somehow made everybody feel welcome the second they stepped near her booth. She wore white baker overalls underneath one of her violet Cookie Crumble aprons embroidered with the bakery logo, and she was shod in a pair of black Converse sneakers dusted lightly with flour.

“Other than murder?” I asked while stopping in front of the table.

“Lordy, Mae.” Christine’s smile disappeared immediately. “Don’t say ‘murder’ beside the pastries. Folks’ll quit buying maple bars.”

The entire tent smelled like cinnamon, butter, sugar, and vanilla. Wooden crates overflowed with dirty chai doughnuts, giant s’mores cookies, blueberry muffins, and maple-glazed Long Johns stacked neatly beneath glass cake domes. A basket near the register held homemade dog biscuits shaped like bones with little tags that read “For good boys & girls.”

“Those for Chester and Fifi?” I asked while pointing toward the basket.

Christine nodded proudly. “Fresh this morning. I used eggs and milk from the Milkery too.”

I grabbed two bags of dog treats along with a cinnamon roll the size of my hand.

“You already sold out of the strawberry cream cheese Danishes?” I asked while eyeing the empty tray near the back.

“Thirty minutes after open.” Christine leaned both hands against the table.

“Dang.” I smiled and handed over cash then tucked the bakery box under my arm. “That just means I need to stop by the bakery.”

“I’ll save some for you.” She winked and made her way over to the line of customers.

I moved farther down into the crowd and couldn’t help but smile when I heard the familiar bow over fiddle strings. When I turned to look, Otis stood near one of the picnic tables, sawing away at his fiddle while a teenager beside him played banjo so badly I figured Otis probably regretted inviting him.

I passed a booth selling goat milk soap from the Old Milk House. Little bars wrapped in brown paper sat beside jars of honey and homemade lotion. Another tent had baskets overflowing with fresh lettuce, radishes, carrots, and asparagus while a woman wearing overalls explained to tourists the difference between local wildflower honey and clover honey.

“Mae!”

I turned to find Cheryl Paisley waving me toward her booth, which was covered in crocheted dishcloths, knitted tea cozies, and tiny yarn chickens wearing bonnets. A soft breeze moved through the grassy median, rustling the fabric sides of the tents while bluegrass music drifted over from the amphitheater, where Otis had finally found a tune the banjo player could keep up with halfway.

“Well, don’t you look busy?” I told her while stepping beneath the shade of her tent and balancing my Cookie Crumble box against my hip. Nearby, somebody laughed loudly while a little boy dragged his mother toward a kettle corn stand.

“I am busy,” Cheryl huffed while sliding a knitted potholder shaped like Kentucky into a brown paper sack for a customer. “Tourists love homemade foolishness,” she added, brushing her bangs out of her eyes while three women crowded around a display of crocheted porch goose outfits.

And there it was.

The porch goose craze had officially made it to Normal.

One goose wore a tiny campground manager outfit, complete with leopard-print leggings and pink sponge curlers hot-glued to its head. Another had on a little park ranger vest with a toy flashlight clipped to the front pocket. A third goose sat dressed in pearls and a pastel church hat while a handwritten tag underneath read Southern Tea Party Collection.

“You are makin’ goose clothes now?” I asked while staring at the display.

Cheryl straightened proudly. “I sold twelve last week online. Twelve. People are losin’ their minds over porch geese.” She pointed toward the campground manager goose. “That one’s inspired by Dottie.”

“Oh, absolutely not.”

“She’ll love it.” Cheryl grinned while tying off the customer’s bag. “I even made tiny cigarette earrings for it.”

The customer finally wandered off toward the flower vendors, and Cheryl immediately leaned across the table toward me. The fiddle music carried louder across the median now while the smell of barbecue drifted through the air from a smoker set up near the courthouse side of downtown.

“Did you find out who stole Buck’s teacups?” Cheryl asked quietly while folding her arms on top of the table.

I hesitated just long enough.

Cheryl’s eyes widened immediately. “Oh my gosh. You did,” she whispered while one hand flew up against her chest.

“Keep your voice down,” I muttered while glancing around at the tourists browsing nearby booths. A couple standing beside the goat milk soap vendor looked over briefly before going back to smelling lavender lotion.

“I knew it,” Cheryl said, slapping one hand lightly against the table hard enough to rattle a basket full of crocheted bees. “Buck acted like I was making the whole thing up.”

“Well, technically, we found where they ended up,” I corrected carefully while adjusting the bakery box under my arm. “But there’s still a lot we don’t know.”

“Where were they?” Cheryl asked while narrowing her eyes suspiciously. Otis’s fiddle suddenly picked up speed, drawing applause from several tourists sitting on picnic blankets beneath the oak trees.

I opened my mouth and immediately shut it again because there was absolutely no way to explain that Dottie and I had crossed police tape, snuck into a murder scene, hidden from the governor’s cleanup crew, and found stolen teacups inside Alice Charles’s room at the Milkery.

“Mae,” Cheryl pressed while leaning closer across the table.

“I can’t tell you yet,” I admitted, having lowered my voice further.

Cheryl studied my face for several long seconds before her expression shifted completely. “That means it’s bad,” she said softly while her eyes drifted toward the tea-party goose sitting near the register.

“Probably,” I answered honestly.

“Was it somebody local?” Cheryl asked carefully while straightening the tiny pearl necklace hanging around the church-lady porch goose. Behind us, somebody shouted that fresh lemonade was five dollars while a dog barked excitedly near the amphitheater and the fiddle player launched into another song.

I hesitated again, which apparently told Cheryl more than enough.

Her eyebrows rose slowly. “Wait a minute,” she said quietly while lowering her hand from the goose display. “You’re tellin’ me whoever took those cups was actually at that fundraiser?”

“I didn’t say that,” I replied quickly while shifting the bakery box against my hip.

“But you didn’t deny it either,” Cheryl pointed out while narrowing her eyes at me. “Lordy be.”

I glanced around instinctively before leaning a little closer toward her booth. “All I’m saying is that some very strange things are starting to connect.”

Cheryl’s expression slowly changed from curious to downright stunned. “You found those cups with somebody involved in Florence Sparks’s death, didn’t you?” she whispered while gripping the edge of the table.

“I can’t say anything else right now,” I admitted carefully.

Cheryl blinked several times while looking down at the little tea-party goose sitting beside the register. “Meanwhile, I thought this week’s biggest excitement was gonna be porch geese and somebody stealing yarn from Hobby Lobby.” She shook her head slowly. “Turns out we’ve got teacup thieves and murderers runnin’ around downtown Normal.”

My phone buzzed in my bag, and it was Hank.

“I’ll let you know when I can so Al can get your cups back to you,” I told Cheryl, leaving out the fact that they were all broken. I hit the talk button and put the phone up to my ear. “Hey there.”

“Hey.” Hank’s flat voice told me he had some news. “Florence was poisoned with Amanita bisporigera.”

“Layman’s, please?” I asked him.

“Destroying angel mushroom from the forest.” He sighed. “And when Tucker asked Tex about the mushroom, Tex told him there were some near the forest spa.”

“This doesn’t look good,” I said and headed back toward my car. “There are many places the mushrooms can be in the forest,” I told him, trying to explain how anyone could get those mushrooms. “Hikers poison themselves all the time accidentally.”

“It was in the roller bottle, Mae,” Hank said, shooting down my accidental death theory. “And Tex also admitted that Florence had come to get a massage in the forest a couple of times, and she complained the entire time. Even threatened to leave a bad review on Yelp.”

“But Tex?” I asked, trying to jar Hank’s memory of how amazing Tex was and just how impossible it seemed that he’d even do something like this. “And you haven’t heard what I’ve found out.”

“What?” he asked just as I got to my car.

“Meet me at the station,” I told him and turned the engine over as the phone kicked over to the hands-free Bluetooth. “I’m headed there now with doughnuts.”

“A bribe?” he asked.

“You see it as a bribe,” I said and backed out of the parking spot, heading my car toward the business district where the sheriff’s department was located. “I call it payment.”

But as soon as we hung up, Dottie called.

“Everything okay?” I asked while stopping at a light outside of the courthouse.

“Heck no,” Dottie said, and from the commotion behind her, I could tell all kinds of campground foolishness had broken loose. “The governor himself is here, and he’s nose-to-nose with Henry. Henry done laid himself across the bungalow threshold and won’t let the governor take his wife home.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


I couldn’t turn my car around fast enough.

The tires squealed against the pavement as I switched directions and headed straight toward Happy Trails Campground, with my pulse thumping harder the closer I got. The entire drive through the Daniel Boone National Forest felt different now. The peaceful spring morning had officially left the building.

Campers and tourists were still pulled off at scenic overlooks, taking pictures of the mountains and wildflowers blooming along the roadside, while kayaks strapped to SUVs bounced slightly over potholes. Nobody else seemed aware that the governor of Kentucky had apparently rolled into my campground ready to drag his wife home while Henry Bryant barricaded himself across a bungalow doorway like a human sandbag.

“Lord help me,” I muttered while gripping the steering wheel tighter.

I hit Hank’s number first.

“Where are you?” I asked the second he answered.

“At the station with Tucker,” Hank said immediately, his deep voice clipped and serious. Papers shuffled in the background while somebody nearby yelled for Agnes to check a fax machine. “Why?”

“Get back to the campground now,” I told him while flying around a curve so hard my bakery box slid across the passenger seat. “The governor’s here. So are those men from the Milkery.”

“The men from the Milkery?” Hank asked.

“That’s what I was going to tell you when I got to the sheriff’s department, but you’ll just have to hear it at the campground,” I told him.

“I’ll tell Al now,” Hank said. “You stay out of the middle of it until we get there.”

“I absolutely will not,” I answered honestly before hanging up. I gave it a few seconds, then I called Al next.

“You better be on your way,” I told him before he could even say hello.

“I already am,” Al answered over the sound of sirens. “Waldo Willy’s got half the county watchin’ online, and Agnes says Channel Two’s switchboard is blowin’ up.”

“That man’s a menace.” I groaned as I realized Waldo, the local newspaper and TV reporter, was there.

“Well, he’s your menace because he keeps yellin’ your name into the camera, askin’ where Mae West Sharp is.” Al didn’t make me feel any better.

“I told Tara and Alice not to leave the campground,” Al continued while breathing heavily enough that I figured he was driving too fast again. “And if the governor thinks he’s takin’ people out of an active investigation, he’s about to find out I do, in fact, know Kentucky law.”

That actually made me feel slightly better.

Slightly.

The second I turned beneath the rickety wooden Happy Trails sign, I knew the situation had already gotten completely out of hand.

Cars lined both sides of the gravel drive all the way to the lake.

Campers stood outside their RVs, holding phones in the air while tourists gathered near the recreation hall, openly watching the drama unfold near Bungalow Three. Somebody had actually pulled lawn chairs into the grass beside the loop around the lake.

“This town,” I muttered while pulling into a crooked parking spot beside the office.

The pamper camper still sat parked near the tiki hut from the fundraiser while strands of lantern lights swayed overhead in the warm spring breeze. The fountain in the middle of the lake sprayed peacefully into the air, like none of this foolishness was happening, while Chester barked hysterically from my camper.

And standing dead center of the chaos was Waldo Willy.

Of course he was.

The man stood nearly a full head taller than everybody else, with his greasy black hair sticking out beneath a brown beanie despite the warm weather. A long trench coat hung open over a wrinkled T-shirt while a giant digital camera bounced against his chest. In one hand, he held his phone high, filming live video while the other clutched a spiral notebook packed full of scribbles.

“Normal, Kentucky, is currently experiencing what appears to be a political standoff,” Waldo announced dramatically into his phone while pivoting toward Bungalow Three. “Behind me, Governor Kelly’s wife, Tara Kelly, remains inside the residence while campground handyman, Henry Bryant, refuses to allow removal of any potential witnesses tied to the Florence Sparks murder investigation.”

“Oh, for the love,” I hissed while slamming my car door.

Mary Elizabeth spotted me first.

“Oh, thank heavens,” she said while hurrying toward me in one of her flowing floral blouses and white capris. Her face looked flushed from stress while Dawn Gentry stayed close beside her, holding two cups of coffee neither of them appeared to remember having.

“Mae West Sharp!” Waldo suddenly shouted the second he noticed me. “The owner of Happy Trails Campground has officially arrived on scene!”

He spun the phone toward me immediately.

I threw one hand up in front of my face. “Turn that thing off before I shove it in the lake.”

“Viewers are asking if corruption reaches all the way to Frankfort,” Waldo continued while walking backward to follow me.

Before I could answer him, Dottie suddenly appeared out of nowhere.

“Oh no, you don’t,” she barked while stepping directly in front of Waldo’s phone, wearing rhinestone flip-flops, leopard-print capris, and a hot-pink T-shirt that read Camper Queen. A cigarette dangled from one hand while she waved the other wildly in front of the camera lens. “Ain’t nobody needin’ to see this campground lookin’ like an episode of Cops.”

