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      Kari:

      Mystery or crime fiction has always seemed like a natural fit in our native Appalachian Mountains.

      The most obvious reason, especially to folks not from around here, is probably the impression that we’re almost like another country. Our language and dialects are similar to what many think of as generally Southern. But there’s a rhythm and music to the words that’s uniquely part of these mountains.

      For example, the name of our mountains and our region is pronounced app-a-LATCH-ian here in Virginia, like a door latch. We definitely appreciate folks who make the effort to get it right.

      I grew up mostly in Southern Illinois—another region with a richly diverse culture and frequently mispronounced place names. Not quite St. Louis, not quite Chicago. Call it farm country with an urban awareness. So I don’t speak with the same soft mountain accent I grew up hearing from my parents, grandparents, cousins, and various kinfolk.

      The specific turns of phrase are easy to call to mind, though, and they seem to naturally flow through my fingers when I write with characters from here. My husband Jason A. Adams had a similarly removed upbringing as the child of an Air Force pilot. Both of his parents were also natives of our coalfield region in far Southwestern Virginia, so he grew up spending time here much like I did.

      No matter where we find ourselves, these mountains are home.

      We share many of the same memories and attitudes despite growing up in such different areas and cultures, and he can also conjure our musical native dialect in his stories.

      I’ll freely admit he does a much better job reading that accent out loud than I do.

      Another aspect of our mountains that lends itself to mystery is the landscape itself. We don’t have the towering peaks of the Rockies out west, partly because our mountains are so much older. The erosion and weathering over all those eons created our close, narrow valleys, with thick forests all around.

      Add a sparse population and the tendency for fog and mist, and people understandably wonder what kinds of secrets are hidden away along our shadowy creeks and hollers (the proper local pronunciation for hollow. I happen to be sitting in one as I type this).

      We also have a well-deserved reputation for being a bit distrustful of outsiders. This one isn’t only cultural, even for a group of people who do value our privacy and independence. Unfortunately, there’s also a long history of folks from other places deciding to show up and claim our natural resources of timber and coal, then send the profits elsewhere and leave the damaged land behind.

      The same thing happens all too often in the modern era as well, with numerous factories or high-tech call centers getting built, providing good job opportunities for a time, then left abandoned, along with the workers, families, and communities who depended on those jobs.

      Yet another twist of the unusual that I love about our region is the incredible diversity of people who settled here over time. The Scots-Irish influence is undeniable, certainly coming from someone with a family name like Kilgore. But a quick look into our history reveals people arriving from not only all over Britain, but from all over Europe, with a significant population from Hungary and Italy, and from the Middle East to go along with a healthy African-American influx.

      My own genetic testing confirmed that while I do indeed have Scottish and German ancestry, my forbearers also came from all over Europe, Western Africa, and Egypt.

      I and many other Appalachians are the very definition of a melting pot. Our culture and politics and music and art are every bit as diverse as our landscapes and our DNA.

      We’re also generally well-educated, intelligent, curious, welcoming of visitors who aren’t trying to exploit us, and excited about moving forward into the future, while maintaining a deep sense of pride about where we come from.

      Now bring all of that together with our tendency to enjoy storytelling, and it’s no wonder I often write stories set close to home. Inspiration is all around me every day, and my memories overflow with fascinating characters, settings, and odd goings on.

      And many of those yarns end up leaning toward mystery and crime fiction of all subgenres.

      My first story in Shadows Mountain Deep leans into the distrust of outsiders for certain, and the common scenario of someone moving away for work, or growing up elsewhere like I did. The Definition of Crime brings the dislocation of a character returning from the big city—with an insider/outsider perspective—square into the middle of an especially protective group in an already tight-knit  mountain town.

      The beautiful and challenging geography of our mountains takes center stage in A Race Against Tea Time. So many aspects of modern technology that people take for granted in cities or more forgiving terrain are less reliable along our curvy roads and deep valleys. This story brings our community spirit and fierce determination to look out for each other into play as well.

      The charming town of Bountyfield is a great example of one of my favorite parts of writing. I’ve created my own network of fictional towns all across the region over the years, and I had a great time playing with that shared geography in A Race Against Tea Time. You’ll encounter towns from several of my series in one suspenseful tale. To learn more and visit the other thriving towns inside my head, including Bountyfield’s Voices Through Time series, check out www.KariKilgore.com/TalesFromAppalachia.

