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A Deadly Discovery

Certain she’s seen more than enough death for one lifetime, literary agent Allie Cobb is ready to close the book on her amateur sleuthing, even when she learns that an unidentified body has been unearthed in a local state park. But when a worn and haunted-looking woman shows up on her doorstep with a grim story about her young daughter’s disappearance twenty years ago—and the police confirm that the recently discovered body is hers—Allie can’t bear to turn the poor woman away.

Determined to uncover the truth about the young woman’s murder, Allie begins delving into the circumstances of her life and those she knew so many years before. And when she meets powerful resistance from those she questions—many of whom are now trusted leaders in her small, tight-knit community—she’s sure she’s on the right track. But as she narrows down the list of suspects, Allie realizes too late that a cold-blooded killer is dead-set on keeping the secrets of the past buried, and it will take all her wit and cunning to avoid becoming the second young woman to meet an untimely end . . .
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A Deadly Discovery is dedicated to the parents

of children who have disappeared.

We hear their heartbeats.
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Chapter One
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I was born with a gift of observation and a conviction that the world is not as it seems. At least, that’s what my boyfriend Brent had once told me.

Who could blame him? In the short time we’d known each other, less than two years, I’d solved three murders in my hometown. Pretty stunning given that I’m not a member of law enforcement.

But that was then. I’d closed the book on my last investigation four months ago. And the emotional toll that case took on me had become a weight that almost crushed me into a million pieces. So, I gave up my crime fighting.

Now, I’m simply Allie Cobb, literary agent and mother to Ursula, the local celebrity cat who wanders around town on her trusty leash with me by her side. As I took a sip of iced coffee, I let out a long, cleansing breath. I’d reached a state of tranquility in both my personal and professional lives.

It was a good day to be alive.

“Penny for your thoughts.” Brent squirted ketchup on the half dozen French fries remaining on his plate. We were having lunch and enjoying the sidewalk seating at Big Al’s Diner, home to the best burgers on the planet, in my humble opinion.

“Trying to enjoy the serenity before things get crazy. My to-do list for the 9/11 Memorial event is getting longer by the day and it’s only a month away. I just hope . . .” I shrugged.

“The committee hasn’t bit off more than it can chew.” He nibbled on a fry. “I get it. I thought the Library Board was crazy when they told me to put on a genealogy class that even included a component where people could take a DNA test.”

I stole a fry off his plate. Brent had only been on the job for three months. People were still coming to terms with the sudden death of his predecessor, Vicky Napier. The directive from his bosses for a new program to put his stamp on the library had led to more than a few sleepless nights.

“I’d been hoping to ease into the job, you know. Making big changes was never my priority. But it worked out. If I could do that, your committee can pull off the memorial.”

“Aww, your confidence in me is inspiring.” I gave Brent my best smile as I stole another fry from his plate. The man had a knack for saying the perfect thing to keep me grounded while also lifting me up. It was a skill I envied.

“Just speaking the truth—” A black-and-white Rushing Creek police cruiser thundered down the road. Brent’s words were lost among the flashing lights and screaming siren.

We turned as the cruiser sped down the street. The recent string of murders notwithstanding, my hometown of Rushing Creek, Indiana, population 3,216, was as safe as any place in America. A high-speed response with lights and sirens usually meant there was a motor vehicle accident on state highway 46, at the southern edge of town. We had excellent public safety services. Whatever happened, I was confident the injured parties would be well taken care of.

“I hope it’s not too serious.” I turned back to Brent when the cruiser was out of sight. “Anyway, you were saying?”

He wiped his hands on a paper napkin. He’d polished off the last of the fries while I’d been watching the police car.

“There are good people on the committee. You’ll be fine. Besides, I’ve seen your Gantt charts and read your meeting agendas. You may not be the committee chair, but you’ve got things under control better than the Watchmaker in Clockwork Angels. No worries, mate.”

I rolled my eyes at his use of an Australian accent with his last comment. “That was awful. Don’t do that ever again.”

“As you wish.” He bowed his head. “And now I must return to my toils at the Victoria Napier Memorial Rushing Creek Library.”

