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      Just as Wildcat Springs, Indiana, is a figment of my imagination, so are many of the other towns and locations I created in this story.
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          JULY 1988

        

      

    

    
      I should’ve known my first official date with Hemi Miller would be anything but normal. My summer at home in Wildcat Springs, Indiana, continued to offer twists and turns, and our picnic in Sycamore Park on a sunny Wednesday evening proved to be no exception.

      The public pool had closed, and screaming kids had gone home, leaving the park peaceful as a gentle breeze rustled the leaves of the towering sycamore tree. A hyper yellow Labrador retriever dragged a frazzled middle-aged woman toward the trail while two teenage boys tossed a frisbee. A jogger wearing a Walkman breezed past us.

      Hemi plopped a basket on a picnic table under a small pavilion. “Well, Bobbi Sue, I’m not much of a cook, so this isn’t fancy.” His intelligent brown eyes sparkled. “But I made chocolate chip cookies—from scratch. It’s my mother’s recipe.” He took a container of sandwiches from the basket.

      I pushed my sunglasses onto my head and hoped her baking was better than her prickly personality. “I love cookies.” We didn’t need to get into my issues with his mother Amanda—or his own problems with her, for that matter.

      “Cool.”

      I smothered a sigh. In the time it’d taken us to walk across the street from Hemi’s house to the park, we’d covered the weather, my sister Rochelle’s pregnancy, and now we were discussing dessert. I could just imagine the headline: “Cookies Provide Conversational Lifeline for Adults Battling Junior-High Awkwardness.”

      Maybe I’d misinterpreted his invitation. Maybe this wasn’t a date, and we were hanging out as friends. Was I making him uncomfortable because he sensed I thought it was a date, but that wasn’t his intention? Were my sundress and painted fingernails overkill? Should I have chosen denim shorts and a T-shirt? But he’d acted nervous yesterday when he’d stopped by while I was working my shift waiting tables at Chuckie’s Chicken. He’d rambled a few minutes before finally asking me to join him on a picnic.

      My friend Misty Ambrose hadn’t doubted the picnic was a date. “What else would it be?” she’d asked earlier today when she’d come to help me decide what to wear.

      “He’s bored and still getting over his fiancée?”

      Misty popped a hand on her hip. “The one he dumped for you?”

      “That’s not quite what happened.” Hemi and Leslie hadn’t been right for each other, but she was pretty. Did he regret letting her go?

      I was slender and fairly attractive with brown, shoulder-length hair and blue eyes. But what if I wasn’t enough for a guy who shared a strong resemblance to Matt Dillon?

      “Keep telling yourself that,” Misty had said as she’d scrutinized my closet.

      Shaking off my insecurities, I reached into the picnic basket and removed a plastic baggie of carrots. Across the park, one of the frisbee boys leaped to catch the disc but missed and plunked onto his backside.

      “Bobbi Sue?”

      “Yeah?” I pulled my attention back to Hemi, who was looking cute in a blue button-down shirt and khaki shorts.

      “I asked if you’d heard from your parents since the letter?”

      “Sorry. No, I haven’t.” I sat at the paint-chipped table as relief flooded over me because we finally had something natural to discuss. “But I have news.”

      He took a Coke from the basket, popped off the cap, and handed over the bottle. “Sounds ominous.” He sat across from me, concern flooding his brown eyes.

      “It might be.” I sipped the Coke. “The other day, FBI Special Agent Cole Erickson stopped in the restaurant while I was working. He had questions for my dad and wondered if I knew where he and Mom were.”

      “What’d you tell him?”

      “As little as possible, but I learned we’ve most likely been wrong about why my parents disappeared last month.”

      Hemi furrowed his brow. “How so?”

      “All this time, Grandma, my sister, and I thought they fled because Dad was afraid of the publicity surrounding the Ross Garland murder case.”

      “You thought it might tip off the drug lord who’d vowed revenge after your dad was exonerated and released from prison.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “But Victor Delacruz died in May, and his family couldn’t care less about my dad. The craziest part is that Special Agent Erickson already told my dad that Delacruz was dead.”

      Hemi furrowed his brow. “Why didn’t your dad tell you and your sister?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Did Special Agent Erickson say anything else?”