“Dottie,” Waldo complained while trying to sidestep around her. “You’re obstructing journalism.”

“I’m fixin’ to obstruct your forehead,” Dottie snapped while moving with him in every single direction he tried to go. “Go report on birds or possums or whatever it is you do when you ain’t harassin’ innocent people.”

Behind them, the actual chaos continued escalating.

Henry Bryant had indeed laid himself directly across the threshold of Bungalow Three.

Flat on his back, arms folded, and boots crossed.

The governor of Kentucky stood over him, red-faced and furious, while two men in expensive suits hovered nearby, looking just as irritated as they had upstairs at the Milkery. One of them was the silver-haired man we’d seen tearing apart Alice’s room.

“You cannot hold my wife hostage in a campground bungalow!” the governor shouted while pointing aggressively toward the door.

“You step over me and I’ll scream assault so loud folks’ll hear it in Lexington,” Henry replied calmly while adjusting his baseball cap against the bungalow step.

Inside the bungalow, Tara pounded against the door.

“Help!” she shrieked. “Open this door immediately!”

“No, ma’am,” Henry answered without moving an inch. “Sheriff said stay put, and I ain’t losin’ my job over politics.”

Alice Charles suddenly stepped into view from inside and flung open the window.

“She is not leaving until law enforcement arrives,” Alice announced firmly. She appeared to be strong-arming Tara from inside and not letting Tara get to the window.

“You don’t have the authority to detain the First Lady of Kentucky,” the silver-haired man snapped.

“And you don’t have the authority to tamper with a murder investigation,” Alice fired back while lifting her chin.

Honestly?

Watching Alice Charles block the governor himself wasn’t exactly helping me believe she was some innocent little forest supervisor.

“This is better than Dateline,” someone called out from behind me.

Dottie fought Waldo Willy’s live stream with a cigarette in one hand and pure spite in the other. I realized this murder investigation had officially turned into the biggest spectacle Normal, Kentucky, had seen in years.

The sound of sirens echoed around us before we even heard the spit of gravel pinging up underneath tires.

Sheriff Al Hemmer came barreling around the curve toward the bungalow loop so fast his truck fishtailed near the bathhouse before straightening back out. Behind him came Tucker Pyle’s ranger truck, followed closely by Hank’s dark pickup bouncing hard over the potholes.

Every camper in sight turned toward the noise.

Phones rose higher.

Waldo Willy practically danced in place while holding his live-stream phone over his head.

“We now have law enforcement arriving on the scene,” Waldo announced dramatically into his camera while backing toward the communal firepit. “This confrontation between the governor’s office and local authorities appears to be escalating in real time.”

“Lord have mercy,” Mary Elizabeth whispered while pressing one hand against her chest beside Dawn Gentry. The lantern lights reflected off her pearl earrings while worry deepened across her face.

Al climbed out first, looking sweaty and overwhelmed before both boots even hit the gravel. His brown sheriff’s hat sat crooked on top of his thinning hair, and his uniform shirt already had dark sweat marks beneath the arms.

“Nobody move!” Al shouted while pointing toward the crowd. He adjusted his oversized belt nervously before adding, “Official business!”

“Nobody’s movin’ but your blood pressure,” Dottie muttered beside me while narrowing her eyes toward Waldo’s phone.

Tucker stepped out next, looking far calmer than everybody else combined. His ranger uniform was crisp despite the long morning while his serious expression swept over the campground in one quick glance.

Hank headed straight toward me the second he climbed from his truck.

“You okay?” Hank asked quietly while slipping one hand against my lower back. His green eyes searched my face carefully.

“I’m fine,” I answered while nodding toward the bungalow. “But this whole thing sure isn’t.”

Inside Bungalow Three, Tara started pounding against the door again.

“I demand somebody let me out of here!” Tara yelled from inside while rattling the screen so hard it shook against the frame.

“You stay put!” Al yelled while marching toward the bungalow, his voice holding more confidence than he actually looked like he felt.

Henry Bryant finally sat up from the threshold with a grunt before climbing to his feet.

“Told her you was comin’,” Henry announced proudly while dusting gravel off his jeans. He hooked both thumbs through his belt loops and stood squarely in front of the bungalow steps again. “I held the line.”

“You sure did,” Hank replied while unsuccessfully trying to hide a smile.

The governor immediately stepped forward.

“This has gone far enough,” the governor snapped while straightening the cuffs on his navy suit jacket. His jaw clenched tightly beneath the campground lights. “My wife is leaving with me now.”

“No, sir, she is not,” Al answered firmly while planting both hands on his duty belt. His voice cracked slightly halfway through the sentence, but he powered through it anyway. “Not until we finish questioning everybody involved in this investigation.”

“This is political harassment,” the governor argued while glaring toward Al.

“This is a homicide investigation,” Tucker corrected calmly while stepping beside the sheriff. He folded his arms across his chest, studying the situation carefully.

The campground went silent for several long seconds. Even the campers standing near the tiki hut lowered their voices. Waldo immediately shoved his phone higher into the air.

“Sheriff Hemmer,” Waldo called loudly while squeezing closer through the crowd. “Is it true the First Lady of Kentucky is now considered a suspect in the Florence Sparks murder investigation?”

“Oh my gosh,” Dawn whispered while clutching Mary Elizabeth’s arm tighter.

Tara gasped loudly from inside the bungalow. The governor’s face darkened instantly. Al pointed directly toward Waldo.

“Turn that thing off!” Al barked, jabbing one finger toward the phone.

“Freedom of the press,” Waldo argued as he clutched the phone protectively against his chest. His trench coat swayed around his knees while he repositioned himself for a better angle.

“Freedom of me throwin’ you in the lake,” Dottie snapped while stepping directly in front of the live stream again. She waved both hands wildly in front of the camera lens, blocking nearly the entire screen. “Ain’t nobody needin’ to see this campground lookin’ like a circus.”

“Dottie,” Waldo complained while sidestepping around her. “You are obstructing journalism.”

“I’m protectin’ business,” Dottie argued, moving directly back in front of him again.

The silver-haired man standing beside the governor looked toward Tucker and Al with visible irritation.

“This entire situation is unnecessary,” the silver-haired man stated smoothly as he adjusted his tie. “The First Lady has cooperated fully.”

I immediately stiffened beside Dottie, who glanced sideways at me.

We both recognized him instantly. The loafers, his silver hair with the same expensive suit from upstairs at the Milkery.

Dottie slowly leaned closer toward me without taking her eyes off him.

“Well, ain’t that interestin’,” Dottie muttered quietly beneath her breath.

“Mm-hmm,” I murmured back while keeping my face neutral.

Neither Al nor Tucker had a clue.

Meanwhile, Dottie and I were standing there knowing full well that Mister Fancy Pants and his friends had been tearing apart rooms at the Milkery an hour earlier while we hid in a bathroom, trying not to breathe too loudly.

Honestly, the whole thing almost would’ve been funny if it weren’t attached to a murder investigation.

“You okay?” Hank asked softly, noticing my expression.

“Oh, I’m just peachy,” I answered while watching the silver-haired man too closely.

Tara suddenly shoved open the bungalow screen door so hard it slammed against the railing.

“I did not kill Florence Sparks!” Tara yelled as she stepped onto the porch, even with Alice trying to stop her. Tears streaked down both cheeks while her expensive blouse looked wrinkled from being shut inside all morning. “Do you hear me? I did not touch her!”

The governor immediately moved toward her.

“Tara,” the governor hissed sharply while reaching for her arm. “Inside. Now.”

“No,” Tara snapped while jerking away from him. “I’m tired of everybody acting like I’m unstable.”

Standing just behind Tara near the bungalow steps was Brittany Dales, her scheduling director, clutching a leather portfolio tight against her chest while she scanned the growing crowd with pure panic in her eyes. Her blond hair was pulled into such a severe bun it looked painful, and she wore a cream pantsuit that somehow didn’t have a wrinkle in it despite the chaos unfolding around her. Even now, Brittany kept trying to inch closer toward Tara protectively, exactly the way Queenie had described her, guarding the First Lady tighter than Fort Knox while acting like she could organize this entire disaster back onto a clipboard.

“How did she get in there?” Dottie asked about Tara’s assistant.

“She did threaten Florence,” I admitted carefully, looking toward Al and Tucker and ignoring Dottie’s observation. “I heard her myself during the tea party.”

The campground went silent again. Even Waldo stopped talking for once.

Tara pressed one trembling hand against her chest.

“You don’t understand what that woman did to my marriage,” Tara whispered shakily while wiping beneath her eyes.

The governor closed his eyes briefly.

“Well, now we’re gettin’ somewhere,” Dottie muttered beneath her breath.

Tara pointed suddenly toward her husband.

“She humiliated me,” Tara snapped, her voice cracking loudly. “She followed us everywhere. She threatened to expose private messages. She called constantly. Every fundraiser. Every public event.”

“Tara,” the governor warned quietly, glancing nervously toward Waldo’s live stream.

“No,” Tara argued, shaking her head hard enough her earrings swung wildly. “I sat beside that woman, smiling for cameras while she acted smug the entire afternoon.”

Waldo slowly lowered his phone about two inches. Even he looked stunned.

“But you had an alibi,” I pointed out carefully while studying Tara closely. “Brittany Dales stayed with you after the tea spill.”

“Yes,” Tara answered immediately, nodding hard. “She stayed with me the entire evening. Ask Mary Elizabeth. Ask Alice.”

Everyone turned to look at both women, and both were nodding.

“You never left the campground?” Tucker asked while watching her closely.

“No,” Tara answered firmly, folding both arms around herself.

Alice suddenly stepped forward beside her.

“She’s telling the truth,” Alice said firmly, planting her hiking boots wider apart. “Brittany stayed with Tara the whole time.”

“And I’ve never been with that shirtless chiropractor Tex either!” Tara yelled, which was a good defense against her putting the poison in his rollers.

Tucker looked directly toward Alice next.

“And what about you?” Tucker asked calmly.

Alice’s jaw tightened instantly.

“What about me?” Alice challenged while crossing both arms.

“What about bribing Queenie French ten thousand dollars to sit at Florence’s table?” I asked, staring directly at her.

Alice looked genuinely stunned for one quick second before anger replaced it.

“That wasn’t illegal,” Alice answered sharply, lifting her chin.

“No,” I agreed carefully. “But secretly meeting Tex in the woods for weeks before Florence ended up poisoned sure looks suspicious.”

The entire campground gasped again.

Even Mary Elizabeth looked horrified now.

Alice stared directly at me.

“How would you even know that?” Alice demanded sharply.

Dottie immediately jumped in.

“Mae knows everything,” Dottie answered while waving one hand dramatically. “That woman can sniff out secrets quicker than a bloodhound.”

“That still doesn’t explain stolen teacups,” I added before I could stop myself.

Hank closed his eyes briefly beside me.

“Mae,” Hank muttered under his breath.

Alice’s face flushed bright red.

“I did not steal those cups,” Alice argued, uncrossing her arms angrily. Her cheeks flushed red beneath the campground lights while she pointed toward me. “And I’d really love to know how you think you know anything about cups in my room.”

“Klepto.” Dottie slowly folded her arms tighter across her chest.

“Probably because Buck Davis writes prices on the bottom of everything in that sloppy chicken scratch of his,” Dottie answered, her head tilted slightly. “Hard to miss.”

Alice’s eyes narrowed instantly. “My room?” she repeated.

Oops.

I jumped in before Dottie could say another word that landed us both in jail.

“Cheryl mentioned teacups had gone missing from the Tough Nickel,” I explained quickly, trying to sound far calmer than I actually felt. “And when you started acting squirrelly just now, it wasn’t exactly hard to connect dots.”

The silver-haired man standing beside the governor suddenly narrowed his eyes toward me and Dottie.

Just briefly.

But enough.

And standing there beneath the campground lights while Waldo live streamed, Tara cried, Alice glared, and the governor’s cleanup man slowly started realizing Dottie and I knew far more than we should, I suddenly got a very bad feeling we’d become part of this investigation in a way I hadn’t planned.

And that was when Al broke up our little finger-pointing party and hauled Tara and Alice down to the sheriff’s department with the governor and his cronies in tow.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


By the time the sun started dipping behind the mountains and dusk settled over Happy Trails Campground, things had mostly gone back to normal.

Well, as normal as things could get after a murder investigation involving the First Lady of Kentucky, a poisoned massage roller bottle, stolen teacups, and Waldo Willy live streaming half the disaster to social media.

The campground loop had quieted back down after the sheriff’s truck disappeared down the gravel drive. Most of the tourists had finally returned to their campers, where generators hummed softly and the smell of grilled hamburgers drifted through the warm spring air. Lantern lights hanging around the tiki hut flickered against the growing darkness while frogs started croaking louder from the edge of the lake.

