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“I have never in my life seen a Kentuckian who didn’t have a gun, a pack of cards, and a jug of whiskey.” 

– Andrew Jackson

“Bourbon reflects the soul of America, complex and full of character.”

– Thomas Jefferson
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The shadows from the setting sun cast a camouflage pattern of light and dark on the trail as Alistair McInnis walked the wooded portion of Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National Historic Site. With his head down and his hands in his pockets, McInnis was deep in thought when a person emerged ahead of him. Frowning, he asked, “What are you doing here?”

The visitor marched down the trail until they were face to face. Clenching his jaw and keeping his hands in his pockets, McInnis shook his head in resignation. “Just leave. I have nothing more to say.”

“You’re right. There is nothing left to be said.” 

McInnis turned, waiting for the visitor to leave. He ignored the rustling sounds which preceded the blow to his head. Reeling, he fell to his knees while trying to process what was happening. The second blow knocked him unconscious. He fell face down into the creek. 

The most primal of human instincts kicked in when he inhaled water. His head jerked up, and he sputtered, trying to draw a breath of air while his arms and legs failed him. The visitor’s knee pressed on McInnis’ back, holding his face in the water. Unable to hold his breath any longer, McInnis exhaled, and air bubbled up around his face. Then he inhaled, filling his lungs with water.

The visitor’s adrenaline surged as McInnis struggled to draw a breath. The rush faded as McInnis became inert. “I guess you’ll never get to enjoy your perfect bourbon.”
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I was drafting my Medora kidnapping report when my phone rang. Happy to be interrupted, I answered without looking at the caller ID. “Fletcher.”

“Have you unpacked yet?” 

Recognizing my boss, Jack Pardee’s voice, I replied, “Jill is washing the last load of laundry while I’m slogging through my report.”

“There’s been a death at Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National Historic Site and the State Department has requested our assistance.”

Thinking I’d misheard what had been said, I asked, “The State Department?”

“The deceased is a prominent British citizen. The US State Department and the British Consul General have been talking about how to best handle the investigation.”

My mind reeled, thinking about the bureaucracy involved when two major countries discuss investigating the death of a foreign citizen. “And they think using the US Park Service Investigative Services Branch is a better solution than requesting assistance from the FBI?”

Jack chuckled. “No, the Secretary of the Interior, our boss of all bosses, wants his people to lead the investigation. He stepped forward while the FBI was still discussing who should have jurisdiction.”

“Please tell me the Secretary didn’t ask for me by name.”

“No. He asked me to send my best investigator.”

“Best, as in the most skilled or the most diplomatic investigator?”

“By sending you and Jill, I cover both of those needs. Repack your bags.”

“Lincoln’s birthplace?” I asked as I picked up a pen and flipped to a blank page in my notebook. “Where in Illinois is that?”

Jack chuckled. “Get out your history book. Lincoln spent his adulthood in Illinois. He was born in Kentucky. His birthplace is near Elizabethtown, about halfway between Louisville and Nashville.”

I pulled up the park’s website as Jack spoke. “Is there anything special about the deceased?”

“He’s the son of a prominent Scottish distiller who’s become a local Kentucky icon of sorts. Nearby Bardstown is the center of the bourbon-making universe. The deceased had been the head taster or blender or something at a startup distillery. The Secretary said the victim left his family’s distillery to create a bourbon start-up. I guess this new operation was within months of releasing their ‘much anticipated’ new brand.”

Having overheard me talking on the phone, Jill stuck her head into my office. “What’s up?” she mouthed.

I motioned for her to join us. “Jill just walked in. Please repeat what you just told me.”

Jack gave a quick recap of the request as Jill nodded. After the overview, she asked, “Was this dead guy well-liked in the community, or did they see him as an interfering outsider?”

“We didn’t get into that level of detail. The one unspoken thing I surmised was that the victim was important. The British Consul General doesn’t call the US Secretary of State when a poor peon dies.”

“Do we know the cause of death?” I asked.

“The Secretary said it appeared the victim drowned.”

Jill grinned and leaned close to the speaker. “This sounds like something out of a British mystery. Did he die in a vat of bourbon?”

“His body was found inside the park. So probably not.”

“If you have the victim’s name, we can check the local news reports,” I suggested.

I heard Jack’s computer keys clicking. “It’s an unusual name. Here it is. The victim was Alistair McInnis.”