      “He wanted to know if I’d heard from my parents.”

      “Did you tell him about their letter?” Hemi asked.

      My mom had written us a letter to assure us they were safe, and someone had left it in my grandma’s mail slot.

      “No.”

      He shifted. “Then what’d you say?”

      “I said I hadn’t heard from them—because I haven’t heard their voices.”

      “You lied to a federal agent?” He looked around, but unless the squirrels scampering up the trees were government spies, we were safe from eavesdroppers.

      “I didn’t lie,” I said. “I haven’t heard from them.”

      “I doubt your reasoning would hold up in court.” He opened the container, put a ham and cheese sandwich onto a paper plate, and handed it to me.

      “I didn’t feel like being transparent with a total stranger, even if he has a badge and a gun.” I also didn’t have blind trust in law enforcement—not after what’d happened to my dad.

      “I don’t understand why Special Agent Erickson needs to see your dad.”

      “He wants to talk to him about Morris Fulton, who did time with my dad. When I asked why, Special Agent Erickson wouldn’t tell me. He dodged my question about Dad being in danger. He just tossed me a business card and told me to reach out if I heard from them.”

      Hemi took a sandwich for himself. “So your new theory is that your parents fled because of something to do with Morris Fulton.”

      “Who was recently released from prison.”

      “What do you know about Fulton?” Hemi studied me.

      “Not much, so I called Juanita St. James and left a message about the FBI agent’s visit. I’d like to see what she knows about Fulton.”

      Juanita was my mom’s college roommate and the investigative reporter who’d helped find the truth that’d cleared my father’s name years earlier when he’d been convicted for a murder he hadn’t committed. She was my inspiration and why I was studying journalism at the University of Northern Indiana. Her motto, “the truth always matters,” drove me to dig for answers and had helped me solve a few murder cases this summer.

      “What’s your grandma think?” Hemi opened a potato chip bag.

      “I haven’t told her.”

      “When she finds out you kept this from her, it won’t be pretty.”

      “I was hoping to find answers from Juanita first.”

      “Since the FBI agent talked to you at work, your grandma’s probably heard.” He held out the chips.

      I grabbed a handful and dropped them onto my plate. “It’s only been a couple of days, and the restaurant was practically empty.” I bit into my sandwich, but doubt tightened my stomach. Gossip spread quickly in our small town.

      “When we’re done eating, we should walk to your grandma’s house, so you can come clean.”

      I nearly choked. No guy in his right mind would suggest a detour to Grandma’s house if this were a date. If Hemi didn’t already know Grandma, I’d hide him until we were an official couple, lest she scare him away with questions about the number of children he wanted to sire.

      She’d done it before.

      I swallowed. “I’ll call her tomorrow.”

      Hemi took a carrot stick from the bag. “If you say so.”

      “It’s time I tried one of those cookies.” Back to the trusty dessert topic.

      He handed me the container, and as I took one, my gaze landed on a woman striding toward us with a messenger bag slung across her chest. She wore sunglasses and had dark blond hair cut in feathery layers, and her black pantsuit accentuated her tall and commanding frame. Dropping my cookie onto a napkin, I squinted. Surely it couldn’t be.

      Hemi followed my gaze. “You know her?”

      I stood as she came closer. “That’s Juanita St. James.”
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      “You’re a tough girl to find.” Juanita ripped off her sunglasses and hooked them in her camisole as she approached Hemi and me. “I drove out to your house in those creepy woods. Don’t know why your folks built that beautiful stone house in the boonies where no one can see it. When you weren’t home, I went to Chuckie’s Chicken. By the way, why are you selling yourself short working there, honey? I could’ve gotten you an internship at a paper somewhere. Anywhere. I have so many connections. Did you even think to ask for my help?” She put her hands on her hips.

      My face grew warm. “I should’ve.”

      “Anyway, your tubby boss told me you might be at Tate’s Place since you hang out there. So, I schlepped over. The bartender was mum, but the redhead flirting with him said she’s a friend of yours and spilled the beans that you were on a date with Hemingway Miller in Sycamore Park. I assume that’s you.” She pointed at Hemi but didn’t wait for a response and thrust out her hand. “Juanita St. James.”