“Must you insist on using the library’s full name all the time. Good Lord, it’s the longest title in the history of libraries.” I winked. The fact that the community had chosen to rename the library after my hero warmed me inside. It was fun to tease Brent about the lengthy name the Library Board had come up with, though.

“And I suppose you still think we should call it the Napier?” He got to his feet, his tall frame rising up like a submarine’s telescope, and kissed me on the forehead. The bristles of his goatee tickled my skin.

“Darn right. It sounds cool. Like MoMA or the Guggenheim.”

“I don’t know. Seems a little highbrow for this hardworking, blue-collar community. Anyway, I gotta run. I’ve got book club after work. Will I get to see you tomorrow?”

“You can always join Mom and me at church.”

Brent hugged me and headed for the library without responding to my invitation. While it wasn’t a surprise, it was still a bit of a disappointment. Brent had rebuffed my requests despite my assurances that attending Mass was more about spending quality time with my mother than anything else.

It was only an hour a week, after all. If he wouldn’t make that small sacrifice, I’d begun to wonder what other compromises, both big and small, he didn’t want to make in our relationship. To be fair, the same applied to me. As I’d gotten older, I’d come to realize I wasn’t the most flexible in the relationship department, either.

I pushed the melancholy thoughts aside and went into the diner to get a coffee to go. A cool breeze from the north had lowered both the oppressive heat and humidity common to Indiana in August. That meant I could enjoy the weather from my spot at the sidewalk table while I went through work email on my phone.

A little while later, I’d just sent a writing sample from a potential client to my assistant for review when Maybelle Schuman settled into the chair across from me.

“Have you heard the news? It’s quite shocking.”

I set down my phone as I took a deep breath. Maybelle was a good person at heart. I was convinced of it. After all, in my book, anyone who spent over thirty years teaching elementary school automatically should qualify as a national treasure. The problem was that, ever since she left the classroom, she’d made a second career as Rushing Creek’s number-one rumormonger.

I couldn’t stand rumormongers.

“The news often is, Maybelle. Can you specify which news, specifically, is shocking today?” Being snippy wasn’t my preferred style of communication, but sometimes it was the only way I could deal with the woman across from me.

“A dead body was found in Beechwood earlier today. The cops are trying to keep the discovery quiet, but apparently it’s been there quite a while.”

Much of Southern Indiana consisted of rolling hills that were unsuitable for agriculture. They were perfect for outdoor recreation, though. Rushing Creek was a mere stone’s throw from both Green Hills State Park and Beechwood State Forest. People visited those places to have fun and get back to nature.

Not dispose of bodies.

I raised an eyebrow while I formulated a response. Beechwood State Forest was a popular destination for outdoorsy types. It contained a five-hundred-acre lake and twenty thousand acres of undeveloped woodlands designated for potential timber harvest. There were a couple of campgrounds and some mixed-use trails running throughout the property, but it was mainly a site where nature could take its course unimpeded.

Despite what I wanted to believe, I couldn’t deny the obvious. A body could be dumped there, and nobody would be the wiser.

“That is big. Who’d you hear it from?”

She frowned. “Oh, I couldn’t name names. That’s how rumors can get started.”

Maybelle lived for the rumor mill. Keeping her sources confidential was absurd.

I should have known she’d play coy with me, though. She’d been a source of information in my previous murder investigations often enough. She had to know I was using our conversation to pump her for the information as much as she was using me as someone to whom she could spread her rumor.

“You sure your source is reliable? A story like that would upset a lot of people.” Maybelle’s rumors tended to wander into the weeds of tall tales, but they often started from a grain of truth.

“My source, as you call it, is quite reliable.” She sniffed, apparently displeased with my veiled attempt to discredit her story. “I would think you’d know that by now. What, with all of the valuable information I’ve turned over to you in the past.”

I smiled and patted her hand. It was part of the game I played with her.

“Just trying to make sure you’re not unfairly accused of spreading false information.” I glanced at my phone. It was time to extricate myself before I got pulled further into Maybelle’s web of rumors and half-truths.

“Thanks for the info. I’ll tell Mom I saw you and that you look great.”