Jill entered the victim’s name into her phone while Jack reminded me to submit my expense voucher for the Medora trip before we departed for Kentucky. 

Staring at her phone, Jill said, “I found a story in the Lexington Herald. The article says more about Mr. McInnis than it does about his death. He was from Scotch whisky royalty. His family has operated a distillery on the island of Islay since the 1600s. Alistair was the youngest of eight children. He told the reporter his prospects for operating his own distillery were better in Kentucky than sharing the family business with his siblings on Islay.”

“Is there any information about his death?”

“It says he drowned. His body was found in the creek that runs through the Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National Historic Site.” Jill paused with her head cocked. “This seems strange. I’m looking at a newspaper picture of investigators at the scene. The stream looks like it’s barely more than a couple of feet wide and maybe inches deep.”

“Maybe he wasn’t sober,” I suggested.

“Maybe he was killed,” Jill countered.

“You two will get those details in Kentucky. Give me a call after you’ve spoken with the local police.”

I ended the call and referred to my notes. “Jack said the park is halfway between Louisville and Nashville. Find out which city has the best connections from Texas.”

Jill shook her head. “Having driven in rural Kentucky, I know that many of their highways are two-lanes wide with stone fences inches from the edge of the pavement. It appears there is a real highway between Nashville and Elizabethtown. I vote for Nashville.”

I shrugged as I pulled up the expense voucher database. “Make the reservations while I work on my expense voucher.” I paused, then added, “Unless you’d rather fill out my voucher."

“My voucher is done, as is my trip report,” Jill said as she smiled and walked out of the office.

As she walked away, I said, “Your trip report is done? Good, I’ll cut and paste.”

* * *   

After submitting my expense voucher and trip report, I called the historic site. The eager young female voice with a mild southern accent seemed genuinely pleasant. “Hi, I’m Doug Fletcher, a Park Service investigator. I’d like to speak with the superintendent.”

“He’s off site right now. Is there something I could help you with?”

“I’m flying from Texas to Kentucky tomorrow. Is there a motel or hotel near the park you would recommend?”

The woman chuckled. “Most Park Service visitors stay in E-town, where there are several chain motels. Personally, I’d recommend a B & B in Hodgenville. You’ll get a better taste of local culture than you’ll get from a stuffy ole chain motel.”

“Is there a B & B close to the park?”

“Um, sure. Aunt Mary’s Inn is in Hodgenville, about ten minutes from the park. Do you want their number?”

“Sure, give me Aunt Mary’s number.”

A second later, the ranger was back. After repeating a phone number, she added, “Be sure and tell Bitsy you’re a ranger. You’ll get a special discount.”

“Bitsy? I won’t talk to Aunt Mary?” I asked, joking.

“Oh, no. Aunt Mary died right after the war. Her daughters and granddaughters have always run the place since then.”

“The war?” I asked.

“Pardon me?”

“Which war did Aunt Mary die after?”

“Where are you located, Mr. Fletcher?”

“I’m flying in from Texas. Why do you ask?”

“Down here, there’s only one war that gets mentioned. The people of southern Kentucky were split between the Union and the Confederacy. The graveyards are a mix of round-top Union grave markers and pointed-top Confederate markers.”

“Thanks for the history lesson. Maybe you’ll be able to fill me in on the man who drowned in the creek, too.”

“Well, Mr. Fletcher, it was downright odd. I mean, that man was face down in the creek, which is only about six inches deep this time of year. If he’d just pushed himself up, he wouldn’t have drowned.”

“Do you think someone held him down, or did he maybe get drunk and fall into the creek?”

“Well, sir, LaRue County is dry.”

“Dry, as in, the creek isn’t running?”

“Dry, as in, they don’t sell alcohol here.”

“They don’t sell alcohol there? I thought you were in the heart of bourbon country?”

“Oh, you’re not from here. Kentucky has wet counties, dry counties, and moist counties. Dry counties don’t allow liquor sales. Wet counties have liquor stores and bars.”

“What’s a moist county?”

“Well, sir, Moist means it’s between wet and dry.”

Assuming my leg was being pulled, I said, “I kind of thought that’s what moist generally meant. What does it mean for liquor sales?”

“I guess some dry counties considered how much tax revenue they were losing when people drove to the wet counties to drink and buy booze. Some are allowing restaurants to serve alcohol. It’s kind of a sliding scale depending on the size of the restaurant and the county.”

“Where do you go to drink?”