      He stood and grasped her hand. “Hemi Miller.”

      “Nice to meet you,” she said. “Not surprised to hear you don’t go by Hemingway. That’s a mouthful for a first name. Classy though. I’m a fan of Ernest’s writing.”

      “So were my parents.” Hemi appeared shellshocked, and I couldn’t blame him. “But I’ve always been grateful they picked Hemingway instead of Ernest.”

      “As you should be.” She turned to me. “I’m sorry to interrupt your date, but we need to chat.”

      I wished she’d stop referencing our date. But I said, “I appreciate you coming.”

      She opened her arms. “Give me a hug. It’s been ages.”

      I walked around the table, and as she embraced me, she said to Hemi, “She’s like the daughter I never had.” She let go and stepped back. “How long have you two been dating?”

      “Uh—not long.” Hemi glanced at me.

      Either he didn’t mind this ambush as much as I feared, or he was just being polite.

      “Well, then, Bobbi Sue. I’ll leave it up to you if you want to include this young man in our discussion. My gut says he’s a good one, and I’m rarely wrong, but it’s your call.”

      I may not have been sure about this outing’s status, but I was certain about trusting Hemi. “You can talk in front of him. He’s got my back.”

      He met my gaze, and from the gleam in his eyes, I could tell my response pleased him.

      “All right.” She pointed at the table, and we sat.

      “Would you like anything to eat?” Hemi asked. “I brought plenty.” He held out the sandwich container.

      “Don’t mind if I do. I’m starving because I forgot to eat lunch.” She grabbed a sandwich and took a bite. After she swallowed, she said, “I was working on a huge story, so I’m sorry I haven’t had time to dig into why your parents disappeared. How have you been coping with that plot twist?”

      “I’m hanging in there. A few weeks ago, Grandma found a letter in her mailbox from Mom and Dad assuring us they’re safe, but they didn’t tell us where they are.”

      “Where was the letter postmarked?” She took another bite.

      “It wasn’t,” I said. “Someone hand delivered it, and we thought maybe it was you.”

      “I haven’t been to Indiana in ages.” Juanita grabbed a handful of chips.

      “Do you know who they would’ve trusted to deliver the letter if they didn’t do it themselves?” Hemi asked.

      She popped a chip into her mouth and appeared to consider the options. “No. But that doesn’t mean anything. I haven’t kept in touch with Guy and Nicki like I should’ve.”

      “What brings you to Wildcat Springs?” Hemi asked. “Is Bobbi Sue in danger?”

      Juanita studied him with her intense gaze. “How would you feel if I answered yes?”

      “Well . . . I . . .” He shifted. “I’d do everything I could to protect her.”

      “Hemi knows Krav Maga,” I said.

      His cheeks turned pink. Why’d I felt the need to blurt that out?

      “What’s that?” Juanita asked.

      “A fighting system developed by the Israeli Defense Forces,” Hemi said. “I can use it for self-defense—if necessary.”

      “Good for you.” She glanced back and forth between us as if she couldn’t quite figure us out.

      We needed a topic change—fast. “Are you here because of what you found on Morris Fulton?”

      “Yes, but before I get into that, there’s something else you need to know.” Juanita set her sandwich on the plate and brushed crumbs from her hands. “I don’t think your parents ever wanted you and Rochelle to find out, but we’re at the point where we don’t have a choice.”

      I braced myself. “Okay . . .”

      “Prison changed your dad, even though he wasn’t guilty,” she said. “He doesn’t trust the system, and who can blame him? He told me that he wondered if a wrongful conviction happened to him, how many other people had the system failed? So, he vowed to fight for people the way I fought for him.”

      “Is Morris Fulton one of them?” I asked.

      “Yes. After serving time with Fulton and hearing his story, Guy thought the evidence in Fulton’s case was weak, and the more your dad got to know him, the more certain he became that Fulton wouldn’t have killed his girlfriend.”

      “So after Dad was freed, he took it upon himself to investigate?”

      “You got it,” she said. “Years ago, after your family moved to Wildcat Springs, your dad asked me to send everything I could find on Morris Fulton’s case, and I did.”

      “Mom approved of the investigation?”