“Thank you, dear.” She patted her gray hair as she sat up straighter. My mom was Maybelle’s doctor, so mentioning her was always a safe move. “And I appreciate you thinking of my reputation. Not everybody is that thoughtful, you know.”

“Indeed.” I gave the old woman a wave and headed for home before I said something I’d regret. With Maybelle, the best thing I could do was listen and treat her rumors with a grain of salt.

To be honest, I tended to treat most things with a grain of salt. Ah, the life of a cynic.

I wasn’t feeling cynical about my evening plans, though. I was getting together with friends for a girls’ night out. My all-time bestie, Sloane Winchester, spent most of her weekends on the road for her professional trail running career. My gal-pal and source for all things chocolate-related, Diane Stapleton, usually worked Saturday evenings at her shop, Creekside Chocolates.

The stars had aligned for us this evening, though. Sloane was taking the weekend to rest and recover after three consecutive weekends of hard races. Diane had finally found someone she trusted to manage the store so she could have a weekend off once in a while.

My mission was to make sure both ladies had an evening of blissful relaxation. And possibly encourage the development of some shenanigans. Without breaking the law, of course. I was a big believer in following the rules.

At least most of the time.

One of the things I adore about Rushing Creek is that I didn’t need a car to get around. With my second-floor apartment situated right along the town’s main drag, Washington Boulevard, I was within a thirty-minute walk of everything I needed. On my bike, it was less than half that.

The trip from Big Al’s Diner to the front door of my apartment took all of ten minutes, and that was because I’d stopped to chat with a few folks. The way my cat Ursula greeted me the moment I opened the door, one would have thought I’d been gone for a month instead of a few hours.

She bonked her head against my ankle, then wound her way through my legs before I even had a chance to take the key out of the lock. Once I did that, she let out a series of mehs, trotted to the kitchen, and took a seat by her food bowl.

“I’m happy to see you too, Ursi.” I followed her and let out a laugh when I got there.

My kitty had cleared a circle the size of a quarter in the middle of the bowl. An abundant amount of her dry cat food remained outside the circle but still inside the bowl. The scene reminded me of memes I’d seen on social media. It was the classic cat definition of an empty food bowl.

“Thank goodness I got home when I did.” I picked up my feline bestie and gave her belly a gentle squeeze. “You might have had to gnaw off your leg or something.”

She batted at my nose to let me know she didn’t care for my teasing. When I laughed, she started squirming until I put her down.

“Fine. I’m a pushover. I confess.” I gave her a couple of kitty treats. “But tomorrow we’re going for a walk. You’re getting a little flab with that belly. Which reminds me, I need to schedule your annual check-up.”

With a flick of her tail, she chomped down on the treats, ignoring the comment about her health. Then she jumped onto her favorite perch, an end table with a cushion on top, and stared out the window. Ursi was a creature of habit, so in a few minutes she’d be curled up like a feline version of a croissant, fast asleep.

The life of a house cat was one I wouldn’t mind emulating.

I pulled the appointment reminder from a little stack of personal mail I kept on a stand by the door. A few minutes later, I had my fur baby all set to see her vet, Cammy Flanagan, for shots and an exam.

I was a human with responsibilities instead of a feline enjoying a life of leisure, unfortunately. That meant I needed to do some work that paid the bills.

I spent the rest of the afternoon reading a manuscript I’d requested from an author. It was the second step in my process of potentially acquiring a new book or series. If I liked an author’s initial query letter and the first three chapters that came with it, I’d ask to see the complete manuscript. If I loved that, I’d make an offer to represent the author.

By the time I had to stop reading, I had fifty pages to go and was fairly sure I’d be making an offer. It was a good spot in the story to call it quits and get ready for an evening of fun and frivolity.

• • •
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That evening, Diane, Sloane, and I were seated in a corner booth at the Rushing Creek Public House, the bar and restaurant my older sister, Rachel, owned. The Pub, as it was affectionately known to its fans, was packed with tourists visiting the area reveling in the natural beauty of summer in Southern Indiana.

Most locals avoided the Pub since it catered to the out-of-town crowd. They preferred the sports bar, Hoosiers, or the pizza joint, Marinara’s, which Rachel had recently acquired. While my sister and I were as different as night and day, it was important to me to support her businesses. That’s why I insisted that every evening out with friends needed to start at the Pub.