“Me? I’m Baptist. I don’t drink at all.”

“I assume we’ll be at the park sometime tomorrow afternoon. Will you be on duty?”

“I should be. My name is Patience Weller. If I’m not at the information desk, ask for me.”

“We’ll see you then!”

I found Jill in the bedroom with two open suitcases on the bed. “I moved some underwear directly from the clean clothes basket into your suitcase. You’ll have to choose the rest of your wardrobe yourself.”

Removing golf shirts from hangers, I replied, “We’ve barely had time to wash clothes in between assignments.”

“Yeah,” Jill sighed. “I don’t have time to keep up with the weeds popping up in the flowers.”

I folded the shirts and laid them in the suitcase. “We don’t have to do this.”

That comment froze Jill. “What do you mean? Are you going to call Jack and refuse this assignment?”

I walked around the end of the bed and pulled Jill into my arms. “We can retire. We don’t have to do this.”

Burying her face into my neck, she drew a deep breath. “I don’t think I’m ready to retire. I mean, what would I do?”

“Weed the garden. Read.”

Jill leaned back and looked at me before shaking her head. “We can’t retire here. We’ll have to move to South Dakota.”

“Because of the horses?”

Jill frowned. “Not the horses. Our parents are going to need us.”

“You’ve convinced me. Retirement is a bad idea. Forget I ever mentioned it.”
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Our flights left us plenty of time to read the background information downloaded onto Jill’s phone and laptop. The front-page newspaper article about the McInnis death was the most informative. After reading it, I turned to Jill and asked, “What do you think about the veracity of the information in this article?”

“I’d say it’s slightly more trustworthy than the internet and slightly less useful than a police report.”

“Your gold standard is a police report?”

Reclaiming her laptop, Jill clicked on icons until she found the report filed by the law enforcement ranger who’d been dispatched from Mammoth Cave National Park to assist immediately after the body was discovered. “Read this. The author sounds rational, reasonable, and reliable.”

Taking the computer, I started reading as I said, “Are you hinting this is unlike my reports?”

“Your reports are perfect. All you ever do is cut and paste my reports into a form with your name on top.”

I slid the computer back to Jill. “You’re right, Calvin sounds professional. He states facts and doesn’t speculate. On the other hand, he didn’t know anything except where the body was found.”

Smiling, Jill replied, “There you go! You didn’t want speculation. Calvin said what he knew and quit.”

“I spoke with Patience from the visitor center yesterday. She agreed with you about the creek not being a drowning threat.  She also threw cold water on the theory that the victim was drunk and passed out in the creek. The entire county around the park is dry, without liquor sales.”

Still smiling, Jill asked, “When you were drinking, wouldn’t you have driven to a bar or liquor store in the next county?”

“True, there’s probably no law against transporting liquor between counties. It only restricts sales,” I agreed.

“I filled in at Mammoth Cave National Park when one of the rangers was out on maternity leave. As I recall, the superintendent told the rangers living on site they couldn’t drink outside of the residences. No cop was going into the house to tell you to dump out your beer, but they would stop if a bunch of rowdy people were drinking on a porch or while pitching horseshoes.”

“Really? They’d ticket people for drinking on the porch?”

“Yes.” Jill paused, then asked, “You’ve booked us into a bed and breakfast?”

“Aunt Mary’s Inn, which is a few minutes from the park. Patience recommended it over the corporate motels in Elizabethtown, which is farther away.”

“Staying at a B & B always seems like I’m intruding in someone’s house. I mean, the one in Hawaii was okay, but it’s still easier to slip in and out of a ‘sterile’ corporate motel than interacting with our host and the other guests who sometimes linger in the living room and get to know each other over breakfast.”

“You just don’t want me chatting up the next-door neighbor women,” I said, referring to Hawaii where a neighbor who worked in a strip joint asked us to help her out of a difficult personal situation.

“Have you noticed how we seem to attract strays? The waitress in Florida. The stripper in Hawaii.”

“You have your own strays, like Uncle Chet.”

Frowning, Jill looked at me. “Chet isn’t a stray. He’s been like a family member for as long as I can remember.”

“Ahh, so it’s your family who attracts strays. I don’t recall having an affinity for helping assorted needy people before I married you.”