      “She understood—even though she wasn’t thrilled. Your dad may have investigated other cases, but he’s never asked me for information on anyone but Fulton. It took years for your dad to find the truth about what really happened in Fulton’s case.”

      All this time, Dad had been playing detective. He certainly had a lot of secrets that I’d learned about this summer. “You didn’t think to clue me in that Dad’s little side project could be the reason he and Mom disappeared?”

      “Like I said, it’d been years since I’d helped. Until you called and told me that FBI agent asked about Fulton, I didn’t make the connection.”

      Hemi glanced at her with a hint of suspicion in his eyes. “What can you tell us about Fulton?”

      “He’s thirty-eight and from Wabash Ridge, Illinois. He was convicted of killing his ex-girlfriend Sandra McDonald,” Juanita said. “A busybody neighbor testified to hearing Fulton and McDonald argue, and police found a knife with McDonald’s blood type in the dumpster at Fulton’s complex. Fulton swore he wasn’t at his girlfriend’s apartment that night, but he didn’t have an alibi.”

      “There weren’t any other suspects?” I asked.

      “Not at the time.” Juanita shook her head. “Long story short, your dad discovered McDonald’s other neighbor moved to Missouri the day after the murder and before someone found McDonald’s body, so no one interviewed her. Until your dad found her, she didn’t know about Fulton’s conviction. She heard Sandra McDonald arguing with her sister that night. Then, your dad figured out the busybody neighbor had been diagnosed with dementia shortly after testifying. Eventually, McDonald’s sister confessed to stabbing her and putting the knife in the dumpster to frame Fulton.” She opened her messenger bag, withdrew a manila folder, and dropped it onto the table. “The article on top talks about why Fulton was released in March of this year—and gives a case overview.”

      I set the newspaper article on the table for Hemi to read. I skimmed it, but Juanita had summarized Fulton’s case well. “This doesn’t help us figure out why Fulton was looking for my dad or why Special Agent Erickson cares.”

      “Exactly.” Juanita nodded. “Fulton moved home to Wabash Ridge after being released, so I stopped there on my way here this morning. He’s been working at a grocery store. The manager told me Fulton quit a couple of days ago, and he had no clue why. Said Fulton had been living with his sister, Lucia, so I tracked her down. She confirmed her brother quit his job and packed for a road trip to see a buddy in Pennsylvania. He left yesterday afternoon. Care to guess where he planned to stop on the way?”

      “In Wildcat Springs to see my dad?”

      “You got it.”
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      “Does Fulton have business with Dad? Or is he hoping to thank Dad in person?” I asked Juanita as I glanced around the park to make sure no one was within earshot. Thankfully, nobody seemed to notice us.

      “Fulton’s sister Lucia said he’d promised to help your dad with other cases if his conviction was overturned and had been communicating with Guy about that possibility. She figured that’s why her brother was on the FBI’s radar, but none of us know for sure.” Juanita put the last bite of her ham sandwich into her mouth.

      “Is there anything else you learned from Fulton’s sister?” Hemi asked.

      Juanita swallowed. “Guy promised to send a file about a potential case, and when he didn’t, Fulton got worried—especially when he didn’t hear anything else.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I wonder if it was a dangerous case, and Fulton wanted to check on Dad.”

      “I’d say they all have the potential to be dangerous.” Juanita said. “And the new case could be what prompted your parents to leave.”

      Hemi looked at me. “Have any strangers called the house looking for your dad?”

      “No. Fulton might’ve contacted Dad’s construction company office instead. I’ll check with his business manager.” I’d been stacking my parents’ mail in Dad’s office, and if there’d been a letter from Fulton, I hadn’t noticed. “Did Lucia say when the communication stopped?”

      “A few weeks ago,” Juanita said.

      “Right around the time Mom and Dad left.” My mind whirled as I tried to make sense of the new information. “I wonder if Fulton came to the house while I was at work yesterday or today.” I studied his picture with the article. He was thin, with sad eyes and a prominent nose. “I haven’t seen him out and about.”

      Hemi looked over my shoulder. “I haven’t either.”

      “He might still be in the area, so we should try to find him,” Juanita said.

      “I agree.” I turned to Hemi. “What do you think?”