Fifi tore through the grass near the communal firepit, chasing Chester as both dogs barked wildly at each other. Every few seconds, Fifi would stop long enough to splash into the shallow edge of the lake before taking off running again with Chester right behind her, barking like campground security.

“Those dogs are gonna wear themselves slap out,” Betts Hager said, settling deeper into one of the Adirondack chairs around the communal fire ring. She tucked her cardigan tighter around her shoulders while the firelight flickered softly across her face.

“I wish I could wear myself out enough not to think about Florence Sparks,” Queenie French admitted, sitting cross-legged in her chair, still dressed in bright-pink Jazzercise leggings from earlier. She fanned herself dramatically with a campground brochure before glancing toward the dark campground entrance. “This whole thing has me more wound up than a tick on a hound dog.”

Dottie snorted beside her, digging through her oversized purse for her cigarette case.

“Well, I for one need a cigarette and a nerve pill,” Dottie announced while tapping one out into her hand. “And if somebody’s got a casserole hidden somewhere, I’d take that too.”

“You’ve already eaten half a lasagna,” Abby pointed out, balancing the spiral sleuthing notebook across her knees. The firelight reflected off her glasses as she flipped to a clean page with neat little tabs sticking out from the edges.

“Stress burns calories,” Dottie answered matter-of-factly before lighting her cigarette.

Waldo Willy sat on the far edge of the firepit circle, perched awkwardly on an upside-down bucket, with his camera still hanging around his neck. His trench coat looked rumpled now, and his beanie sat crooked on top of his greasy hair while he scribbled furiously inside his reporter’s notebook.

“You are absolutely not quoting anything said around this firepit,” I warned him as I reached down to scratch Chester behind the ears after he barreled into my legs.

Waldo looked up innocently. “I’m off the record.”

“You don’t know what that means,” Dottie muttered around her cigarette.

The fire crackled loudly in the middle of the ring, sending sparks swirling upward into the dark Kentucky sky. Around us, campers had settled back into evening routines. Somebody down near the beach laughed loudly while another group roasted marshmallows near one of the lakeside fire rings. Soft bluegrass music drifted faintly from somewhere deeper in the campground.

Honestly, if somebody had rolled into Happy Trails right then, they never would’ve guessed half the campground had spent the afternoon accusing politicians and socialites of murder.

“Mary Elizabeth finally went back to the Milkery?” Betts asked quietly while folding her hands together in her lap.

I nodded slowly.

“Al released the property after the forensic team finished up,” I explained as I stared into the fire. “Dawn drove her back over there about an hour ago.”

“She okay?” Abby asked softly while uncapping her pen.

I let out a slow breath.

“No,” I answered honestly. “I think she’s trying to hold herself together because people are watching her, but I’d bet money she’s already climbed into bed.”

That image sat heavy in my chest.

Mary Elizabeth Moberly was one of the strongest women I knew. She ran the Milkery like a five-star resort while somehow still making every guest feel like family. Seeing her shaken this badly unsettled all of us.

“Florence died in her home,” Queenie whispered, rubbing both arms slowly. “That’s hard to come back from.”

The fire popped again.

Fifi suddenly darted past us with Chester chasing her. It might’ve looked like playing, but it was great exercise for the two of them before bed to knock them out.

The dusk would soon fade to dark, which meant the two of them would have to go inside due to the fact the nocturnal friends would love to have either of them as a little snack.

Hank’s footsteps caught our attention as he walked toward the firepit. He had a tray of coffee cups, and the closer he got, the more the smell of fresh coffee filled the air.

“One black and one overloaded with creamer,” Hank announced while handing them down to Dottie and me. Then he put the tray down on one of the many logs sitting around that we used for setting.

“You’re my favorite person right now,” Dottie told him, taking the cup carefully with both hands.

“And you’re mine,” Hank answered before leaning down to kiss the top of my head.

The warmth from the fire mixed with the smell of coffee, cigarette smoke, lake water, and spring grass while darkness settled deeper around the campground. The twinkling lights wrapped around the tiki hut reflected softly across the lake fountain while somewhere in the woods, cicadas had finally started up for the night.

And sitting there surrounded by the Laundry Club Ladies, while we sipped on the hot coffee, I felt assured that two heads were better than one when it came to murder theories.

“Well,” Abby said as she adjusted her glasses, clicking her pen before she smoothed out the page of our open sleuthing notebook. “Let’s get to work.”

“You’re not going to have a lot,” Hank said.

“Oh no,” I gulped, holding my cup between my hands. “What have you heard?”

“I saw Tucker this afternoon, and he released Tara and Alice.” His words made all of our mouths drop. “Both of them might not have liked Florence. Tucker said their alibis do check out.”

“What is Tara’s?” Abby asked, flipping the page in the sleuthing notebook.

“Her assistant,” he said and hesitated for a brief moment. “I can’t remember her name.”

“Brittany Dales,” Abby said, tapping her pen on the notebook. I leaned forward and noticed that on the paper, she was circling Brittany’s name then writing “alibi” next to it.

“It would be hard getting away from her,” Queenie piped up. “It was Brittany who coordinated everything for Tara when it came to the fundraiser. And I mean she was involved in everything.”

For a split second, my mind reeled to Brittany possibly being a suspect due to the fact that if she was that close to Tara, she’d apparently do anything for her. Then I recalled that she was Tara’s alibi, so she couldn’t be the killer.

“Unfortunately, Tex is going to be charged before his twenty-four hours are up,” Hank said, really getting our attention.

“What?” I jerked up. “There is no way Tex could’ve killed her. And why?”

“They did find the poison mushroom on his property in the woods,” Hank said, making it harder for Tex to be innocent.

“Let’s take a deep breath and update the notebook,” Abby said, adjusting her glasses and smoothing the page flat across her knees. “Maybe that will jar something.”

“Tara had motive,” Queenie argued while throwing both hands into the air dramatically. “The woman practically admitted she hated Florence.”

“Alice had access to the forest and Tex,” Abby added quickly, scribbling furiously into the notebook. “Plus the teacups.”

“Which means she could’ve gotten the mushrooms when she was with Tex.” I snapped my fingers, but my shoulders fell when I looked at Hank, and he gave me a sympathetic frown.

“Apparently, motive ain’t enough,” Dottie muttered while taking another drag from her cigarette.

“Tex, on the other hand,” Hank continued carefully while glancing toward me, “not only had the mushroom toxin in his camp, but he also owns and sells and uses the roller bottles.”

“But that doesn’t mean he put it there,” I argued immediately, gesturing toward everybody around the firepit. “Tex has people in and out of that pamper camper nonstop. Campers. Hikers. Locals. Half this town gets adjusted by that man.”

“And he leaves those oils sittin’ everywhere,” Dottie added while waving her cigarette around. “I had one leak in my purse once and smelled like eucalyptus for three days.”

“I agree with Mae,” Betts said softly, looking around the circle. “We need to go over every single fact before Al charges Tex with murder.”

“That’s exactly what we’re doing,” I agreed and pointed toward Abby’s notebook. “Leave nothing out.”

Abby immediately flipped back several pages.

The fire crackled loudly while she uncapped her pen again and balanced the notebook carefully against her knees. Fifi collapsed dramatically beside the firepit, and Chester continued carrying Hank’s old boot around like a trophy.

“Okay,” Abby said, clearing her throat importantly. “Victim. Florence Sparks.”

“Professional fundraiser,” Queenie added, counting off on her fingers. “Connected. Wealthy. Bossy.”

“Affair with the governor,” Dottie added bluntly as smoke curled around her face.

Waldo’s pencil immediately scratched faster across his notebook.

“Don’t you dare print that,” I warned him while pointing directly at him.

“I’m taking notes,” Waldo said innocently.

“Keep going,” I told Abby, pulling my knees up beneath me in the chair.

“Cause of death,” Abby read aloud while glancing down at the page. “Poison from destroying angel mushroom found inside roller bottle connected to Cascades Mobile Spa.”

“Which still sounds insane when you say it out loud,” Betts admitted quietly.

“Next suspect,” Abby said, looking up again then going back to Tara. “Tara Kelly.”

“Motive,” Queenie jumped in quickly. “Humiliated wife.”

“Public embarrassment,” I added while staring into the fire. “Possible blackmail from Florence.”

“Opportunity during the tea spill,” Hank added quietly.

“But alibi from Brittany Dales,” Abby said while writing everything down.

“She also had eyes on Tara most of the afternoon,” Waldo said. “And Mary Elizabeth confirmed Brittany stayed close to her after the fundraiser.”

Everyone turned to look at Waldo, as though we were wondering how he knew that.

“Mary Elizabeth told me while we were here last night.” He shrugged. “Journalists listen to everything.”

Abby nodded and drew another line in the notebook.

“Alice Charles,” Abby continued.

“Professional resentment, conservation disputes, and she didn’t like Florence at all,” Queenie added. “Remember, she donated ten thousand dollars to the Historical Society to be seated next to Florence at the tea party.”

“Plus two weeks ago, she started having Reiki sessions and doing forest-wellness stuff with Tex,” I added, leaning forward. “Which puts her in the woods where the poison was harvested.”

“Don’t forget about those stolen teacups in her room at the Milkery, which proves she’s already deceitful.” Dottie pointed her lit cigarette at me.

“Okay, now see that part right there?” Waldo said while adjusting his glasses. “How exactly did y’all know those cups were in Alice’s room?”

“Why don’t you worry about your own crimes?” Dottie snapped.

“I’m serious,” Waldo pressed while leaning forward excitedly.

“We are not discussing that,” I answered quickly. “And Al knows.”

“Did you two go to the Milkery while it was taped off?” Hank asked, rubbing his hand down his face because he already knew the answer.

The fire popped loudly, and my silence was louder. Hank let out a long sigh with a disappointed shake of his head.

“Let’s move on to Tex,” Abby said with a frown.

“He has access to the mushrooms, he makes the roller bottles, and he had the opportunity with access to the fundraiser,” I said, pointing out the obvious. “I just can’t wrap my head around a motive.”

“Which seems to be a big void in Al’s case,” I pointed out.

“There’s no motive for Tex,” Betts said. “The only motive is for Al to get this wrapped up so the governor doesn’t can him for accusing his wife.”

“Betts!” Dottie snorted, calling out Betts as the rest of us laughed, since Betts was the kindest one out of all of us. For her to say the sort of thing she just had was so much out of her nature. But that was when you knew she meant what she said.

“She’s not wrong,” Hank broke in, and suddenly we all felt reassured about our knowledge that Tex couldn’t’ve done it. “He did say that Florence threatened his business, but y’all know Tex. He lets all those things roll off his back.”

“Or that bare chest of his,” Dottie said in a seductive voice, wiggling her brows.

“Well, I do have photos from the tea party fundraiser, since Mary Elizabeth had asked me to document it. If you think you’d find anything, I’m happy to show you,” Waldo offered.

“That would be great,” I said and got up to sit on the log next to him. “Can we do it now?”

“Sure,” he said then bent down to get his camera bag.

All of us sat there while he fiddled with the buttons on his camera.

“I’m not saying you’re going to find anything, but there’s hundreds to go through,” he said, handing his camera to me. “You can scroll through by hitting the right arrow.”

Everyone gathered around me as I slowly scrolled through the photos, making sure I took a few seconds on each one, so all eyes got to see the image.

The first several photos were exactly what you’d expect from one of Mary Elizabeth’s fancy fundraisers, with the draped tables and all the tiered trays filled with the delicious pastries from the Cookie Crumble.

“That makes my mouth water,” Abby said. “I might stop by there in the morning on the way to the library.”

“Look at all those big ole hats,” Dottie pointed out when we got to some of the candid shots.

“I bet Mary Elizabeth was cringing when she saw all those guests with their pinkies lifted,” I laughed and pointed out.

“Why?” Dottie asked, and she picked up her coffee mug, deliberately sticking her pinkie out.

“That’s not proper, even though we do see these things on the TV.” I wiggled my pinkie in the air. “And that’s one thing Florence would’ve taught in her classes.”

“Is it possible she corrected someone at the fundraiser?” Waldo asked.

“It would’ve had to have been before the event, since the poison was in the roller,” Hank pointed out, deflating Waldo’s idea.

I continued flipping through photos and smiled when I got to the ones Waldo took of the small string quartet Mary Elizabeth had set up near the flower wall. Then there was one with Brittany very close to Tara’s side, which only solidified Tara’s alibi.

“Look at that,” Dottie said, pointing out Florence in the background of the photos with Tara and Brittany. Florence was giving them a glare.

Waldo leaned over and looked.

“That was before the waitress spilled all the tea.” He noted how Florence was already on edge with them before the incident. “If you click forward a few more, you’re going to see a lot more faces that are not happy.”