The seatbelt sign came on, and the pilot announced our descent into Nashville, effectively ending the discussion. Jill packed up her laptop and slipped it under the seat. As we stepped out of the jetway, I looked for a sign directing us to the baggage claim. I felt Jill’s hand on my arm, then looked in the direction she was staring. A law enforcement ranger, who looked like he’d just retired from the Marines, nodded to me. He stood at parade rest, just out of the flow of people.

“Inspector Fletcher?” he asked as we approached.

I put out my hand to him. “Doug and Jill will be better.”

“Yes, sir. Doug and Jill. I’m Calvin Woodrow.”

“Nice to meet you, Calvin,” I said as we stepped away from the moving masses of people. 

“We’re unaccustomed to being met at the airport,” Jill said. “This is a pleasant surprise.”

A forced smile flashed on Calvin’s face, then disappeared. “I thought it would be best if we had some time alone before we got to the park.”

“Uh oh,” Jill replied. “That sounds ominous.”

“Ma’am, I was an NCO. Sometimes it’s better for us working folks to discuss reality before we meet with the officers.”

“What makes you think we’re not officers?” I asked as we started walking with the flow of people toward the baggage claim.

“I’ve read up on you two. In my experience, officers decide what should be done, then tell the NCOs to figure out how to make their vision happen. Your history has been filled with getting things done and not telling other people what to do.”

“Sergeant?” I asked.

“E-6.”

I nodded, understanding he’d been a staff sergeant. “I was a corporal when I left. Please excuse Jill, she’s a reformed park superintendent.”

“Reformed?” Jill asked.

“You quit giving orders and started doing the work.”

“Ahh. I’m reformed. Yes.”

Calvin frowned. “You two must’ve worked together for a while.”

“Worse,” Jill replied, “we’re married.”

The confusion on Calvin’s face was humorous. 

“Yes, we’re married partners,” I explained. “It makes for interesting dinner conversation.”

“I bet it does,” Calvin replied. “My wife doesn’t want to hear anything about what happens at work.”

Our conversation ended at the baggage claim when I moved to the carousel. Calvin and Jill moved away from the crowd to be nearer to the wall, where he scanned the crowd as they spoke. He was a head taller than Jill and probably weighed 250 pounds. Watching them, I felt reassured. Calvin was the kind of person I’d want watching our backs if we were ever in a standoff. 

I rolled our bags to them and Calvin led us to the park service vehicle he’d parked in the driveway with the light bar flashing. An airport police officer stood next to the vehicle, perplexed by the obvious police vehicle with no one around. He had his citation pad out but hadn’t written a parking ticket.

Calvin walked up to the cop and extended his hand. “Thanks for watching my vehicle.”

The flustered cop nodded, then watched Calvin load our luggage into the back of the pickup. The suitcases, which weighed close to forty pounds each, looked like bags of marshmallows when Calvin handled them. Jill opened the rear door, leaving me riding up front with him.

“What can you tell us about the murder?” I asked.

“Well, that McInnis guy was found face down in the stream. The visitor who found the body pulled him out and was doing chest compressions when the EMTs arrived. Based on the condition of the body, the EMTs determined the guy was way past the chest compression stage and well into the decomposition stage.”

“Was he found in a well-traveled area of the park?”

Calvin shook his head. “There are two units in the park. Most people visit the birthplace in the southern unit. That’s where the memorial and visitor center are. There’s a northern unit, the site of Lincoln’s boyhood home. The victim was found in an out of the way part of the south unit.”

“Are the south and north units connected?”

“They’re about ten miles apart. The birthplace unit is a couple of miles south of Hodgenville. It’s got a visitor center and a memorial building housing a replica of Lincoln’s cabin. The park is crisscrossed with hiking trails. The guy who found the body was walking a trail along the creek.”

“How remote is the area where the body was found?”

“The body was discovered less than a mile from the visitor center.”

“But in an area that doesn’t get much foot traffic?”

“Nearly all the visitors go to the memorial and visitor center. The trails in the south unit aren’t what serious hikers want.”

“Did the autopsy estimate the time of death?”

Calvin glanced at me, then back at the road. “I don’t mean to be morbid, but McInnis had been dead for a couple of days. His face was...” After a pause, Calvin added, “he’d been face down in the water for a while. There was no question in my mind that he’d departed this world a few days before. The medical examiner estimated two days, based on the passing of rigor mortis and the body’s decomposition.”

Jill coughed in the backseat. “And the person who found him was doing chest compressions?”

“Yes, ma’am. He was a well-intended Good Samaritan. I assume he’d never seen a dead body outside of a funeral home.”