      My final entry in this collection fits into another series, and it switches gears to cozy mystery and the winter holidays. Adventures in Winter Driving visits Maple Ridge (which you’ll recognize from A Race Against Tea Time), an important setting in my apocalyptic series Storms of Future Past. This prequel story introduces two characters in their youth and shows Maple Ridge in happier times.

      That’s not to say all is calm and normal by any means. Not when visiting the secluded home of the town’s most eccentric and secretive resident.

      One of the best parts about putting collections like this together with Jason is seeing how our writing worlds overlap, much like our family backgrounds do. You’ll catch a glimpse of one of his series settings, which I’m more than happy to borrow from time to time for my own fiction. But I’ll let him tell you more about that.

      I hope we write a few proper crossover stories sometime in the future, and bring our imaginary worlds together, much like we’ve done in real life.

      I hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them. Check out all kinds of mysterious tales at www.KariKilgore.com/Mystery.

      You can also visit www.KariKilgore.com to learn more about me and find other short stories, along with novellas, novels, and more collections.

      If you want to keep up with what I’m doing next, get free stories and access to exclusive ebooks and print versions not available anywhere else, find out about Kickstarters and other fun projects, and see adorable pet photos, head over to  www.ConfidentialAdventureClub.com. Hope to see you there!

      And last but certainly not least, thank you for your support of me and my writing. It means the world to me and keeps me coming back to tell the next tale.
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      Jason:

      “Y’all ain’t from around here, are ya?”

      A simple question that can mean friendly curiosity or angry suspicion, depending on a whole slew of circumstances.

      The Appalachian Mountains in general—and the deep hollers and long, tall ridges in particular—are a fascinating blend of misty forests, fiercely independent folks who can be as welcoming as they can ferocious, and a tangled pile of superstitions, folklore, and tall tales both ancient and new.

      My ancestors landed in the pointy end of Virginia for the same reason a lot of other settlers did. Land was cheap, game was plentiful, and the tax man was absent. Freedom to be who they were without any fuss and bother, in other words.

      And that freedom, as it so often does, sometimes means the freedom to do less than noble things upon our fellow humans. If you don’t believe me, get on your favorite music-acquisition source and look up “murder ballads.”

      What’s interesting to me is that the Appalachians don’t hold any more criminals than any other group of people. It’s that storytelling part of our nature that takes over.

      A family squabble that led to a dozen dead (bad enough) expanded into a famous legend of all-out mountain warfare. Stories abound of Civil War gold buried long ago and forgotten. Bootleggers still outfoxin’ the lawman (though the products have changed). Families with dark secrets protected by even darker means.

      This collection of stories by Kari Kilgore and me explores some of those story seeds. I’ll let Kari tell you about hers, and I’ll tell you about mine. That’s another thing, we don’t want someone else tellin’ our bidness. Even, and often especially, when it comes to members of our own families.

      In Discovering the Obvious, Sheriff Larry Crabtree, one of my favorite characters to write, manages to unearth something no one is trying all that hard to hide.

      The Number One Killer is another story about death, and about that good, patient mentorship we all need when we’re starting out.

      Finally, Reunion and Redemption is about coming home, finding your past, and reconciling it with your present. It’s also about the hope of a better future, and that’s a fine hope indeed.

      I truly hope you have as much fun reading these stories as I did writing them. Because let’s face it. Dead bodies or not, crime stories are fun. They may be dark and twisted, or the solver of the crime may be a sweet granny with a nose for gossip. But they’re all fun, both to read and to write.

      If you like what you read and want more of my Appalachian stories, Sheriff Larry mysteries, or any of the other nuts that occasionally drop from the Brain Squirrels in my mental garden, be sure to head over to www.JasonAdamsBooks.com and sign up for my newsletter, or just to leave a note to let me know what’s on your mind.
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        For everyone who knows the secrets

        and knows how and when to share them
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      When it came to laundromats, Helen Hartsock had definitely seen worse in her years as a private investigator.

      Much, much worse.