I took an even bigger pause when I got to those photos of the waitress carrying the silver tea pot. Then Waldo caught Alice leaning over to talk to Florence. Then the next picture showed Florence waving her hand in the air like she was waving Alice off. This was right before the next photo, in which the tea was spilled.

“I took a series of photos so you can get the whole picture of the spill,” Waldo said, meaning he had used the quick-shutter camera feature to continuously click to get all the photos.

The photos showed how the tea had splashed across and all over the linen tablecloth, along with each person’s sudden surprise, including my own. Brittany Dales was quick to be by Tara’s side.

I continued to click through and saw all the faces.

“Go back!” Dottie hollered. “I saw somethin’.”

I clicked back and she pointed. “There. That face.”

It was Florence, looking at the waitress with a shocked look, and the waitress also had a different expression, like Florence had caught her.

“Good eye.” Queenie patted Dottie. “They look like they know each other.”

“Yeah,” I said softly. “The incident almost looks accidental, but it wasn’t. Both look startled.”

“And the waitress was the one who reset the table,” Queenie pointed out from memory. “She had access to the bottles because they also had set all the tables before the guests arrived.”

“It looks like we have another suspect,” I noted and realized that I hadn’t yet gone to see Coke Ogden to get the waitress’s information. “Tomorrow afternoon, I’m going to go see Coke Ogden. Waldo”—I looked over at him—“can you send me these photos?”

“I’ll zip them to you tonight,” he said as I handed him back the camera.

“I bet we’ve been finger-pointing at the wrong woman this whole time,” Dottie said. The cigarette smoke curled upward into the now dark campground.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


“Good morning,” I whispered with my eyes closed when I felt Hank kiss me on the cheek. “Please tell me I have ten more minutes.”

“No.” His mouth touched my ear.

“Five minutes?” I was desperate for any more time I could spend sleeping, since I’d been up most of the night because my mind wouldn’t shut off. “I don’t wanna go to work.”

“And you can’t call in.” Hank ran his hand down my arm before it landed on Fifi, who was sleeping in between us. “You’re the boss.”

“And it’s Dottie’s morning off.” I groaned, knowing I had to get to the office to do my real job for the morning shift.

Hank kissed me one more time before he rolled back over to his side and peeled back the covers to get out of the bed. He stopped at the bottom, Fifi jumped off the bed, and Hank pulled the sheet off me. Then he walked into the bathroom.

“Get up, sleepyhead,” he said, laughing as he turned around when I groaned and reached to pull the sheet back up. “If you didn’t spend your sleeping time trying to solve murders, you’d be rested.”

“If the law isn’t going to do it,” I sighed, pushing myself up to the side of the bed, “then I have to.”

“Was that a dig about me?” he asked, popping his head around the bathroom door, the tube of toothpaste in one hand and his toothbrush in the other.

“If the shoe fits,” I teased and reached down to pick up my sweatpants off the floor. “Come on, Chester,” I called to him because he was still asleep on Hank’s side of the bed. “Let’s go potty and eat.”

Fifi was already down the steps of the fifth wheel’s bedroom side and at the kitchen door when I made it down the steps.

“All right,” I said as she and now Chester danced, waiting for me as I turned on the coffeepot. By the time I got back from letting them potty by giving them a quick walk around the campground, I wanted the beverage to be brewed.

The pale-pink sky stretched over the top of the trees just beyond the campground in the Daniel Boone National Forest. It was so pretty that for one moment, it helped me forget about the investigation of Florence’s death, which I couldn’t let go of otherwise.

My dear friend Tex was being accused of something I knew he hadn’t done, but Al just couldn’t see beyond the facts. Yes, I knew it looked bad for Tex, but sometimes there were facts that weren’t so obvious, and that was why I had to get in front of that waitress. Which meant I had to go see Coke Ogden to get the waitress’s information.

Possibly I could get it from Mary Elizabeth, but the problem with that was she was not in a good place to even discuss what had happened. When I had called to check on her, she just cried.

“No, ma’am,” I called after Fifi as she darted a little too close to some of the guest campers and sniffed around for the nighttime creature smells. “Let’s eat,” I hollered before giving a low whistle to get the dogs’ attention.

The campground slowly came alive after I’d gotten the dogs fed and myself ready for work. I visited with Hank for a few minutes after he came to the office to give me a kiss before he drove out.

“You be careful on the trail,” I told him, knowing he was the safest ranger in the forest and did everything to make sure of it while he was at work. “Call me as soon as you get cell service.”

“I will,” he said before giving me a kiss through the rolled-down window of his truck. “And I will have the beacon phone too.” He referred to the phone the rangers kept with them that could call from anywhere.

I didn’t watch him drive away because Mary Elizabeth always told me it was bad luck. Even though I didn’t put too much stock in that Southern superstition, I didn’t want to chance it.

The office work wasn’t too bad. I went through all the emails, including the one Waldo had sent with the zip files of the photos. With those, I went a step further and sent them to the picture gallery on my cell phone, so I could have them with me when I went to see Coke Ogden. I needed her photo so Coke could identify her.

I checked the phone messages and saw there was only one—from Alice Charles, asking me to keep an eye out for a necklace she’d lost. That was probably the necklace she was looking for at the Milkery, so I was sure it didn’t grow legs and hike here. But I would keep an eye out.

Then I filed some paperwork Dottie had left for me, paid some invoices, and made some calls to contractors around the state of Kentucky, who could help with our new vintage camper area going in later this summer so it would be ready for fall campers.

I had made the investment of purchasing three small vintage campers so I could make a little area in the back corner of the campground near the bungalows. It’d taken up a lot of the funds I had set aside for campground upgrades, so we had to wait until we had built up more funds to actually start the project, but that meant getting several quotes.

After I’d put in some calls and requests on the internet for quotes, I made up some of the baskets my guests could order ahead of time or even request one when they got here. These baskets had themes like toiletries, coffee, local flavor, bridal items, a girls’ weekend, and really any requests.

These weren’t huge moneymakers, but they weren’t meant to be. I had the idea years ago, when Normal was in a horrible recession, that the local business owners needed to band together and promote one another.

Take the coffee basket. Gert promoted the campground at Trails Coffee, while I put samples of her coffee in the coffee baskets. Every business had something to provide for my guests, and it had actually worked. It was a win for everyone.

By the time I did all my work and tidied up the office, it was time for me to close down for the afternoon.

Dottie hadn’t even left her camper, from what I could tell, and that meant she was binge-watching her shows, and I would see her later tonight.

It wasn’t like we had to be in the office all day long. We didn’t, but we did put up a sign when we left that gave a number that guests could call at any time.

As soon as I locked the office door, it was like I unlocked the file in my head about Florence Sparks.

Like I always did when I got off work, I took the long way around the campground to make sure everything looked great. So I tried really hard to put Florence in the back of my mind until I truly finished up my job.

“Good afternoon,” I called to a couple who were sitting by their campfire, sipping something from oversized mugs.

They waved and smiled.

There were the usual sounds of metal clanking as someone retracted their stabilizers. The birds were singing and happy it was spring, and the breeze carried that fresh, earthy smell only a beautiful day like today would shape up to have.

“How are you?” I called to a woman taking photos of the cluster of tulips near her camper. “Don’t you just love those pinks and purples?”

She nodded, smiled, and continued to take more photos.

“Don’t forget to tag us on social,” I reminded her. Then I continued walking, but my brain stayed stuck on what I needed to do next in Florence’s murder investigation.

I had to go get the waitress’s name and information from Coke Ogden, which meant I needed to get to the Old Train Station.

The golf cart rattling toward me brought me back to the present, and Henry Bryant brought it to a halt a few feet from me.

“Where are you?” He laughed and pointed his finger at his brain before circling it around.

“Not here,” I teased and smiled. “What’s Dottie doing? She didn’t stop in the office today.”

“She’s watching them reality shows she loves,” he snickered. “She’s got one of them mask thingies on her face, smoking like a freight train, and conditioner in her hair around them curlers.”

“You mean she’s in hog heaven?” I asked.

“Yeppers.” He nodded, grinning, exposing the two front teeth missing. “I told her I was taking her out for supper, so she better have all that gunk off her face and be ready.”

“Good for you.” I laughed. “I’m going to let the dogs out and then run to town. I put your number on the door in case someone needs something.”

He tipped his baseball hat at me and then took leave, but as soon as he did, my brain circled back to Florence Sparks, Tex in custody, and the waitress that I felt somehow knew more than she let on.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


This was the kind of day when driving was enjoyable. The sun was shining, the air felt good, and the breeze coming through rolled-down windows was air for my soul.

The drive across Normal to the far side of town was exactly what I needed to help clear my mind. Especially as I turned the radio up and sang along.

The old country song filled the car while I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel and crooned along at the top of my lungs. Too bad I’d not participated in karaoke the other night at the campground. No, I had to be too busy finding a dead body to enjoy my own party.

I sucked in a deep breath and focused on the winding road. It would take only one slip of the wheel to get my tires off the road, and down the cliff I’d go. The road tightly twisted through the Daniel Boone National Forest.

The afternoon sunlight was bright and broke through the leaves, scattering patches along the narrow ribbons of asphalt. The trees grew inside of the limestone cliffs that sometimes gave way to thick patches of ferns and rhododendrons.

The dogwoods were dressed in bright-pink flowers, and their leaves almost looked neon green against the darker pines. It was a gorgeous sight, and I got envious of the hikers inside the forest who really were able to enjoy the season we were having.

When I passed by Grassel’s Garage, I slowed a little to see if Bobby Ray was outside with Joel Grassel, but he wasn’t. I gave a little toot of the horn and waved at Joel, who was standing by the gas pump, talking to a customer.

He lifted his hand the second he realized it was me.

I picked up speed and took the tunnel road that would take me around downtown, which I knew would be busy. I wasn’t too far down the road when the old Nada Tunnel suddenly came into view. The moss clung to the stone walls around the entrance, and I slowed as I saw tourists standing outside of their cars, taking photos.

The traffic was stopped, which meant I had to wait my turn to drive through the tunnel, where only one car could fit at a time. Currently, it was the motorists in the oncoming traffic who were coming through.

Once it was my turn, I switched the radio off so I could enjoy the sounds. The coolness was immediately felt as I slowly entered the dark tunnel. My tires echoed against the rock walls, the sound of water dripping came from somewhere, and no matter how many times I drove through this tunnel, it still creeped me out.

When I made it through to the other side, there were already five cars waiting. We all waved at one another as I drove past and headed straight toward the Old Train Station Motel.

And before too long, I had turned down Fawn Road and pulled into the parking lot of what used to be an old train station before Coke Odgen had a vision of turning it into a motel with an event center and a horseback riding trail.

There were only ten motel rooms, and I considered them truly boutique style, meaning you entered from the front.

I got out of my car and looked over to the garden, where Coke could be found on most occasions, but today she wasn’t there. I headed on through to the large circular gathering area right behind the motel rooms, where an old dome-style metal patina roof let in a little sunlight, and over to the Caboose Diner, which was connected off to the left of the back side of the building.

My stomach was growling and my mouth was watering before I even made it inside of the old-fashioned diner. And as soon as I opened the door, the smell of a sizzling cheeseburger made my stomach growl even more.

“I know that look!” Coke Odgen yelled from the counter. “That’s a hungry look.”

I smiled as my eyes met Coke’s. She always reminded me of Mary Tyler Moore, with her flipped-up hairdo and birdlike features. Coke was a tiny thing who ran a big business.

“Come on and sit down.” She patted the counter, where there was a stool available.

On my way over, I noticed all the red vinyl booths were occupied, the jukebox was blaring, and laughter filled the space.

“What can I get you, and to what do I owe the pleasure?” she asked as soon as I got closer.

“I want a cheeseburger, fries, and a sweet tea.” It all rolled out of my mouth. I knew I had not come here to eat, but I wasn’t going to deny myself either. Sleuthing took energy, and right now, I would get that energy from eating the best greasy burger in town.

“Here you go, honey.” Coke returned with a mason jar filled with sweet tea. “Now, the second part of my question?”

I picked up the jar and took a big drink.

“This is so good, but don’t tell Mary Elizabeth,” I told her and set it down. “We know how she can get over her sweet tea.”

“Don’t we, though?” Coke winked and leaned her hip against the counter. “I know you didn’t come here this late in the day for lunch.”

“You’re right, but it is a bonus, and I’m always happy to see you,” I told her and took my phone out. “Mary Elizabeth told me you helped her with the catering she used for the Historical Society tea fundraiser.”

“I’ve heard some conflicting things about that tea party,” she said, poking for some gossip. “And a shame Florence Sparks is dead. She’s a Kentucky legend.”