“What was the cause of death?” I asked.

“There was water in his lungs. He drowned.”

“The stream didn’t appear to be a raging torrent.”

Calvin chuckled. “It’s hardly flowing. He must’ve worked hard to drown there.” He glanced at Jill; apparently afraid she would be offended by his description of the body. “I mean, if he’d done a pushup, his face would’ve been out of the water.”

“How was he identified?” I asked.

“He was carrying a wallet full of credit cards and cash. His face sort of resembled the picture on his driver’s license. The ME made a positive ID from dental records.”

From the backseat, Jill asked, “Had he been reported missing?”

“Yes, ma’am. His wife reported his disappearance to the Elizabethtown police. She initially thought he’d spent the night at the distillery. She called his office the next morning and was surprised to hear he wasn’t there.”

“Is she the prime suspect?” I asked.

“I guess she’s broken up over the death.” Calvin paused, then added, “The distillery had something big coming up and he’d been working night and day to prepare.”

“Something big?” I asked.

“He’s the main guy at a new distillery. They’ve been operating for like seven years and were preparing to release their first bottles of bourbon. It was a really big deal.”

“So, not a suicide?” Jill asked.

“Apparently not. I mean, he was the man at this new distillery. It’s been all over the local news. His family made Scotch, and he’d brought all his knowledge to this new bourbon operation. He told the newspaper his new release was about to turn the bourbon industry upside down.”

“It sounds like he might’ve been making his competitors nervous,” I suggested.

“Not really. I mean, the distilleries here are mostly owned by big conglomerates now. In the old days, he might’ve been a threat to the local family-owned bourbon makers. Today, the headquarters of the big companies are far away. I don’t think any of them felt threatened by this little start-up operation. Hell, he’s only got two rickhouses.” Calvin glanced in the mirror. “Sorry about my language ma’am.”

Jill smiled and waved off his apology. “Calvin, I’ve heard a lot stronger language than you’re using.”

“Just the same, I don’t like to swear in front of ladies.”

I glanced at Jill, grinning and weighing her response. “Thank you, Calvin. I work with a bunch of cops. It’s not often anyone addresses me as ma’am, watches his language, or calls me a lady.”

“That’s not the way I was brought up, ma’am. Men don’t swear around ladies.”

“Only around other men and only when they’re drinking?” Jill asked.

A grin tickled the corner of Calvin’s mouth, then disappeared. “Mostly when dealing with livestock, ma’am. Horses, cows, and pigs can drive a man to profanity.”

Laughing, Jill said, “I understand that. I’ve sworn at a couple of horses and steers myself.”

“You grew up on a farm?”

“I grew up on a South Dakota ranch. I’m handy with a rope and can ride, too.”

I watched Calvin’s expression change from concerned to amused. “The McInnis distillery co-owner is a thoroughbred breeder from Lexington. I guess their logo is one of his champion studs.”

“I read your brief, concise report.”

Calvin glanced at me to see if I was being serious or joking with him. “There wasn’t much to say.”

“I like a report that gives me the facts without offering suspicions and suppositions. On the other hand, I’d like your observations, too.”

“All I know is that McInnis drowned, and his body was found inside the park. It appeared he died there.”

“Do you think he died where he was found?” I asked.

“That path isn’t well traveled by visitors, but it’s not at all remote. I thought it unlikely someone hadn’t noticed him lying there for more than two days.”

“How far was the body from the nearest parking lot?” I asked.

“The parking lot isn’t terribly large, but the body was found closest to the most remote part of the lot. This time of year, there aren’t many people who choose to park in the corner farthest from the visitor center. It’s kind of an overflow parking area, and there aren’t a lot of visitors for another month.”

“Are there security cameras?” Jill asked from the back.

“The only cameras are in the visitor center and inside the monument. McInnis never walked through either of those buildings.”

“I looked at the park’s website. Isn’t there an Inn opposite the visitor center?” I asked. “Have you interviewed the guests and staff?”

“The Inn and guest cottages closed during Covid and never re-opened. Greta, the woman whose family built and ran the Inn, still lives in a house there. That far corner of the parking lot is hard to see from her residence.” Calvin’s lips twitched into a smile that disappeared as fast as it arose. “Greta lives alone. She told me she sometimes peeks between the blinds if she hears something going on. She’s called the visitor center to have a ranger deal with people who are rowdy or poke around the cabins. She’s not one to step into a situation.”