      The Laurel Gap Lost Sock Laundry had been recently remodeled, and quite nicely. All the smaller washers and dryers were gleaming white, all the industrial-sized monsters bright polished steel. No dents or rust spots in sight.

      The row of chairs up against the spotless plate glass window up front was made up of the same shiny plastic curved variety Helen remembered from the 70s and 80s. Even had the two strange little holes low on the back that never quite made sense. But rather than puke green or depressing hospital tan, these chairs were cheery pink and bright yellow.

      Same with the long waist-high tables that ran down the middle of the space. Alternating pink or yellow, they were finished around the edges with honest-to-goodness chrome. Like a Formica factory had closed down and sold all the remainders to a laundromat factory.

      The neatly swept floor looked like it had the same rock-hard speckly white tile from thirty years ago, but no signs of cracks or grime around the grout.

      Of course the cleanest, most cared-for space dedicated to laundry in the world was going to have that smell. Harsh detergent, overlaid with too many varieties of cloying floral fabric softener, liberally seasoned with hot dryer lint. Not Helen’s favorite, but miles better than some of the mildew and stagnant water reeking places she’d been forced to spend time in on one assignment or another.

      Not too crowded early on a Wednesday evening, either. Helen had the place almost to herself, with only two of the washers and one dryer occupied at the moment. The middle-aged man tending to all those clothes sat in another cluster of plastic chairs toward the back, hunched over a laptop and lost to the world. Late March in the mountains seemed a bit chilly out for his faded Atlanta Braves t-shirt and even more faded denim shorts.

      She thought he might be muttering to himself, but the low roar of the dryer and irregular ticking of something in the washers drowned him out.

      Helen had spent too many years watching people, predicting them, understanding them, to not recognize laundry day attitude and attire when she saw it.

      Other than him, she had her pick of machines, tables, and the huge rolling baskets with metal clothes bars across the top. The baskets were as clean and new as everything else. And yes, that same optimistic yellow and pink.

      She dumped her usual road-trip wardrobe into a washer closer to the front. Three pairs of jeans, two of non-descript brown khakis, muted button-up shirts and t-shirts. A whole lot like what she had on. Couple of nightshirts, bundles of socks and underthings, and even those were...not colorful.

      Boring, yes. Easy to wash when travel made that a necessity, you bet. Sturdy enough to stand up to shredding washers and overly hot dryers nowhere near as nice as The Lost Sock Laundry, of course.

      Ordinary enough to blend in with the locals? Absolutely.

      Since she’d been coming in at this exact time—between shift changes at the coal mine and after the after-school and dinnertime rush—no one noticed this was her third time washing everything this week. Partly because she got here right before the usual crowd of regulars wandered in.

      Helen was betting on one of those regulars keeping to her schedule like she had for the past week. Seemed plenty likely, since Laurel Gap hardly provided a dizzying array of nighttime entertainment options.

      Memories of Helen’s own childhood and very young adulthood in another Appalachian mountain town not all that far away mainly consisted of riding around in cars, drinking, and getting high. Not what anyone would expect of a grown woman several years older than Helen was at forty-eight.

      After several days of careful observation, Helen had a good idea of what to expect from one Martha Phelps. Any sort of partying was nowhere on the list.

      Right on time, the jingly bunch of brass bells hanging over the front door rang out, and three perfectly normal-looking women walked in. Happy faces with just enough makeup to pass for fresh rather than fake. Carefully highlighted hair cut short or in a bouncy ponytail, jeans and tops as cheery as the chairs they’d soon gather in to chat.

      Each carried big baskets stuffed full, with towels tucked in over the top. Even after watching them all week, Helen had no earthly idea how they could have so much laundry, day after day. She paid more than enough attention to know they weren’t washing the same things like she was.

      How could anyone own that many things, much less constantly need to wash them?

      Kids at home, she supposed.

      Neither she nor Rachel had wanted any, and sixteen years in, neither one regretted it. For one thing, Rachel often came along on these jobs if there was something fun for her to do.

      Helen didn’t blame her one bit for staying back in Atlanta for this one.