“She is, and well, let’s just say that a lot of strange things happened at the tea party, and I need to get some things answered.” I hit the photos app on my phone, brought up the waitress’s picture, and then handed the phone to Coke. “I need to know if you know who this is.”

“Liz Cullen. She’s been a waitress for Slade Catering for a year or so now,” Coke ID’d immediately. “She’s always been really professional. Why are you wanting to talk to her?”

“She was the waitress for our table, and I want to see if she heard anything that could help in the investigation,” I let slip. “I mean…”

“You and the Laundry Club Ladies are looking into it?” she leaned over and said in a whisper.

“You didn’t hear?” I asked.

Coke shook her head.

“Tex has been named the number one suspect, and as of last night, I heard Al was going to charge him. Glenda is beside herself.”

“Oh no,” Coke gasped. Then she looked behind her when a bell dinged, signaling an order was ready.

Luckily for me, it was mine, so she quickly retrieved it and set it down in front of me.

“I bet she is,” Coke said about Glenda. “I’ve been so busy with the horses and clearing the riding trails from the winter that I’ve not been in here much.”

“You and I both know Tex couldn’t hurt an ant, much less a person,” I told her and popped a few fries in my mouth. “I’m just looking around. You know.”

“Yes.” Coke nodded. “You helped me a time or two.”

“Do you know where I can find Liz?” I asked her through a mouthful of food.

“During the day, she works over in Swamp Canal.” Coke was talking about a town that was a little bigger than Normal and not too far away. “At Lypsnk.”

“The karaoke bar?” I asked, the memories of going there with the Laundry Club Ladies a few years back flooding over me.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


With a full belly and a whole lot of regret, I stared at the skyline of a few buildings as Swamp Canal came into view.

Like I’d said, it wasn’t too far from Normal, and knowing this was where I could find Liz, I was already out and about, so I just headed there as soon as I finished my burger.

I pulled up to Lypsnk and parked, staring at the mural of vibrantly colored lips and microphones painted on the outside brick wall. A chill ran up my spine as I recalled the last time I was here, when I nearly got kidnapped by a killer. But that’d been years ago, and Liz was in no way going to kidnap me. Nor did I believe she was going to hold me at gunpoint, which someone had also done to me at Lypsnk.

“You’re here,” I told myself and shut off the engine. “Let’s get this over with.”

I looked around the parking lot for Betts Hager’s white cleaning van because I’d called her on my way to let her know what I had found out and to tell her just where this investigation had led me back to.

That was when she told me she was done working for the day and would meet me, so I didn’t have to go in there alone.

Betts pulled in and got out of her van. “I truly appreciate you coming,” I told her on our way to the front door, where I recalled a bouncer sitting on a stool before. He wasn’t there now, but it was still light outside, and I guessed most kids under twenty-one tried to get in at night.

Not during the day.

“Are you kidding?” Betts asked, swinging open the door. “I would never want you to come back here alone, and we have to do it for Tex,” she screamed over the horrible singing coming from a group of what appeared to be hikers on the stage, singing a song I couldn’t even make out.

We looked at each other, and I could tell we were both wondering why we let ourselves get into this mess.

“It’s for Tex,” she said, squeezing my arm.

Before I could answer her, I heard someone scream out, which got my attention.

“Hey! I know you.” The woman rushed over, and her cat costume jarred the memory of the last time I was here and asking questions that she answered. “It isn’t every day someone comes in here asking about murders. Wait!” she hollered. “Are you here about a murder?”

At just the moment she said “murder,” the music cut off.

The word echoed around the bar, and now all eyes were on us.

“Murder?” we heard people murmur through the joint.

“Yeah, isn’t that what ‘Goodbye Earl’ by the Chicks is about?” Betts thought quick on her feet. “We want to sing that one.”

The cat woman looked a bit confused.

“Get on up here!” the DJ called out, and the spotlight suddenly was pointed toward us. “We love a good rendition of ‘Goodbye Earl’!”

Before Betts or I could decline, the DJ had already cued up the music, brought up the words on the screen, and placed two microphones out so Betts and I could take the stage.

“What have you done?” I said to her between the gritted teeth of my smile as we weaved our way through the rowdy crowd cheering us on.

“I don’t know,” Betts said with a nervous laugh. “I was just trying to take the heat off of us.”

“You did the opposite,” I told her, even though I didn’t need to. “You first,” I said, waving her to go up on stage in front of me.

Once we got up on stage, I immediately started to gaze out into the crowd and look around to see if I could see Liz. The neon-blue lights began to move up and down, shining on Betts and me, making it hard to see.

Betts grabbed a microphone, and I walked up to one that was on the stand. The music was going, and the group at the table closest to the stage was bebopping their heads.

Betts sang confidently while walking around the stage, which got immediate cheers from the audience. When I looked at her, even I was shocked.

Then I jumped in half a beat late, only because I was trying to get an eye on Liz. Betts gave me that hard look Mary Elizabeth would give me, the one that meant I should pay attention. But I was paying attention—paying attention to the crowd to see if I could spot Liz.

Betts must’ve gotten sick of me singing off-key because she literally took over all the lyrics while I swayed, until I noticed Liz behind the bar and my body stopped. She noticed me, too, and that was when Liz shoved the bar towel in her hand beneath the counter and started to move quickly toward the door.

Instinctively, I started to move too.

“Where are you going, Mae?” I heard Betts question me over the lyrics and the speakers. “Don’t you leave me up here alone,” she warned, speaking into the microphone.

I couldn’t wait for Earl to die, so I jumped offstage.

Betts continued to sing about the black-eyed peas tasting all right.

The cheers behind me were fading as I ran out the door to follow Liz. For a brief moment, the late-day sun blinded me after I’d been in the darkness of Lypsnk, and fighting through the blindness, I caught sight of Liz in the very back row of the parking lot, fiddling with a key fob to open a car door.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


“Don’t you dare leave!” I screamed and took off running toward her. “I have questions!”

I planted myself in front of her car so if she moved, she’d run over me.

“I heard you were crazy, but I didn’t think you were this crazy!” she yelled out the window. “Move! I don’t have anything to say to you!”

“Then why are you running if you don’t have anything to hide?” I lowered my voice when she turned off the engine. “I just wanted to know if you heard anything at the fundraiser that can help me prove my friend Tex didn’t kill Florence Sparks.”

Liz’s shoulders moved up around her ears then drooped down after she sighed.

“Fine,” she said over the sound of the locks in her car unlocking. “Get in.”

“Thank you,” I said as soon as I got in because I knew not only from Mary Elizabeth but Florence Sparks herself that you could get more information if you were nice, or as Dottie would say, catch more flies with honey.

So I was going to lay it on thick.

“I know you were only doing your job, but my good and dear friend Tex is the kindest and most giving person I know. He’s the sheriff’s number one suspect in Florence Sparks’s murder,” I said, almost tearing up just thinking about what Tex must be going through. “And even though the sheriff doesn’t believe Tara Kelly and Alice Charles aren’t suspects, I sat at that table with them, and you were there too.”

Liz shifted in her seat, but she didn’t look as frazzled as when I first started to chase her.

“Can you please just think back and try to recall if you overheard anything that would maybe help get my friend off this suspect list?” I practically pleaded with her.

Liz looked out the windshield toward Lypsnk and sucked in a deep breath.

“Please,” I begged when it looked like she was trying to decide if she was going to say something. “Anything.”

“It wasn’t at the tea party,” she said, really getting my ears to perk up. “Though I did see where Florence grabbed Queenie French by the arm. It had to have hurt her.”

“What did you see that wasn’t at the fundraiser?” I asked.

“I’ve been doing side work as a waitress for a long time now. Good money. Great tips.” Liz gnawed on the inside of her cheek for a second or two before she continued. “Last year, my friend, who works at Trails Coffee, was doing the Governor’s Ball. All Kentucky society was there. Naturally including Florence Sparks.”

I remembered Gert telling me how one of her employees had told her about the governor’s affair with Florence Sparks.

“Yes.” I nodded. “Alice Charles?”

“Yes. Everyone who holds any sort of board on any committee. It was huge and was in Frankfort,” she said. “I went to the bathroom, or really, I was on my way to the bathroom, and I got a little nosy to see some of the mansion the event was held in.”

“Naturally, we all have that side,” I said, giving her the pass as I tapped my nose.

“And I walked in on the governor and Florence Sparks,” she finished.

“Walked in on?” I asked. “Talking?”

Liz shook her head.

“Kissing?” I tried again.

She shook her head, clearly not going to tell me.

“Like home run?” I couldn’t even bring myself to say the words she was holding inside, so I did it the sixteen-year-old way.

She nodded.

“Did they see you?” I asked.

“Florence did, and she just smiled.” Liz made the yuck face. “She didn’t care, and afterward, she didn’t say a word to me. Instead, she hired me to do an event for her, but years earlier, when I was in high school and a Girl Scout Ambassador, she wouldn’t give me my patch for manners when she taught a class.”

“Florence bribed you?” I asked to clarify.

“She did, but I turned her down because I didn’t want anything to do with her or to be around her. I’d rather be poor.” Liz frowned. “I could’ve used the money, too, but I’d never forgive myself if I let down my morals coming from Miss Manners herself.”

“I’m so sorry that happened.” I felt the need to apologize.

“Trust me, when we locked eyes the other day, both of us about died because I saw the First Lady there, and she probably thought I was going to say something, but I wasn’t. That’s why I got so nervous and spilled the tea.” Even now, her voice shook as she recalled the interaction she'd had with Florence.

“I’m sorry for your friend, but I didn’t hear anything other than that,” she confirmed. “I tried not to listen or even make eye contact with her the rest of the fundraiser.”

I glanced up, and Betts was bebopping out of Lypsnk with a big smile on her face as she looked around the parking lot for me.

“Thank you for your time,” I told Liz. “I know this is a big ask, but it would be great if you could go tell Sheriff Al Hemmer what you experienced because I’m not so sure Tara Kelly is as innocent as he thinks.”

“I’ll think about it, but I’m just living my life, and I don’t want any problems,” Liz said, not surprising me. “The governor? They could make me disappear without a trace.”

“I’m not sure about that. I do think that’s in movies, but he sure does know folks,” I said and kept the fact secret that his men had come to the campground. I opened the car door and got out. “Let me know if I can help,” I told her as I held the door open and waved an arm in the air so Betts could see me. “Thanks for talking to me.”

Liz simply nodded her head.

“I’m sorry I took off like that. I am just scared that the governor knows I saw them, but hopefully, his secret died with Florence.” She gulped. “Since I’m the manager here now, I was able to just walk out for a few.”

Died with Florence?

“One quick question.” I bent down to see inside the car and continued, “I did overhear Tara on the phone, and she was mad about being seated with Florence. She mentioned an affair. Do you think she knew?”

Liz’s eyes grew very big.

“Gosh, I hope not. I sure hope they don’t know that I saw it.” She blinked rapidly. “Maybe I should go to the sheriff.”

“That would be great,” I said with an exhausted sigh. Tex might just get exonerated after all.

I closed the door and met Betts over at her van.

“That was fun, and now we have new memories.” Betts always saw the good side of things. “You didn’t get held at gunpoint by a killer or kidnapped. See, new good memories.”

I wasn’t so sure about the good-memories thing because the information I found out about Florence and the governor was still connected to a murder.

Florence’s murder.

I just wasn’t sure how all those pieces fit together yet.

My phone buzzed with a text message from Hank.

“Oh, good, he’s safe,” I told Betts before she got into her van and I got into my car. “He was hiking Tipping Ridge Trail, and I told him to message me as soon as he got service.”

I flipped it open to read it and send a heart emoji back.

“Oh no.” My eyes scanned the text.

“What?” Betts held the door open and stopped herself from getting in.

“Hank said the woods beyond the Old Train Station Motel is on fire,” I said. “On fire,” I whispered, and it hit me. “Tex!” I looked over the hood of my car at Betts, since we were parked next to each other. “Someone has set Tex’s backwoods camp on fire.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


I swore it looked like Betts and I were participating in the Daniel Boone Forest Rally, which was a real fast-paced motorsport event that was held in our own backyard in the summer.

Both of our cars hugged the curves all the way back to the Old Train Station Motel, where in the distance, I could see black billows of smoke rising high into the sky. My heart pounded and my palms sweated. I prayed not only for everyone to be safe but also for the safety of our amazing national forest along with all the amazing creatures who called it home.

The closer we got, the less dense the smoke was, which told me the fire department and rangers were on the scene.

Betts and I threw our cars into park once we got into the parking lot, and we bolted across the Old Train Station Motel’s side property, where Cascade Trail would help us get to Tex’s faster.

“Slow down,” Betts wheezed, stopping to grab the wooden trail marker to steady herself. “I’m a woman of faith and casseroles, not Cardio Queenie.”

Betts made a very funny joke at a very wrong time.