“Did she peek between the blinds the day McInnis was murdered?”

“She was actually in the visitor center, working at the reception desk when the body was discovered. She didn’t see anything that morning, or the previous evenings.”

As we turned off I-65 at the Sonora exit, Calvin pointed to a billboard with the picture of a young woman who appeared dressed for the prom. Below the picture were the words Missing and Reward. “That’s Cybill Cantwell. She’d been missing for three months before she was found in Florida. You’ll be working with Kristina Blake, the detective who found her. Kristina has become a local hero who’s been interviewed by every television network and the newspapers.”

“That’s quite an accomplishment,” I said as we exited the highway outside of Elizabethtown. “I think only about a quarter of missing girls are ever located.”

“Yeah, like I said, Kristina is a local celebrity. You’ll like her. She’s a good investigator.” Calvin slowed as we passed through Elizabethtown. Just outside of town, I saw the sign for Hodgenville. “Kristina and I are pleased you’re here. This investigation is...target-rich.”

“Define target-rich,” Jill requested.

“There are at least a dozen people with motives to kill McInnis.”

“Besides his wife, who is on your list of possible suspects?” I asked.

“There’s always the spouse, although she seems broken up over his death. Then, there are all the local distillers, suppliers, and the horse people.”

Jill leaned forward. “You said all the distilleries are owned by big conglomerates.”

“They’re owned by conglomerates, but the employees are local. The local folks are always worried about their jobs. McInnis claimed that he was about to reinvent bourbon using science and technology. Most of the locals consider bourbon making to be an art. If he really reinvented the process, some people could lose their good-paying jobs.”

“What about the horse people?” Jill asked.

“They’re aloof and above the riffraff. They’re the likely buyers of the new high-end McInnis bourbon. If McInnis really is making the best there ever was, bottles of really expensive booze will become passé. There’s talk about a few of the locals scooping up all of the McInnis bourbon to maintain the value of their collections. Add to that the potential loss of farm income.”

“What lost farm income?” I asked.

“McInnis developed his own strains of corn, barley, and rye. He’s paying big bucks to a few farmers who are protecting the integrity of his genetics. If other distilleries go out of business or cut production, corn and barley prices are going to tumble.”

“It sounds like a few farmers are going to do well if he’s successful,” I replied.

“At the expense of their neighbors.”

Calvin turned into Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National Historic Site and drove to the parking lot adjacent to the visitor center. An unremarkable black vehicle was parked near the visitor center in a spot reserved for law enforcement. 

“Certainly, his distillery will carry on after his death,” Jill suggested.

Calvin shrugged as we walked toward the visitor center. “McInnis was bigger than life. Conversations stopped when McInnis walked into a room. He’d become local royalty. I’m not sure there’s a brand without McInnis at the helm. His death makes life more secure for quite a few people.”

“This is just wonderful,” Jill said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. 

“Like I said, ma’am, it’s a target-rich environment.”
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Inside the visitor center, we found a trim woman talking to an overweight man wearing Park Service gray and green. The man stepped forward and offered his hand. “I’m Bud Parker, the superintendent.” As we shook hands, he nodded toward the woman with a badge and holster clipped to her belt. “Kristina Blake is the LaRue County investigator assigned to the case.”

Without smiling, the woman extended her hand to Jill, as I shook Bud’s hand. “You must be Jill Fletcher.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Kristina. Are you the lead investigator?”

“I’m the lead and only investigator.”

“We heard you’re good,” I said as I shook her hand. 

Kristina glanced at Calvin and Bud before answering, “The sheriff assigned this case to me and said it was my baby—another chance to shine. In reality, Calvin and I think the case is a stinking pile of manure that no one wants to touch. I spoke with an FBI special agent who said, ‘he’d leave the case ‘in my capable hands.’”

I nodded my understanding. “We’ve been assigned to a few of those.”

“What makes this untouchable?” Jill asked.

The superintendent looked around at the visitors who were close enough to hear what was being said. He nodded toward an open door in the far corner. “Let’s continue this discussion in the office.”

Closing the door behind us, Calvin said, “I told Doug and Jill about the political aspects of the case.”

Kristina set out five paper cups and poured coffee from a carafe sitting on a credenza as if she’d been spending a lot of time in the room. “I’ve already had a call from the British Consulate in Chicago asking if they needed to ‘send someone down to facilitate the interview with Tamsin McInnis,’” Kristina continued as she handed out the coffee cups. “I told them they were welcome to send Mrs. McInnis anyone they wanted, including a lawyer. They tried to go off the record and asked if she was our prime suspect.”