      “I’m in,” he said.

      I glanced at Juanita before turning my attention back to Hemi. “I’m sorry this evening isn’t turning out like we’d planned.”

      “No problem.” He clasped my hand. “Getting answers about your parents is more important than a picnic. We can always try again.”

      My heart fluttered at the warmth in his voice—and gaze.

      “All right. Here’s the game plan.” Juanita clapped her hands and shattered our trance. “I’ll check the cheap motels in Richardville since Fulton probably has a tight budget. You two ask around Wildcat Springs to see if he’s appeared at any local joints. If we find him, we’ll ask what he knows about the feds, what Guy was working on, and why Guy and Nicki might’ve left. We’ll meet back at your parents’ house when we’re done.”

      “You’re staying with me, right?” I asked. “Mom always keeps the guest room ready.” I wasn’t going to make any promises about serving a great breakfast, but Juanita would have a comfortable bed.

      “That sounds great. Thanks. I’d rather not drive back to Chicago tonight.” She glanced at her watch. “Let’s roll.” She untangled her long legs from underneath the picnic bench and strode toward the parking lot.

      Shaking my head, I dropped the carrot bag into Hemi’s picnic basket. “I’m having trouble processing what just happened. Mom always called her Hurricane Juanita, and now I completely understand.”

      “Perfect nickname.” He watched her zoom out of the parking lot as he placed the sandwich container in the basket. “Want to try Tate’s Place first?”

      “Yeah.” I was thankful Hemi was such a good sport. “Let’s just hope someone’s seen Fulton.”
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      “Nope.” Kurt Conway, the bartender and manager at Tate’s Place, looked at Morris Fulton’s picture as “Higher Love” played on the juke box. “That guy hasn’t been in here.” He studied me with his icy blue eyes. “What’s going on, Bobbi Snoop? Why’re you looking for a criminal?”

      Hemi furrowed his brow. “His conviction was overturned, so he’s not a criminal. He came to see Bobbi Sue’s dad, and we want to know why.” He glanced at me as if waiting to see if I’d add anything, but I didn’t feel the need.

      “Hmph.” Kurt looked back and forth between us. “You asked Misty if this guy’s staying at the inn?”

      “I will,” I said. “But a room at the inn might be out of Fulton’s budget, so we didn’t start there. Is she working tonight?” Misty’s mom owned and operated Creekside Inn, which wasn’t far from my house in Wildcat Woods. Misty helped there when she wasn’t working as a nanny.

      “Yep. She left here about an hour ago.” There was no mistaking the disappointment in Kurt’s expression.

      He really just needed to ask Misty out on a date. “Thanks for your⁠—”

      “I mighta seen him,” a man said.

      We directed our attention to a pudgy, middle-aged guy in a gray suit sitting a few stools away from where we stood. I’d seen him here before, and he’d been a customer at Chuckie’s Chicken. He put his half empty beer mug on the counter and wiggled his fingers. “Lemme see that picture you got.”

      I walked over to the man, held out the clipping, and pointed to the picture. “Is this the man?”

      He studied it. “Yes siree Bob. Earlier today, I was in line paying for gas over at the service station on the east end of town, and this man was ahead of me asking the clerk for directions to Guy Baxter’s office. Seemed important.” The man surveyed me with admiration in his beady-eyed gaze. “You’re Guy’s daughter, right?”

      Hemi moved closer and rested a hand on my shoulder.

      I tried to appear pleasant instead of creeped out by this man’s knowledge of me. “Yes, I’m Bobbi Sue.”

      He waved a hand. “Oh, I know. Your dad did a renovation for me a few years back, and I’ve seen ya in here and at the chicken place. You’re the girl who saw the alien in the woods. Am I right?”

      I was never, ever going to live that down. “That’s not quite what⁠—”

      “I don’t believe I caught your name, sir.” Hemi reached around me and extended his hand.

      “My apologies.” He stuck out a chubby paw and shook Hemi’s hand with gusto. “Stan Stanton.”

      Oh wow. What’d his parents been thinking? “What gave you the impression that it was important for Fulton to find my dad’s office?”

      “He was stressed and upset,” Stan said.

      “Upset with Mr. Baxter?” Hemi rested his hand on the small of my back.