Smoke drifted through the trees, and the smell scared me the most: burning timber and leaves. There was an echo around the gorge that sounded like helicopter blades rattling through the forest canopy. The sound bounced off cliffs surrounding the trail and just made it all so real.

I ran as fast as I could down Cascade Trail, where the narrow dirt twisted downhill, and roots of trees were dotted all over the path. I kept my eyes on the smoke and finally made it to Cat Camp Creek Trail, which crossed the Tear Trace Trail. That would lead me straight to Tex’s forest setup, which was off the beaten path.

Branches whipped against my arms and got caught up in my curly hair. Somewhere nearby, I could hear water rushing over the limestone rocks that lined our creek beds that cut through the gorge.

What was normally a very peaceful trail had now become somewhat of a nightmare in broad daylight.

The closer I got, the more I could see the flames shooting upward from the remains of the large canvas massage tent. Firefighters were doing their best, using a Pulaski, a mcleod, and chainsaws to try not only to stop the fire but to contain it.

The helicopter finally reached the site and started releasing aerial drops of water and what appeared to be some sort of bright-red retardant to slow the fire’s progress.

“Mae!” Tucker yelled from across the area. “You two can’t be down here!”

Before I could answer him, Al came running up next to us.

“What are you two doing here?” he asked but didn’t wait for the answer. “Just stay right here. Do not move, and I mean it, or I’ll arrest you. Better yet”—he waved one of the firefighters over—“you stay here and keep an eye on these two.”

“But…” the young man stammered only to be hushed by Al. “Thanks a lot, ladies.” The firefighter glared at Betts and me and shook his head at us. “I’ve always wanted to work an arson case.”

“Arson?” I asked.

“A sloppy arson case,” he confirmed, folding his arms and taking a stance in which his body language told me he wasn’t going to talk to us. “Used kerosene.”

I watched as the fire was contained to a smoldering, and the afternoon lingered into dusk. Eventually, there was nothing left but the smell of old memories.

“Hey.” Betts reached over. “Are you okay?”

“No.” I shook my head. “All of this brings up the memories of my family.”

“Oh, honey.” Betts curled me into her arms, just like she’d done so many times when something from my past hit me hard.

And just for a few minutes, I allowed myself to grieve not only for Tex and the forest, but also for my lost family, who were killed by an arsonist when I was a child.

“Come on, Mae,” Hank said to encourage me to leave. He’d only been there about forty-five minutes before he seemed to realize I wasn’t going to go unless he hoisted me up on his shoulders to drag me out of there.

So he got Mae duty while Betts headed back home.

“This isn’t doing anyone any good,” Hank told me.

“But don’t you see?” I swallowed back the tears. “Someone set this on fire. Someone who didn’t want anyone to find their DNA because now Al”—I screamed Al’s name loud enough for him to hear—“thinks Tex did it. Well, how did Tex set his own place on fire when he was sitting in jail for a murder he didn’t commit?”

“We can address this later when everyone isn’t so hyped up.” Hank tried to keep his voice steady, but I could tell he knew I had a point.

“It sure wasn’t Glenda either!” I yelled so loud that I had to let out a little cough. “Because she’s been keeping vigil at the jail with Granny Agnes.”

“You have a valid point,” Hank told me, which I felt like he was only doing to pacify me. “But it’s not doing anyone any good.”

“You’ve said that, but it sure does feel like it’s doing me good,” I protested and then saw Tucker pick something up from the area where the tent had burned down. “What is that?”

“It could be anything,” Hank said, but both of us watched as Tucker called over Al.

“What is it?” I called over to them and watched as if in slow motion as Tucker released something from his fingers but pinched the end. “Is that a necklace?” I jerked around and looked at Hank. “Is that a necklace?” I asked again, grabbing him by the arm. “Is it?”

“It looks like it is,” Hank said.

“Hank,” I gasped. “Alice Charles lost a necklace and told me to keep an eye out. Well, I’ve kept my eye out,” I whispered and realized Alice Charles had killed Florence Sparks.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


“Are you sure?” Granny Agnes asked me as I gave my full statement about Alice Charles after Al had asked me to go to the sheriff’s department to do so.

“As Dottie would say, if the shoe fits. And let’s just say that Alice is not only a klepto because she stole Buck’s teacups, but she also bribed Queenie with ten thousand dollars. She didn’t like how Florence put manners over conservation efforts, and she planned all the sessions with Tex only to set him up,” I told Hank’s sweet granny as I looked up at her. She was the dispatch officer.

She did things the old-school way and kept files by putting pen to paper. And that was exactly what she was doing with my interview. She had her gray hair pulled back in a bun but just a little one because it was short.

Her saggy jowls quivered as she mouthed my words to herself while her wrinkled hand wrote them.

“Premeditated,” Al said, rubbing his chin as he paced back and forth, waiting for Granny Agnes to finish writing.

“Yes, and she wrote down all the sessions she had with Tex in her planner,” I told him. "So you better get someone over to the Milkery to arrest her before she leaves town."

“You go on, Al,” Granny Agnes shooed him. “I might be over eighty, but I’m capable of taking my granddaughter-in-law’s statement.”

I loved her endearing title for me. She was amazing in all ways. Even though I had grieved my real parents earlier as I watched Tex’s fire, I still had my wonderful found family and friends along with Mary Elizabeth and Bobby Ray. The blessing I had did not fall short on me. And now my good friend Tex would go free any minute after he and Glenda had their moment in the interrogation room and he signed all the release papers.

“Mae, I can’t—we—” Tex looked at Glenda as she hugged him up, not about to let that man go. “We can’t thank you enough. I’m dying for a real cup of coffee. What do you say we take you to Trails Coffee on us?”

“I say yes,” I told them. After signing my statement, I felt so much at peace. “Granny, do you want to go?”

“No, honey.” She shook her head. “I’ve got to call the governor and let him know his wife is no longer a suspect. He’s been wearing me out.”

I wanted to tell her about the affair, but I’d told Liz I wouldn’t, and if she decided to come to the department, it would be her decision. Besides, the affair coming to light would in no way help with Alice. It had nothing to do with her. So I left the department with a secret that really did die with Florence. It would be swept under the rug, the way we Southerners liked it. Which was how I left it when I exited the sheriff’s department.

“I can’t tell you how happy I am that we didn’t get held at gunpoint, tied up, or whatever else we’ve been through during one of our murder investigations,” I told Dottie over the phone while I drove downtown to meet Tex and Glenda. “But you should come to get a coffee.”

“I can’t,” she said with an inhale. I could tell from the other end of the phone that she was sucking on a cig. “I’m gettin’ ready to go eat with Henry.”

“Oh, that’s right,” I said. “He told me. I completely forgot. Then I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“You never know. If your light is on, I’ll wander on down tonight,” she said. “I also let Fifi and Chester out for you this afternoon, but it looks like Hank is home now.”

“Yeah, he is. He’s beat.” I turned down the one-way street, where I decided to go to park in the laundromat’s parking lot and run across the grassy median to Trails Coffee’s location on the other side. “He was on a hard trail today, and then he had to…”

I was going to tell her about my little grieving breakdown, but no matter how much she grumbled, I knew she was excited to go out with Henry, and I didn’t need to tell her about me.

“He had to get home and get a shower,” I told her, instead of telling her how he had to comfort me. “Come on down if the lights are on.”

We hung up, and I sat in my parked car, looking out over downtown.

Downtown looked like a cute souvenir shop. The massive grassy median was filled with twinkle lights, even though in a few weeks, it would really be lit up by lightning bugs. All the gas lanterns near the stepping-stone path flickered, and even though I could only make out the silhouette of the Daniel Boone National Forest, everything felt at peace tonight.

The light breeze caused the tulips, purple lupines, yellow daisies, and red poppies to sway from their large pots. The tents for this week’s Farmers Market were covered with the vendors’ crafts hidden below. Maybe tomorrow I’d take advantage of some much-needed time off and come down to shop.

But for tonight, I was going to go into Trails Coffee to spend some time with Tex and Glenda.

“This is a heck of a way to celebrate,” Gert said as soon as I walked into the coffee shop and headed over toward the table Glenda and Tex had scored. “You could’ve gone back to Lypsnk,” she teased.

“I guess Betts was in here today,” I said.

“Lypsnk?” one of Gert’s employees asked from behind the counter. “My friend works there.” She used a towel to clean the spot next to the checkout.

“Liz?” I asked, stopping shy of the table where Tex stood up to pull out my chair for me.

“Oh yeah, Liz.” She made it sound like Liz was a handful and then proceeded to take care of the next customer at the counter.

“Excuse me,” I told Tex and Glenda. “I’ll be right back.”

I made my way up through what I assumed was the last of the day’s hikers. They were in there getting a little snack. This was the normal crowd for Gert at the end of the day, and she was known to put what food was left over on sale at a steep price for them.

When the employee was done taking the order, I stepped up to the counter.

“I have to ask about why you sounded funny when you talked about Liz,” I said. “She really did help me today by letting me know what you saw at the Governor’s Ball.”

“She told you?” she gasped. “I don’t think I’d ever tell anyone if I was sleeping with the governor.”

“What?” My mind went blank for a second. “Wait. What did you say? It sounded like you said Liz was having an affair with the governor, not Florence.”

“Right. Florence, the dead lady?” She wanted clarification.

I nodded.

“Yeah,” the employee said. “She’s the one who’s been blackmailing Liz—you know, because she walked in on Liz and the governor at the ball. I mean, it’s not uncommon for waitstaff to get hit on by influential drunk men.”

“Blackmailing Liz?” I gulped.

“Oh yeah. Liz has been working all of Florence’s social gatherings for free since. Or if she didn’t, Florence was going to expose Liz,” she snickered while my entire surroundings started swirling around. “Funny thing was that Tara Kelly knew he had the affair. He told her.”

My mind curled back to the tea fundraiser where I overheard Tara talk about the affair. I had assumed she was talking about Florence, but in reality, she must’ve recognized Liz, who was waiting our table.

“Hey, guys.” I hurried over to Tex and Glenda. “I think Gert is right. Let’s take this celebration up a notch and go karaoke at Lypsnk.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


“She lied, Granny,” I told Granny Agnes on the phone about Liz and how she had flipped the story around for me to believe.

It didn’t take any convincing for Tex and Glenda to go to Lypsnk to celebrate. They were always up for a good time, only this wasn’t going to be a good time for me because I was calling Granny to get Al to Lypsnk, since now I was sure it was Liz who killed Florence.

“Florence was blackmailing her. I can’t believe I let her feed me that story,” I told Granny Agnes and stayed on the line as she dispatched Al to meet me at Lypsnk.

“Al ain’t picking up,” she said. “He’s still picking up Alice at the Milkery. I’ll make a few calls, you sing a couple of songs, and I’ll get him there.”

“Sounds good,” I told her and hit the button to take the phone off Bluetooth. I didn’t bother calling Hank because I knew he was exhausted, and he didn’t need to worry about me driving back to Swamp Canal at this time of the night.

Besides, I bet he and the dogs were all cuddled up on the couch, watching some sort of show on the National Geographic channel, and his eyes were closed.

Before I could truly decide if I should call him, the neon sign reading Lypsnk in bright-pink flashed. I pulled in next to Glenda’s car, and when I got out, the music from inside was so loud, I could swear my car windows were shaking.

The parking lot was full of pickup trucks, motorcycles, and muddy SUVs. Glenda and Tex couldn’t get inside fast enough. The song “Friends in Low Places” drifted out the door as soon as they opened it.

“Here goes nothing,” I muttered and walked in behind them. The bouncer waved us in. The karaoke music blasted from the stage, and the dance floor was flooded with disco balls covered in lights, swirling and twirling around.

Tex and Glenda took a spot right near the stage. It was not going to be a place to talk but to do exactly what I had suggested. Celebrate the only way Tex and Glenda loved to do, and that was having a good time.

Tex looked exhausted but relieved. His cowboy hat rested backward on his head while he leaned back in the booth with one arm draped around Glenda. Both of them ordered a round of margaritas, which meant we would be getting two each.

While we waited, Glenda was busy scanning the list of songs she could put in to sing while I was busy scanning the bar to see if Liz was there.

“We are celebrating tonight!” Glenda took one of the drinks the waitress set down on the table and held it in the air. She pointed her long fingernails at me. “Pick it up!”

Tex laughed, and he picked one up too.

“Cheers!” Glenda made sure we all toasted, but Tex’s smile disappeared. “Now, don’t you be going and getting sad.”

“They burned it all down, I heard.” Tex was coming off the high of being off the suspect list and returning to the reality of the arson.

“Tucker said someone poured accelerant and did a sloppy job of covering it up,” Glenda added, shaking her head then taking a big swig of margarita.

“They told me they think Alice did it, but she didn’t,” Tex said, coming clean. “I’ve been treating her for emotional Reiki. She’s got some issues.”