“How did you respond?” Jill asked.

“I told them there wouldn’t be any off-the-record statements. I said Mrs. McInnis is as much of a suspect as anyone else in LaRue County right now.”

“Are the Brits sending someone from the consulate?” I asked.

“They are ‘considering a local solicitor’ who might sit in with Mrs. McInnis if we question her. I had the impression they hoped I would tell them Mrs. McInnis wasn’t a suspect, and she wouldn’t need a solicitor.”

“Have you spoken with Mrs. McInnis at all?” I asked.

“I made the death notification with her Episcopal minister. Mrs. McInnis explained her whereabouts at the estimated time of the victim’s death. Like many innocent people, she’d been home alone with no one to provide an alibi. For what it’s worth, she seemed genuinely upset over the death of her husband.”

“I take it she didn’t request a lawyer, nor did she ask you to contact the consulate?” I asked.

“She called the consulate to discuss the paperwork required to repatriate her husband’s remains, which is how they became involved. She called me back and asked about making funeral plans. I said it would be a few days before her husband’s body would be released.” Kristina paused, then said, “In case you’re wondering, Tamsin McInnis isn’t going anywhere while this investigation is ongoing. I have her passport.”

“Who else is on your suspect list?”

“Mr. McInnis has a financial backer, Robert Joseph Carlisle III. I’m trying to determine what happens to the partnership now that Alistair McInnis is dead. They incorporated Running Acres Distilling before they poured the distillery’s foundation. Their business registration with the state says Robert Carlisle owns fifty-one percent of the stock. The remaining portion is owned jointly by Mr. and Mrs. McInnis.”

“So, Carlisle stood to lose a lot if the business sinks because McInnis died,” I summarized.

Kristina sipped her coffee and nodded. “Depending on who you talk to, Carlisle either wins big by losing a stubborn partner, or he loses big because he’s lost the big-named Scot who claimed he knew how to make the best bourbon anyone has ever tasted.”

“Have you spoken to Mr. Carlisle?” I asked.

Kristina looked at her watch. “I’m meeting him in half an hour at his lawyer’s Elizabethtown office. You’re welcome to join me.”

“At his lawyer’s office?” Jill asked with a smile. “Carlisle must have a guilty conscience.”

“Mr. Carlisle is a shrewd businessman who didn’t fall off the turnip truck yesterday. His lawyer contacted the sheriff and suggested that we meet with Carlisle at his office.”

“Is the sheriff joining you?”

Kristina snorted. “He’s a busy man who delegates well. I was asked to deliver his apology.”

“Elizabethtown is about fifteen minutes away, right?” I asked.

“Fifteen minutes in rush hour,” Kristina replied.

Calvin chuckled. “There really isn’t a rush hour in Elizabethtown, unless you get stuck behind a combine or tractor.”

“Have you been to the distillery, Kristina?” Jill asked.

Kristina nodded. “I got as far as the tasting room. I was told I needed a search warrant to go any farther or to look inside Mr. McInnis’ office.”

“Did you learn anything?”

Kristina leaned back and thought before answering, “I’ve toured nearly every Kentucky distillery over the years. Some are rustic and some are fancy. Running Acres Distillery is in a category of its own. Most of the distillery tasting rooms are ‘homey’ to make a normal person feel comfortable. Running Acres Distillery’s guest room looked like it was ready for the King’s visit.”

“Did you learn anything related to the case from them?” I asked.

“They’re convinced Running Acres Distillery has created a whole new bourbon category. A luxury bourbon that’ll put the others to shame.”

“Did they tell you how they planned to do that?” I asked.

“Not really. Charlotte, the manager, spoke about using ‘chemistry instead of artistry.’ Whatever that means.”

Jill looked at me. “It sounds like we may have to buy a couple of bottles for my dad and Uncle Chet.”

Kristina shook her head. “Not unless you have a lot more disposable income than I do. They’re auctioning off their first release. They expect it will fetch thousands of dollars a bottle.”

“A bottle?” I asked.

Kristina nodded. “For each bottle.”

I scrambled to do the math in my head. “If they’re selling one-liter bottles, that’s over one hundred dollars a shot!”