      “I couldn’t tell, but he looked desperate to find him. Seems he might’ve mentioned that he had something important for Guy. The kid working the register had no idea where the office was, so I stepped in and saved the day.”

      Funny how he wanted to portray himself as a hero. “What time was that?” I asked.

      He glanced at his Rolex. “Around four-thirty. I remember thinking he’d better hurry because the office probably closes at five like other businesses.”

      “It does,” I said. “Do you remember anything else?”

      He shifted and took a swig of beer. “I hate to speculate and get somebody in trouble.”

      “A little conjecture never hurt.” I leaned against the bar. “No one’s necessarily in trouble.”

      “All right,” Stan said. “His pant leg was caught on his ankle sheath, and I could see a knife.”

      Goosebumps rose on my arms, and I was glad that I’d put on my jean jacket over my sundress. Had Dad misjudged Fulton? Just because he was innocent of killing his girlfriend didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous. “Thanks, Mr. Stanton. You’ve been helpful.” I turned back to Kurt. “Do you mind if we use your office phone?” I braced myself for an argument and an order to use the pay phone.

      Instead, with concern in his expression, Kurt glanced at Stan. “Go ahead—as long as it’s local.”

      “It is—and thanks.” I led Hemi to Kurt’s office and closed the door. “I need to call my dad’s business manager to see if she saw Fulton—and to make sure she’s all right.”

      “Fulton may’ve been armed to protect himself.” Hemi handed me the phonebook.

      “But we don’t know for sure.”

      “Just considering all the possibilities.”

      With trembling fingers, I thumbed through the pages until I found Eileen Donahue’s home number and dialed. As the phone rang, my heart rate increased.

      “Hello.” Eileen sounded weary.

      “Eileen, it’s Bobbi Sue.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re calling to tell me your dad’s coming home. I’m getting so tired of saying I don’t know what’s going on or when he’ll be back to take care of people’s problems.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m hoping they’ll be home before school starts next month.” My mom was an elementary teacher who loved her job, so I couldn’t imagine her staying away.

      But I never would’ve guessed they’d leave in the first place.

      “I figured, but you never know.” Eileen heaved a sigh. “What’s going on?”

      I twisted the phone cord around my wrist. “When you were at work today, did you get a visit from a guy named Morris Fulton?”

      Hemi stepped closer to listen, and I tipped the receiver so he could hear.

      “No, but I closed early because my youngest kid was puking, and I had to pick him up from the babysitter.”

      “What time did you leave?”

      “Around three-thirty or so.”

      “Did Bruce come to the office today?” Bruce Reynolds was my dad’s foreman.

      “He was working on-site with the crew at the Keller house, so unless he stopped by after I left, he wasn’t around either,” she said. “Is something wrong?”

      “Not necessarily. I heard Fulton was looking for my dad, and I’d like to know why.” Eileen didn’t need to know about Special Agent Erickson’s questions.

      “I have no clue.” A child’s wail sounded over the line, and she groaned. “Sorry. Gotta go deal with more vomit. Oh, the joys of motherhood.” She hung up.

      I faced Hemi who hovered close to me. “Let’s swing by my dad’s office.”

      He checked his watch. “If Fulton went there right after he talked to Stan, he’s long gone.”

      “I know,” I said. “But Stan thought Fulton had something for my dad, so maybe he left it when he realized no one was there.”

      “All right.” He grasped my hand and led me out of the bar to his Bronco parked outside. “I meant to tell you earlier that you look beautiful in that dress.” He opened the passenger door for me.

      My face warmed. “Thank you.”

      In the midst of this chaotic evening, I was now sure about one thing.

      Our picnic really had been a date.
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        * * *

      

      Dad’s construction company office and warehouse were located on Walnut Street near the edge of town. After he’d been released from prison, we’d moved to Wildcat Springs, my mom’s hometown, for a fresh start. He’d opened Baxter Construction, and we’d lived quietly for over ten years until this past June.

      Hemi drove around the warehouse where Dad stored materials and equipment, and when we didn’t see anything unusual, he parked next to the office building. “Do you have a key?”

      I held up my keys. “Dad left these behind, so I put them on
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