“Like being a shoplifter?” Glenda asked and rolled her eyes.

“Yes, Glenda.” Tex seemed a little upset with her comment. “Some people have real problems, and she was coming to me to get some help. Reiki helps with emotional issues.”

While the two of them went back to being the two of them, no amount of finger-pointing to Alice was going to take away the fact that I couldn’t stop thinking about Liz. How she was the one who had the affair, not Florence.

Florence was blackmailing her, and she probably knew Florence was going to be at this event. She also was from here, which told me she knew what mushrooms were poisonous and which ones weren’t.

Just as I was really getting going in my thoughts and theories, Liz came out of the back hall of the bar, where I’d been before, duct-taped and tied up with Violet Rhinehammer.

I watched her slip over to the bar, where she picked up a tray of drinks and carefully balanced them. Then she walked back to the hallway, where I also knew private rooms were so people could talk.

“Excuse me,” I told Tex and Glenda as I got up from the table.

I rushed down the hallway and put my head into every open door to see if Liz was handing out the drinks.

When I got to the end of the hall, I knew she hadn’t turned back but had to be in the room behind the partially closed door that I knew very well led to the office.

With my eyes squinted, I looked through the crack. Liz sat behind the desk, which was cluttered with papers. An old oscillating fan rattled loudly next to the door, and there was a filing cabinet in the corner.

“You spilled the tea on purpose,” I said bluntly as I pushed the door open.

Liz looked up. Her face was pale.

“Not you again.” She groaned and leaned back in her chair. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

“You certainly do,” I said calmly and walked over to her. “You dumped the tea so you’d have to reset the table so you could put the poisoned roller from Tex in front of Florence.”

“I was doing the job that your foster mother hired me to do.” She swallowed hard.

Behind us, the karaoke crowd exploded in cheers, muffling anything that we were doing in here. As she started to fidget with the papers, I could see there was something going on in her head. Her eyes were darting, and she just got suddenly nervous.

“Listen,” I said calmly. “Whatever happened, I don’t think you meant to really kill Florence Sparks.”

“I didn’t kill her,” Liz choked, and her eyes filled with tears. She pressed both of her palms to her forehead. “She told me it was harmless,” Liz whispered.

My stomach knotted.

“She who?” I asked.

“Florence. Florence said it would just make Alice sick,” Liz admitted while the tears rolled down her cheeks. “She was blackmailing me because I was the one who she caught sleeping with the governor. This was the last thing I had to do to get out of her grip.”

I stared at her, trying to put all the pieces together because my theory had been blown out of the water.

“What?” I asked, stunned, confused, and honestly my head was jumbled.

“Florence planned the whole thing herself,” Liz said, wringing her hands. “She said Alice needed to be stopped with all her conservation talk and that she was going to give her something to make her sick to leave the fundraiser. I didn’t know she was going to kill her.”

I heard footsteps running down the hall and knew they had to be Al’s from the sound of the heavy thuds, so I kept Liz talking.

“But Florence died,” I told her, because I was confused.

“I know, and that wasn’t how it was supposed to be. She had put all the roller bottles on the table. She gave Alice the one with the poison, and when the name tags got switched, she got nervous and told me to spill the tea so we could reset the table to where Alice would get the poison bottle again.”

“You got all this, Al?” I asked, immediately trying to throw my voice behind me.

“Yep,” he said, stepping into the room.

“No, no, no.” Liz jerked up, profusely shaking her head. “Florence did it. I just messed up when I reset the table and Florence accidentally got the roller bottle. I was confused. She said Alice deserved to get sick!” Liz was suddenly shouting through her tears. “She was blackmailing me!”

Suddenly, Liz bolted for the door, shoving past me, knocking me into the oscillating fan.

“I don’t think so,” Al told her, standing firm as he grabbed her.

And before Liz could even wiggle her way out of Al’s hand, he had handcuffed her so fast I’d not even gotten up.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


“So, not Alice?” I asked Al as we stood on the cracked asphalt outside of Lypsnk. The neon-pink-and-blue lights from the mural of vibrantly colored lips lit up behind him. The bass from the karaoke inside was so loud that I felt it in my teeth, but it couldn’t drown out the sound of Liz Cullen sobbing in the back of Al’s truck.

“You bet Alice,” Al snorted, tipping his oversized hat back until it nearly fell off his head. “Just not for killin’. Those vintage teacups were the ones lifted from the Tough Nickel. She admitted it right out. Said she’s got a problem. A klepto through and through.”

I didn’t tell Al how I already knew about her secret “sessions” in the woods. Tex had mentioned he was treating her for them.

“And she did set that fire,” Al continued, waving his hands around in the air like some sort of backwoods wizard. “Said she was terrified her DNA was all over those massage tables where Tex did all the voodoo on her. She thought if she burned the camp, she’d burn away any connection to the crime.”

“It’s not voodoo, Al. It’s wellness,” I corrected, though I knew it was like talking to a brick wall.

“You call it what you want, but it was a sloppy arson, and that necklace Tucker found in the smolder was the smoking gun.” Al sucked in a deep breath and looked down his nose at me. “I suppose you were right for once, yellin’ about it being her jewelry.”

“So what’s next for her?” I asked, looking toward the dark silhouette of the Daniel Boone National Forest.

“She’s lookin’ at shoplifting and arson,” he said matter-of-factly, hoisting his pants up by the waist. “Now, I’ve gotta get out of here and call the governor. He’s been wearing Agnes out on the dispatch line the past few days, and I expect he’ll be more than happy to finally take Tara home.”

I watched him walk away, keeping the secret of the governor’s affair with Liz to myself. Like any good Southerner, I knew some things were better left swept under the rug.
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Continue your visit to Normal, Kentucky and order Feasts, Fifth Wheels, & Felonies by clicking here.

Are you a Tonya Kappes Super Fan? Did you know Tonya has her very own community just like the communities in her books, minus the murder?

You are invited to come sit on the front porch with Tonya!

Here is your seat on the porch swing!

Join Tonya’s newsletter.

WELCOME TO NORMAL UNIVERSE

Boone’s Book Nook Bookstore Cozy Mystery Series is part of the Welcome To Normal Universe. This is a whole new series set in Normal, Kentucky with all the characters from the Camper & Criminals Cozy Mystery Series as secondary characters as Sadie Whitfield opens a bookstore in downtown Normal.

She quickly finds out there’s nothing normal in Normal.
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Continue reading for a sneak peek of book one.


SNEAK PEEK OF BOUND BY SECRETS


Chapter One of Bound By Secrets

Book one of Boone's Book Nook Bookstore Mysteries

“New York?” The man yelled through my rolled up window.

I ignored him and tightened my grip on the steering wheel, my fingers pressing into the worn leather like it might steady me. The engine idled low and steady beneath me, a familiar hum that felt out of place against everything else.

“Who is that?” my mom asked from the other end of the phone.

“I don’t know, the gas station employee,” I told her, shifting in the seat and angling my body away from the window like that might make him disappear. “He insisted on pumping my gas. It’s weird.”

I glanced out of the corner of my eye.

The place looked like it had been dropped right out of another decade and forgotten. The gas pumps were squat and metal, their once-bright paint chipped and curling at the edges. One of them had a faded red stripe that had nearly turned pink from the sun. The concrete beneath them was stained dark from years of spills, the scent of gasoline hanging thick in the air even through my closed windows.

Behind the pumps sat the garage. GRASSEL’S GARAGE was painted across a long sign that leaned just enough to make you notice. The letters were bold but worn, and a few of the bulbs inside flickered faintly even though it was still daylight. The garage bays stood open, shadows stretching deep inside where I could see the outline of tools and the underbelly of a truck lifted high.

A row of dented pickups sat off to the side, their paint dulled, their bodies streaked with grease and dust. They looked like they hadn’t moved in a while.

“I don’t know. I’ve driven through so many and they all look alike,” I told her. “The one main street, little shops and a town square. But my GPS says I’m here.”

The Daniel Boone National Forest pressed in close now. Not off in the distance anymore. It surrounded everything. Trees crowded the edges of the road, thick and green, their shadows stretching long across the pavement. The air felt different here.

The man knocked on the window. I jerked around, my shoulder bumping the door.

“Roll down the window,” he said, loud and steady, pointing down with a grease-stained finger.

“Don’t you dare open the window,” my mom insisted.

“I’ve got to pay,” I told her. “I’ll call you back.”

I ended the call and let out a breath before using the crank to roll down the window. The smell hit me immediately. Oil, hot asphalt, grease and underneath it, faint but there, fresh air.

“Sorry about that. How much do I owe?” I asked him.

“Twenty-five dollars,” he said.

Up close, he looked even more like he belonged to the place. Early thirties maybe. Broad shoulders and thick through the chest. His blue mechanic’s bib overalls were darkened in spots from oil, a handkerchief hanging out of the front pocket. His hands were blackened with grease, the lines of his palms filled in like permanent stains.

His hair was cut short, but I could tell it hadn’t always been that way. There was a thin patch near the crown that caught the light, and the rest of it curled just slightly around the edges. His brown eyes held steady on me, sharp and aware, like he didn’t miss much. His face was set serious.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “I mean it just seems so cheap.”

“You’re gettin’ Kentucky prices, not New York,” he grinned. He wasn’t so scary.

That pulled a smile out of me.

“Let’s hope the bookseller gives me Kentucky prices,” I said, reaching over to grab my purse from the passenger seat. “I’m buying a rare book from a bookstore.”

He didn’t smile back.

I dug through my wallet, fingers brushing receipts and cards before finding cash. I pulled out twenty-five dollars quick, like he might change his mind if I moved too slow.

“Not around here you’re not,” he said, taking the money. “We ain’t got a bookstore.”

“Shoot,” I groaned, hoping I hadn’t gotten the city wrong.

I tapped my phone awake and swiped up, my thumb moving faster now as a knot formed in my chest. The screen reflected faintly in the windshield, the map still pulled up.

“How far is Normal?” I asked, confirming from my correspondence with the seller that I was supposed to be in Kentucky in a town called Normal.

“You’re here,” he said, stepping back a little, his eyes moving over my car like he was seeing it for the first time.

“1967 was the first year the Beetle had a twelve-volt electrical system instead of six-volt. Solid car.” He reached out and tapped the hood with the flat of his hand. “Are you sure you’re looking for a bookstore in Normal, Kentucky?”

I blinked at him.

“Umm…” I swiped to my notes and squinted at the screen. “Tough Nickel and someone named Buck Davis.”

“That’s not a bookstore,” he said with a low chuckle. It rolled out of him rough and easy. “It’s a thrift store and it’s closed. Tough Nickel Thrift Store.”

“It’s six p.m.,” I said, checking the time again like it might change.

“That means it’s quittin’ time for me too,” he said. “Welcome to Normal.”

“Great,” I muttered under my breath, my shoulders sinking back against the seat. The excitement that had carried me all the way from New York settled somewhere low in my stomach. “I hope I can cancel my reservation.”

“Where you stayin’?” he asked.

“I’m staying in hotel in Tennessee, right over the border,” I said, shaking my head. “I had no idea this thrift store would be closed. Which gave me plenty of time to make it to the hotel tonight.”

“Well,” he said, shifting his weight and hooking his thumbs into the sides of his overalls, “you can stay at The Milkery. It’s a bed and breakfast not too far from here.”

I looked up at him.

“It’s got great food, comfy beds, and Southern hospitality,” he said, lifting his hand in the air and shrugged those broad shoulders.

“The Milkery?” I picked up my phone again, my fingers moving slower this time. When I typed it in, it popped right up. The pictures filled the screen. White-washed old farmhouse and warm lights glowing in the windows.

It looked… nice.

“My sister lived in New York City. She’s back here now,” he said. “You just might run into her at the Milkery.”

“Oh good,” I said, glancing back at him. “I look forward to telling her I met you.”

My eyes dropped to the name stitched onto his overalls.

“Bobby Ray,” he said, pointing to his name. “Tell Mary Elizabeth I sent you,” he called out as I shifted the car into drive.

The tires rolled over the cracked pavement as I pulled away, the garage shrinking in the rearview mirror, the sign tilting just a little more the farther I got from it.

Normal.

I tightened my hands on the wheel again. So far, there didn’t seem to be anything normal about Normal.

Chapter Two of Bound By Secrets

Book one of Boone's Book Nook Bookstore Mysteries

Thankfully there was still daylight, so taking these crazy, curvy, up and down mountainous roads very slow wasn’t too bad since I could see them.

I had both hands on the wheel now. Tight. My shoulders were lifted without me meaning to hold them there. The road in front of me bent again, another sharp curve that disappeared into thick trees before I could see where it led.

I’d completely forgotten how bad the Bug’s headlights were at night since it sat mostly in the garage of my New York City apartment.