“The bottles are 750 ml,” Kristina replied. “It’s more like two hundred dollars a shot.”

Jill grinned and asked, “Don’t you think Dad and Uncle Chet are worth that?”

“I doubt their palates could discern the difference between this new booze and a shot of Gentleman Jack.”

“I don’t know that anyone but a professional taster could tell the difference between any high-end bourbons,” Kristina said. “Snob appeal will sell this product.”

Calvin cocked his head. “I took a marketing class. One of their case studies was Smirnoff vodka. The company was having a hard time getting into the market, which was flooded with cheap vodka. Some marketing geniuses convinced the company management to put a silver label on the product and double the price. Once they did that, Smirnoff couldn’t make enough vodka to cover the demand. On top of that, they quadrupled their profit on each bottle. Snob appeal is a real thing.”

Kristina glanced at her watch. “I’ve got to leave now for my meeting with Carlisle and his attorney. Calvin, Doug, and Jill, would you like to join me?”

“Sure,” I replied, “if you can deliver us to our inn afterward. We didn’t rent a vehicle.”

Kristina tossed her paper coffee cup into the wastebasket and gestured to the door. “I’ll drop you wherever you want to go.”

Calvin opened the door for us. “I’m passing the baton to the Texan experts.”

Kristina put on a stage impression of being disappointed. “I thought we were partners.”

“Are you kidding me? After calling me the cave cop for a week, you’re disappointed when I have to go back to my real job?”

Kristina bumped fists with Calvin as she passed. “You’re okay for a park ranger.”

“Bring your kids to the cave sometime. I’ll give them a behind-the-scenes Mammoth Cave tour.”

I shook hands with Calvin as we split up outside of the visitor center. “You don’t have an ongoing role in this investigation?”

“My role ended when I summarized my report and delivered you to the visitor center. You’ve got the ball.” He paused, then added, “stop by if you have time for a tour of the big hole.”

After transferring our bags to the trunk of her vehicle, Kristina drove out of the park and turned toward Elizabethtown. “Calvin said you two are from Texas?”

“We work out of Padre Island National Seashore.”

“How did you end up here?”

“We are assigned Park Service investigations all over the country. We just wrapped up an investigation in North Dakota. The boss called and told us to pack our bags and fly to Kentucky.”

Kristina glanced at me. “So, you two aren’t run-of-the-mill law enforcement rangers?”

“We’re part of the Park Service Investigative Services Branch. We’re dispatched to assist local law enforcement officers with their investigations.”

“You’re here to take over the investigation?”

I shook my head. “This is your baby. We’re here as a resource to help you.”

“‘We’re from Washington, and we’re here to help,’ is not a welcome phrase. I’ve dealt with the FBI, DEA, DOJ, and Homeland Security. Once they arrive, I’ve usually been relegated to copying files and fetching coffee.”

“You’re an experienced investigator with local knowledge we don’t have. Our role is advisory. We’ll help however we can and try not to step on your toes.”

“And you’ll call a news conference to announce the arrest of the murderer.”

“With any luck, Jill and I will be back in Texas before there’s a news conference.”

Kristina glanced at me. “Are you serious?”

“We have no need to stand in front of a camera. But our bosses would appreciate it if you mentioned the assistance of the Park Service at your news conference.”

Kristina glanced in the mirror at Jill. “Do you agree with that?”

“Doug and I didn’t even pack uniforms to wear at a news conference. You’re the local hero.”

“I’m not sure I’m much of a local hero.”

“You found a missing teen,” I said. “That’s huge.”

Kristina sighed. “Yeah, I found a broken teen who’d been pimped out two or three times a night for six months. She’s in a detox facility trying to kick a heroin addiction. Her family is trying to wrap their head around the whole thing. If she can stay clean, she’s going to need years of counseling.”

“But she’s alive,” Jill said quietly. “And you got her out of the hell hole she was in. She’s got a chance.”

“Yeah, I guess I’ve given her a chance.”

* * * 

––––––––
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The law offices of Cooper, Cooper, and Taylor were located on the second floor of a rehabilitated building facing the historic courthouse in the center of Elizabethtown’s square. Rather than waiting for what appeared to be an antique elevator, Kristina walked up the stairs two steps at a time. Jill followed, and I took the steps more slowly. When I reached the second floor, Jill and Kristina were already inside the law office anteroom, speaking to a receptionist. I overheard, “...they’re waiting for you in the conference room at the end of the hallway.”
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