“So, then this bear cub wandered onto the trail and plopped down right in the middle of it. He had the most adorable black eyes. I just wanted to scoop him up and give him a kiss right on the nose.” Sloane took a sip of her spiked seltzer. She’d spent the last fifteen minutes regaling Diane and me about her adventures training in Montana for a recent race.

“Girl, you are a trip.” Diane dipped an onion ring in ketchup. “I hope you ran right past that thing and didn’t look back.”

“I did better than that. I turned around and sprinted back to where I came from. I checked my time when I got back to my starting point. Personal best.” Sloane raised her drink to us as we laughed.

“I hope you didn’t tell Luke. He’ll want you to carry pepper spray on all your runs from now on,” I said.

“Or run in a suit of armor,” Diane added, her black curls flowing back and forth like ocean waves as she laughed.

My brother Luke adored Sloane and would do anything to make her happy. And to support her trail running career. He’d gone as far as offering to quit his job as head of the Rushing Creek Parks Department so he could travel with her and work as her personal assistant.

She’d insisted he keep working. He liked his job and there was no way she was going to ask him to give up something he enjoyed. God, I loved Sloane Winchester. She was the most kindhearted person I knew. I was more than fortunate to have her in my life.

We’d just received a second round of drinks when Jeanette Wilkerson came in. I waved her over to join us.

“Is she not feeling well? She doesn’t look so hot.” Sloane furrowed her eyebrows. My bestie didn’t talk ill of anyone unless she was concerned about them.

“She does look tired,” Diane said as she scooched over to make room on her side of the booth.

“Hey, girlfriend.” I hugged Jeanette when she arrived.

“What a day. I need a drink.” She dropped into the open spot with a thump.

Diane and Sloane were right. Jeanette didn’t look good. Her eyes were bloodshot and puffy, as if she’d been crying. Her dark hair, which normally looked fantastic even under the worst circumstances, was gathered in a messy topknot that looked like it would fall apart under the pressure from the slightest puff of air.

Jeanette was an officer with the Rushing Creek Police Department. She’d seen some awful things during her time as a cop, but nothing had ever gotten to her.

Something had gotten to her today. Something frightful.

“Bad stuff today, I take it?” I slid my glass of white wine toward her.

“You have no idea.” She drained the glass in a single long gulp. Before she’d placed the glass back on the table, she asked our server for another one.

“There are rumors something was discovered in the state forest. Was your day related to that?” Diane asked.

“Man, I hate the rumor mill.” Jeanette let out a long sigh as she stared at the ceiling. “Especially when it’s true.”

The three of us sat in silence while we waited for our friend to say more. Or maybe she wouldn’t. Jeanette was a good cop who always tried to do the right thing, like refraining from commenting on a case.

When the server placed another glass of wine in front of her, she took a deep breath.

“Workers have been in an area of the forest preparing for a timber harvest. Earlier today, they found something and called nine-one-one. The call sounded serious, so I responded along with the County Sheriff’s Department.” She shuddered. “All I can say is they found a body.”

My blood went cold as I processed the words. And Jeanette’s behavior. So Maybelle had been right. It wasn’t the kind of news I’d hoped to receive.

The body hadn’t gotten there by accident.

There’d been another murder in Rushing Creek.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


As usual, I began my Sunday meeting my mom on the steps of St. James Catholic Church for Mass. My faith wasn’t particularly strong, but the time spent with her thinking about things much larger than myself helped me cope with the challenges in life.

This Sunday was far from usual.

Normally, Mom met me outside the front of the church, with arms wide open ready to take me into a hug. This day, she was huddled with a few of her friends, speaking in low tones and making furtive glances at other churchgoers. Everyone else was doing the same thing.

I didn’t need a mind reader to know what the topic of conversation was. Until the poor soul who’d been found in the state forest was identified, the rumor mill would fly at full speed.

“Hi, Mom. Ladies.” I hugged my dear mother and nodded to the women she’d been chatting with. “What’s the good word today?”