The trees crowded close to the road, their branches reaching in just enough to make the lane feel smaller than it already was. There wasn’t much room on either side. A strip of pavement. A narrow shoulder. Then nothing but a drop that made my stomach turn if I looked too long.

The blue line on the map told me I was getting close to the business district area of Normal where I saw there was a courthouse with an attached police station, a bank, and some buildings that looked like doctors’ offices, and the Normal Public Library.

I leaned forward a little, peering through the windshield as if that would help me see around the next bend faster.

Shocker. They were all dim. Lights out.

“It’s after six,” I snickered, rolling my eyes. “Of course they are closed.”

Even the Cookie Crumble Bakery at what appeared to be the edge of the business district was closed.

My stomach grumbled.

I drove a little farther, another curve, then another, my foot easing off the gas each time the road twisted. Gravel crunched under my tires when I got too close to the edge, and I corrected quick, pulling back toward the center.

“Okay,” I muttered, glancing ahead. “Just a little farther.”

I slipped one hand off the wheel and reached into my purse, my fingers brushing over lip balm, a pen, receipts. I kept my eyes on the road at first, feeling around for anything that might be food.

Nothing.

I glanced down.

Just for a second.

My fingers closed around something wrapped in plastic and I pulled it up, turning it enough to see it.

Protein bar.

When I lifted my eyes back to the road, the world tilted.

The right tire had drifted too far.

The edge of the pavement dropped off sharp, and I caught a glimpse past it. Open space. A steep slope that disappeared down into a thick patch of trees and rock.

My chest locked.

I jerked the wheel left, harder than I meant to, and the Bug swerved. The tires screeched against the pavement, the whole car lurching as it caught the road again.

“Whoa. Whoa. Whoa.”

My heart slammed so hard I could feel it in my throat. I dropped the protein bar back into my lap and grabbed the wheel with both hands, pulling the car steady as it fishtailed just enough to remind me how little room I had.

The next curve came up fast.

I slowed almost to a crawl, easing through it, my eyes fixed straight ahead. I didn’t look down again. Not even when my stomach growled louder.

“Eyes on the road,” I said out loud, my voice tight. “You are not dying on a mountain road for a protein bar.”

The trees thinned just enough for a break in the view.

For a second, I saw it.

The land dropped away into a wide valley below, layers of green rolling out in soft folds. A few rooftops dotted the distance. Smoke curled up from somewhere unseen. Then the trees closed back in and the road curved again.

I swallowed and adjusted my grip on the wheel, forcing my shoulders to drop.

The blue line on my map bent one more time and then straightened.

The trees began to pull back.

And then I saw it.

Downtown Normal opened up ahead of me, tucked low between the hills, held in place by the forest rising up all around it. The sky above it had turned into bands of orange and pink, streaked with gold that caught on the edges of the clouds.

I slowed without thinking.

Main Street split in front of me into two one-way roads, one veering left, the other right, wrapping around a wide grassy median that stretched down the center of town. The grass was deep green, broken up by stepping-stone paths that wound through it in neat lines.

Tiny white lights wrapped around the trunks of the trees and along the posts lining the sidewalks. They blinked on one by one, dotting the street with a warm glow that settled in against the fading daylight.

I slowed as I passed by an amphitheater in the large grassy median that split Main Street into the one-way roads, that looked to be a park-style setting. Picnic tables sat beneath large oak and hickory trees, their branches thick and full, leaves rustling softly in the evening air.

“This is so charming,” I said to myself when I noticed the gas lanterns along the walkways and sidewalk, their amber flames steady and low. “Just darling.”

I took in the buildings along the street. They were so unique.

Each one stood on its own, small cottage-style shops with front porches, white trim, and tidy little courtyards between them. Picket fences framed narrow paths leading to their doors.

Their windows glowed from the inside. Even though they were closed, each display was lit up. I caught glimpses as I rolled past. Seasonal decorations set just right with what I’d consider a theme for Normal, camping gear.

Planters overflowed with flowers in bright colors, set along the edges of the sidewalks and hung from the dowel rods of the carriage lights.

I drove slower.

Really slow now.

The tension in my chest started to loosen, replaced by something else. Something quieter that I’d not felt since I’d lost my job a few weeks ago.

“See,” I talked to myself again. This was something I’d gotten used to since my unemployment. “I would’ve never seen this cute town if I was still an editor.”

I’d gotten good at being my own hype girl and all the mumbo-jumbo about positive thinking, a reason for everything, if not this-something better…

I looked in the rear-view as the downtown area vanished behind me, not from distance, but from the daylight fading fast. 

The road flattened out beneath me, the curves gone, the drop-offs behind me.

“Okay,” I whispered. “Okay…” I turned on the radio and hit the scan button. It landed on what the DJ called Bluegrass music, but to me it sounded like a bunch of fiddles and some twangy singing. Far from the jazz band I’d been listening to at the local bar down from my apartment a few weeks ago.

I watched the GPS as I headed towards The Milkery, as well as these crazy roads and hit the automatic buttons to roll down the windows. I’d read in books I had edited about how good the mountain air was for you, and well…when in Rome.

For the first time since I’d turned onto those mountain roads, I didn’t feel like I needed to brace myself.

My headlights light up a sign that read Daniel Boone National Forest and soon thereafter another sign that read Welcome To Normal.

I had to admit Normal didn’t look like much from the outside.

But right here, in this moment, it felt like I had just driven into somewhere I hadn’t known I was looking for.

Click here to order Bound By Secrets.
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Join my VIP club and be the first to receive free goodies, new release info and other special stuff.

Click here to join now!

When you join you’ll recieve A Charming Blend, a crossover freebie that goes with the Magical Cures Series and Killer Coffee Series. Plus you’ll get several freebies from all of my series.


RECIPES AND CAMPING HACKS FROM MAE WEST AND THE LAUNDRY CLUB LADIES AT THE HAPPY TRAILS CAMPGROUND IN NORMAL KENTUCKY.


HACK #1


DIY Thermal Boots

If you're heading out for a chilly hike and want an easy way to add extra warmth to your boots, try this simple trick using aluminum foil.

What You'll Need:

	Aluminum foil 

	Your hiking boots or shoes 

	The removable insoles from your boots 




Directions:

	Remove the insoles from your hiking boots. 

	Place each insole on a sheet of aluminum foil and trace around it. 

	Cut out the foil to match the shape of the insoles. 

	Lay the foil inside the boot with the shiny side facing up toward your foot. 

	Replace the insoles on top of the foil. 




The aluminum foil helps reflect your body heat back toward your feet, creating an extra layer of insulation during cold-weather hikes. It's a lightweight, inexpensive trick that's perfect for winter adventures in the Daniel Boone National Forest.

Happy hiking and warm toes!


S'MORES CARAMEL APPLES


A fun campfire treat that combines gooey s'mores flavors with sweet caramel apples. Perfect for camping trips, backyard fire pits, or evenings around the campfire.

Ingredients:

	4 medium apples 

	4 wooden skewers or roasting sticks 

	1 cup caramel bits or soft caramel candies 

	1 tablespoon milk 

	1 cup mini marshmallows 

	4 graham crackers, crushed 

	1/2 cup milk chocolate chips 




Directions:

	Wash and dry the apples thoroughly. Insert a wooden skewer into the top of each apple. 

	In a cast-iron skillet or campfire-safe pot, melt the caramel with the milk over low heat, stirring until smooth. 

	Roll each apple in the melted caramel until coated. Allow the caramel to set for a few minutes. 

	Press the crushed graham crackers onto the caramel-coated apples. 

	Carefully roast the mini marshmallows over the campfire until golden brown. Press the toasted marshmallows onto the apples. 

	Place the chocolate chips in a small foil pan and set near the edge of the campfire until melted. Drizzle the melted chocolate over each apple. 

	Let the apples cool for a few minutes before serving. 




Campground Tip:

For an extra gooey treat, wrap each finished apple loosely in foil and place it near the campfire coals for 2–3 minutes. The chocolate and marshmallows will soften into a delicious s'mores topping.


HACK #2


The Soap Trick for Easy Campfire Cleanup

Cooking over a campfire is one of the best parts of camping, but scrubbing black soot off your pots and pans afterward is nobody's idea of fun.

What You'll Need:

	Bar soap or liquid dish soap 

	Pots or pans for campfire cooking 




Directions:

	Before placing your cookware over the campfire grate, coat the outside bottom and lower sides of the pot or pan with a thin layer of soap. 

	Cook your meal as usual over the fire. 

	After the pan has cooled, wash away the soap with warm water and a sponge. 




The layer of soap helps prevent soot and smoke residue from sticking directly to the cookware. Instead of spending time scrubbing stubborn black marks, you'll wash away most of the mess along with the soap.

Happy Trails Tip:

This trick works especially well on cast iron Dutch ovens, campfire skillets, and metal coffee pots that spend lots of time over open flames.


CAMPFIRE CROISSANT HOT DOGS


A fun twist on a classic campfire hot dog. The buttery croissant adds a little extra comfort to this easy camping meal.

Ingredients:

	Vegetable oil for the grill grate 

	1 (11-ounce) package Angus beef hot dogs 

	4 croissants 

	Ketchup, yellow mustard, relish, and finely chopped onion for serving 




Directions:

	Build a campfire and allow it to burn down until you have a bed of hot coals. Place a grill grate over the fire and lightly oil the grate. 

	Grill the hot dogs over medium-high heat, turning occasionally, until heated through and lightly charred, about 10 to 12 minutes. 

	While the hot dogs cook, slice each croissant lengthwise, being careful not to cut all the way through. 

	Place the croissants cut-side down on the grill for 30 seconds to 1 minute, just until lightly toasted. 

	Remove the hot dogs from the grill and place one inside each croissant. 

	Top with ketchup, mustard, relish, onions, or your favorite hot dog toppings. 

	Serve immediately around the campfire. 




Happy Trails Tip:

Wrap the assembled croissant hot dogs in foil and place them near the campfire for 2 to 3 minutes. The croissant becomes warm and buttery while the hot dog stays perfectly hot.


About Tonya

A celebrated Amazon All-Star and USA Today bestselling author, Tonya has written over 180 southern cozy mysteries filled with heart, humor, and unforgettable small-town characters. Her novels, known for their southern charm and rich emotional storytelling, have been praised by readers and critics alike.

Writing full-time, Tonya crafts worlds where mystery, friendship, and a little mischief collide — and now, her stories will come to life for cozy mystery lovers everywhere.

Join Tonya’s newsletter.

Are you a Tonya Kappes Super Fan? Did you know Tonya has her very own community just like the communities in her books, minus the murder?

You are invited to come sit on the front porch with Tonya!

Here is your seat on the porch swing!

For a full reading order of Tonya Kappes’s Novels, visit www.tonyakappes.com
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CLICK ON THE SERIES FOR MORE INFORMATION AND TO SEE ALL THE TITLES IN THAT SERIES.

Bluegrass Ridge Ranch Mysteries

Nancy Drew Meets Yellowstone.

Camper & Criminals Cozy Mystery Series

All is good in the camper-hood until a dead body shows up in the woods.

Killer Coffee Cozy Mystery Series

Welcome to the Bean Hive Coffee Shop where the gossip is just as hot as the coffee.

Holiday Cozy Mystery Series

CELEBRATE GOOD CRIMES!

Maisie Doss Mystery

If you've loved her previous series, this new addition promises all the signature Kappes charm and then some.

Kenni Lowry Mystery Series

Mysteries so delicious it’ll make your mouth water and leave you hankerin’ for more.

Magical Cures Mystery Series

Welcome to Whispering Falls where magic and mystery collide.

Mail Carrier Cozy Mystery Series

Welcome to Sugar Creek Gap where more than the mail is being delivered.

Southern Magical Bakery Series

The characters you loved so much in the Magical Cures Mystery Series will be secondary characters as Lo Heal Park, the daughter of June Heal and Oscar Park, learns to find her own footing as she steps into her adulthood with her own story to live and to tell!

Ghostly Southern Mystery Series

A funeral, a ghost, and a murder. All in a day's work for Undertaker Emma Lee Raines.

A Southern Cake Baker Series

(WRITTEN UNDER MAYEE BELL)

Spies and Spells Mystery Series

A Laurel London Mystery Series

A Divorced Diva Beading Mystery Series

Olivia Davis Paranormal Mystery Series

Grandberry Falls Books

Bluegrass Romance Books

Hudson Hollow Books

Small Town Romance Short Stories/Novellas

Blossom Bay Shorts Books

Standalone Novels

Carpe Bead'em

Tag. . .You're IT

Snowplace Like Home


This book is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, and dialogue are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. Cover artist: Mariah Sinclair: The Cover Vault. Editor Red Adept.

Copyright © 2026 by Tonya Kappes. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information email Tonyakappes@tonyakappes.com
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