      She smiled at the three women as she fed quarters into the throat of her washer, getting comfortable smiles in return. Being familiar always paid dividends on these small-town cases. As did pulling her dark brown hair (with the gray carefully removed) into a bouncy ponytail of her own.

      Another two women came in, one with a basket, the other pushing what looked like a miniature shopping cart loaded up with clothes. Equally normal and friendly.

      Still no Martha.

      Helen forced herself to stay calm and as optimistic as the décor in the Lost Sock Laundry.

      Even if her target on this job didn’t show up tonight, there was always tomorrow. And the next day.

      Please don’t let this didn’t stretch out to the weekend.

      She started her clothes churning away and turned, meaning to arrange herself, her oversized chunky leather purse, and her required paperback of a recent bestseller close to where the women would gather.

      Not too close, mind you, but enough that she could naturally join the conversation.

      Before she took two steps, another woman opened the door and paused, a battered Army-green duffel bag slung over her shoulder. Brown sweatpants and a matching sweatshirt draped over a comfortable, matronly frame. Not a drop of makeup disguised her young-for-almost-seventy-face. Steel gray hair hung in waves past her shoulders, and eyes the same glinting gray took everything in before she walked through the door.

      Those assessing eyes rested on Helen for a beat longer than on the guy way in the back, then her whole face lit at the sight of her friends. The warmth of her big smile and called-out greeting made it hard to believe she seemed so...suspicious only a second before.

      Martha Phelps, on the scene at last.

      Helen took a deep breath, blew out her tension, and put her own suspicion firmly into the background. The game was finally on.

      And she was more than ready to play.

      By the time she made it to the front row of perky chairs, Helen had all the facts of the case fresh in her mind, yet held in the background. She memorized everything long before getting into a situation like this for damn good reason.

      She settled in with her book, pleased to return hellos from two of the women.

      Martha didn’t say a word, but she jerked her chin toward Helen. Helen nodded back, then pretended to get into her book.

      Under different circumstances, in another lifetime, she probably would have been friends with these women. But following the trail on a missing-person case the police had barely glanced at wasn’t the time for friendship.

      Anyway, Martha, with her quiet nature and mysterious past, was the next step on this trail.

      Helen was determined to follow it to wherever Rodney Blevins had ended his days, no matter how it twisted or turned. Almost as determined as his family was to have their answers, even if no one else seemed to care.

      She pretended to read and watched Martha load everything into one washer while everyone else was still busy sorting into two, sometimes three machines. All typical behavior for this crew.

      But instead of standing around and chatting with her friends, Martha stared right at Helen.

      Not good.

      Then she walked over and sat beside her, which was worse.

      “Figured I should introduce myself,” Martha said, her voice quiet but a bit rough, as if she’d shouted a lot in her life. “Since we seem to have noticed each other for several days in a row now.”

      Helen smiled again, determined to salvage the situation. She adjusted the pattern and sound of her words to the local soft drawl.

      “I’m sorry if I was staring. I’ve just had a lot on my mind. I think I scared someone in the produce department at the grocery store today doing exactly the same thing.”

      Martha nodded, pursing her lips. Up close her gray eyes had lovely highlights of green and gold.

      “Hope you’ll excuse me for saying so, but I don’t buy you not paying attention to a damn thing. Not for one second, much less days in a row.” She held out her hand. “Martha Phelps. Lived here most of my life. I work out at the warehouse at the railyard over in Banner.”

      Martha’s hand was cool and rough, a lot like her voice, with a firm, confident grip.

      “I’m glad to meet you, Martha. Gina Turnberry. I’m staying with my Aunt Shannon over in Steinman and her washer went out. I sure am sorry about staring like that.”

      Martha shook her head, but she still sat loose and relaxed, like she didn’t have a care in the world. Helen on the other hand was doing her best not to tense up.

      No one had recognized her or what she was doing for more years than she cared to admit.

      In far more serious circumstances than chasing down a missing person exceedingly few people were likely to miss.

      “Well, I have to say I appreciate you not whipping out too many details on that cover story, Gina. That or your fake ID, which I’m sure looks very official and all.” Martha paused to give the slightest shake of her head toward one of the women walking toward them. The woman detoured toward another group of chairs instead.