Mom scowled before she released me. There was no fooling Dr. Janice Cobb. She wouldn’t take the bait I’d just tossed to the group.

“Just talking about yesterday’s awful news.” She flicked a speck of dirt from her jacket lapel. I would never look as well put together as my mom. Not that one’s wardrobe seemed important at the moment.

“You have contacts with the police,” one of the women, Wanda something or other, said. “You must know who it is. Want to give us the scoop?”

I shrugged. I didn’t have the scoop and didn’t want to have it. I’d done my part bringing murderers in Rushing Creek to justice. And with each case I’d solved, a little part of my soul had shriveled up and died. At least, that’s the way I explained it to my counselor.

“Sorry, ladies. My crime-fighting days are a thing of the past. I don’t know any more than you do.” I took Mom by the arm and escorted her into the church before they could respond.

Despite my best efforts to focus on the service, I couldn’t shake the disturbing images of the past twenty-four hours. The police cruiser barreling down the road. Maybelle’s troublemaking smile. Jeanette’s disheveled appearance. The whispers shared among small groups at the church.

By the time Father Edwards brought Mass to a close by telling us all to go in peace, I was ready to scream. The couple in the pew in front of me hadn’t stopped talking about “the discovery” the entire time.

The callous desire for scandal that permeated the gathering was too much. It was a House of God and folks couldn’t set aside the troubles from the world for sixty minutes. It was too much. I gave Mom a hug, told her my stomach was upset, and made for the exit like record-setting sprinter Usain Bolt.

I didn’t slow down until I reached the entrance to my building. The brass door pull was cool to the touch when I grasped it, a welcome respite from the heat of the day. It calmed my frazzled nerves enough so I could climb the stairs to my apartment without hyperventilating.

My knees got weak the moment I stepped into the apartment. I slid to the floor, using the door for support.

Ursi said hello by bumping her head against my ankle, then climbed onto my lap. She stared at me with her big golden eyes, then blinked slowly and started to purr.

Her kitty kiss brought tears to my eyes. I scooped her up in my arms and held her close to my heart. “I love you too, girl. It’s just a panic attack. Give me a minute to change clothes and we’ll go for a walk.”

My counselor had suggested I try new methods to help combat my recent anxiety issues. Despite my initial misgivings, herbal tea had worked. Maybe it was the pleasant aroma. Maybe it was the placebo effect. All I knew was that when I was feeling a lot of stress, the tea calmed me.

For that, I was thankful. Especially today.

I brewed some chamomile in a travel mug and left it to steep while I switched into a pair of shorts and a T-shirt that said I’m a Crazy Cat Lady and Proud of It.

“Okay, girl. Let’s get in some steps.” Ursi met me at the front door and held still as I put on her harness. Evidently, she wanted to get out as much as I did. We were truly birds of a feather.

We made a detour on our way out of the building to say hi to Renee Gomez. She was the owner of Renee’s Gently Used Books, which was located directly below my apartment. She was also my landlord.

“What’s up, Allie?” Renee waved to me from behind a cart of paperbacks she was putting out while a few customers browsed the New Releases section. Even though the name of the store included the word Used, she sold new books as well.

Ursi trotted over to Renee, bumped her head against the woman’s black pants, and plopped down in front of her. She liked Renee, but adored treats. Renee always had one ready for her, which my cat had learned. And was always eager to take advantage of.

“Trying to get away from yesterday’s news. Thought I’d stop by to see if the roof work still starts tomorrow.”

My building was almost a hundred years old. That meant the three-story brick-and-mortar structure was gorgeous and had character for days. That meant it also needed a lot of TLC. After years of saving up to pay for a new roof, Renee had recently told me and the building’s other tenants that work was scheduled to begin on Monday.

She grinned as she dropped Ursi’s snack to the hardwood floor. “It does, and I cannot wait. Once it’s done, I can finally think about renting the apartment above you.”

“I get to approve the tenant, right?” We’d often joked that my crime-fighting efforts provided Renee’s building an extra layer of security. To that end, I’d been angling to make sure the person who lived above me was someone I liked.

“Sure, as long as you’re willing to collect the rent, respond to complaints from neighbors, and handle maintenance calls.”

Renee’s expression was as unreadable as a professional poker player’s. She may have been joking. Or, maybe not.

“You’re right. Your building, your decision.”

“I’m sure the mere mention of your name will scare off any unsavory candidates.” She glanced toward the cash register, where a young woman with a toddler held a stack of kids’ books. “Gotta ring up a sale. Enjoy your walk.”

I had no destination in mind, so I let Ursi take the lead. We wandered through the neighborhood for about fifteen minutes, enjoying the smell of freshly mowed grass, the periodic shade of mature oak and maple trees, and the beauty of brightly colored flowers. Then she plopped down next to an ornamental rock to rest. That was my cue to give her a drink from the sports bottle I always carried with us.

She lapped at the water that dribbled out the bottle’s open valve while I sipped my tea and soaked up the sun. When she was sufficiently rested, she stretched, got back up on all fours, and gave me a look that said it was time to go. Fifteen minutes later, we were back in front of my building.

It was a pleasant routine, one we both enjoyed. The exercise was good for Ursi’s physical health and my mental health. With my mind now at peace, I scratched my kitty between the shoulder blades.

“Good walk, girl. If it’s not too hot, we’ll do this tomorrow.”

Ursi let out a little meow as I opened the door and motioned for her to enter.

I came to a dead stop when my gaze fell upon an unfamiliar woman sitting on the steps. A battered box held together by graying duct tape sat next to her.

“Allie Cobb?”

The woman struggled to her feet. She was thin, too thin in my estimation. Her salt-and-pepper hair was parted in the middle. It fell limply to her shoulders, like all the life had been sucked from it ages ago. She wore a blouse with a floral print that hadn’t been in fashion in a decade and her jeans looked like they’d fall to pieces if she washed them one more time. Her eyes were haunted, as if she’d seen more awfulness than even Jeanette.

A wisp of a memory, a mere echo from long ago, flashed through my mind as the woman smiled and held out her hand.

“My name is Connie Briggs. My daughter, Valerie, disappeared twenty years ago. She was a senior in high school. They never found her.”

Vague recollections of the case returned to me. As an eleven-year-old at the time, I was more interested in the latest Nancy Drew novel than local news. Even middle school Allie hadn’t been completely oblivious to the news surrounding Valerie Briggs’s disappearance, though.

“I’m deeply sorry, Mrs. Briggs. I can’t imagine how tough that’s been on you.” Between yesterday’s discovery and the box on the stairstep, I sensed where this conversation was headed.

Someplace I didn’t want it to go.

“Thank you. The police said she ran away, but I always knew better. My Valerie was murdered. It’s her body they found in the forest yesterday, I just know it.” She pulled a tissue from a tattered canvas tote bag and wiped her eyes.

“I truly am sorry. Perhaps you should contact the police—”

“Police.” She practically spat out the word. Disgust dripped from each syllable. “Won’t do no good. That’s why I came to see you. I know you can help me.”

“What, exactly, do you think I can help you with?” The words were out before I could reel them back in. It was an involuntary response, like pulling a finger away from a hot flame. It also meant I was going to help this poor, broken woman. Regardless of what she was about to tell me.

Sometimes, I simply couldn’t help myself.

She wrapped my hand in hers and looked me in the eye. Her palms were cold, and rough from years of manual labor. The unanswered questions, the sleepless nights, the lonely desperation haunted Connie Briggs. And had haunted her for two decades.

“I want you to find my daughter’s killer.” She gave my hand a tight squeeze. I was the life preserver she needed to keep from going under once and for all. “Help me get justice for my Valerie. I know you can do it. Please.”

How could I say no to this desperate and broken woman?

I couldn’t.

“Why don’t you come inside so we can talk?” I put an arm around Connie and guided her into my apartment. Ursi, bless her, stayed close to my unexpected visitor to offer some kitty moral support while I got her settled.

To buy some time while I came to terms with what I was getting myself into, I brewed Connie a cup of herbal tea. It worked for me. Maybe it would work for her, too.

While I was in the kitchen, I kept an eye on her. Ursi had settled next to her on the couch. The woman smiled as she stroked my kitty’s spine. If Ursi was comfortable with the attention from this poor soul, that was good enough for me.