      “Not your fault, really,” she said. You’ve been doing a fine job of fitting in. Better than most, even though I can hear you’ve lived away for a while in your accent. It’s just that I’ve been watching out for folks like you since before you were born.”

      “I don’t think I understand what⁠—”

      “Skip it.” Martha frowned and shook her head slowly. “I’ve heard it all and then some. Police, sheriffs, feds, PIs. Doesn’t matter. I think it would be a gesture of good faith if you show me your identification, though. That way I won’t report you to the wrong bunch and waste both our time.”

      Helen closed her eyes for a second, debating her limited choices. She could continue to play ignorant and get out of here. Now. It wasn’t like any of her clothes would be expensive to replace. But she had no doubt Martha would report her the second the jaunty bells above the door finished ringing. She’d get to the private investigator authorities soon enough.

      Reciprocal licensing between Georgia and Virginia wouldn’t stop word of Helen’s little cut-and-run act from damaging her otherwise sterling reputation with her agency and state agencies alike.

      She could flash that extremely good fake ID and hope for the best. Martha’s cool gaze discouraged her on that course.

      Instead, she pulled out her wallet, extracted her Georgia Bureau card, and handed it over. Revealing her stern face, real name, the firm she worked with, permit to carry, the works.

      “You packing?” Martha said, glancing at the card before she returned it.

      “Not today. Not on this job at all so far. The relevant authorities in Virginia know I’m operating here, and that I have a weapon available.”

      “I’m sure they do. I have my ideas, but you want to tell me what this is about now? I understand trying to get to the bottom of things, especially where a crime is concerned. Even if we may not agree on the definition of crime. If I can help you, I will.”

      Helen shrugged and shook her head at the same time. The private part of this investigation was blown. If she could still get what she needed, she’d happily put the family’s worries to rest, collect her payment, and move on to better things.

      “Okay then, Martha. Heard of Broken Ridge Mining?”

      “Sure. Broken Ridge has been digging the mountains out under Laurel Gap and the whole county for over a hundred years now. Switched to taking the mountains down instead about ten years back. Half the town works for them. The other half understands where most of the money comes from.”

      Helen slipped her ID back into her wallet and tapped it on her thigh.

      “Then maybe you heard about an incident back in October. A car accident.”

      “Heard plenty about it,” Martha said, her eyes narrowing. “Late at night, patchy fog, roads slick, maybe icy in spots. Sweet little family coming home from a movie. Maybe not paying quite as much attention as they should be. Still, would have been hard to pay enough attention to avoid a three-ton boulder in the middle of a blind curve.”

      Helen clenched her jaws against the cold knots in her belly that felt as big as that rock.

      She wasn’t here to investigate what happened to that sweet little family. The police had handled that part quite well and in great detail.

      Details she wished she’d never examined for herself.

      “That’s how it happened,” she said. “Since you know that much, I’m going to guess you know how that night goes with Broken Ridge Mining.”

      Martha crossed her arms and sat back.

      “I do. That road the family was driving down goes right alongside one of Broken Ridge’s mining sites. One of their mountaintop removal sites, to be exact, so you might say it sort of goes under their operations. That night they were working on a road up top. An unpermitted road, as it turns out, not to mention after the hours they were supposed to be working. A couple of their heavy machinery folks weren’t exactly experienced in road building, either.”

      “Thus the rock in the middle of the road.”

      “You got it, more or less. What I found interesting is how that rock sat there in the road for a solid hour, unreported. Just waiting for that car to meet up with it, end four lives, and tear up a great many more. No one up on that job site even seemed to know a thing was wrong until a man reporting to work got stopped by the backed-up traffic.”

      She raised one eyebrow and tilted her head.

      “Hardly any traffic jams around here, you see. And when there are, it’s a good bet the rescue squad is involved. They sure were busy that night. But I get the feeling you’re not here to ask about that, are you?”

      Helen forced her face to stay neutral, but she was scrambling to get a handle on where Martha was heading with all this. She had to know Broken Ridge Mining had been ordered to cease operations that night, and that substantial fines and ongoing investigations were in the works.

      Was Martha as reasonably angry as everyone else in Laurel Gap was about what happened? Or did she actually know more than Helen’s own investigation had already uncovered?
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