The least I could do was hear her out.

I brought her the tea and a plate of chocolate chip cookies. Normally, I saved the cookies for when Tristan and Theresa, my twin niece and nephew, visited. Given the circumstances, making an exception to my rule felt like the right thing to do.

We chatted for a few minutes while Connie sipped her drink and plowed her way through three cookies. When she asked me for a second cup of tea, I couldn’t help wondering when someone last showed her a kindness.

A few minutes later, I set another cup on the coffee table in front of Connie. I’d also made one for myself this time. I was going to need the chamomile’s calming powers.

“Why don’t we start at the beginning.” I took a drink and breathed in the tea’s soothing aroma. “Tell me about Valerie’s disappearance.”

“It was twenty years ago last Christmas Eve when she went missing. Phil and I had been at work. Annette, that’s Val’s younger sister, was spending the day with a friend. I got home from work around three. I thought Val would be there because we were going to make Christmas cookies. It was a tradition we had.”

Connie squeezed her eyes shut. Even twenty years later, the woman’s anguish was as intense as the day her daughter disappeared.

“Well, those were the days before cell phones, so I couldn’t call her number. Instead, since I was tired from work, I told myself she was out with her girlfriends. When she was still gone by the time Phil and Annette got home, I called around. Nobody knew where she was. That’s when we called the police.”

With the care of someone opening a trunk containing buried treasure, she removed the lid from the box. “Everything about her disappearance is in there. Everything you need to know.”

“May I?” I waited until Connie nodded before looking at the contents. The items needed to be treated with respect.

It was an unremarkable collection. A black spiral-bound notebook, curled in at the edges, was on top. A quick scan revealed it to contain someone’s notes, documenting the case as it happened.

Connie confirmed it was hers.

There was a photo album containing yellowed press clippings and news articles about the disappearance. Most were from the Brown County Beacon, the local weekly newspaper. Others were reports from newspapers in nearby Columbus, Bloomington, and even from Indianapolis.

A nine-by-twelve envelope contained documents about attempts to get the case on national news. The effort had been futile.

Valerie’s high school yearbook was at the bottom of the box, still in its plastic wrapping. Small wonder, since it didn’t come out until months after the girl disappeared.

There were other things that gave me some insight into who Valerie Briggs was—a small stuffed rabbit, a silver key chain from Rolling Hills State Park, a hairbrush.

Then I hit the jackpot. Valerie’s diary. I didn’t dare read it. Not in front of her mother. Odds were Connie had probably read every word in the little cloth-bound book countless times. Still, a diary was a personal, intimate record of one’s most honest thoughts. I hadn’t established that kind of relationship with Valerie to open it yet.

When I was finished looking through the materials, I closed the box, but kept it by my side.

“Why don’t you want to go to the police? I’m sure Chief Roberson would be more than willing to hear you out.”

“No way.” Connie crossed her arms. “I trusted the older Roberson when Val disappeared, and he let me down. That horrible man never believed me when I said something bad had happened to her. Just because my family wasn’t part of the in crowd, he ignored us and wrote the whole thing off as a runaway. My family deserved better then. Val deserves better now.”

I steadied myself on the arm of the couch. Connie’s vehemence caught me off guard. I understood the parent of a missing child being frustrated with the police, but a white-hot anger still burned inside Connie.

As I took a drink of my tea, a few thoughts coalesced. Connie’s distrust for the police made perfect sense.

Twenty years ago, the Rushing Creek police chief had been Louis Roberson. In the view of some, Chief Louis had been a staunch defender of law and order and Rushing Creek’s tourism business. In the view of others, he was a hypocrite who looked after the rich and well-connected and ignored those of more modest means.

The man was now retired and living somewhere in the desert Southwest doing security consulting. The current police chief was none other than Matt Roberson, the former chief’s son.

No wonder Connie didn’t want to go to the police. Despite my promises to family and friends, and myself, that I was finished with crime fighting, I couldn’t turn this woman down.

I looked Connie in the eye and shook her hand.

“I’ll find Valerie’s killer. And get the justice you and your family deserve.”
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Chapter Three
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I spent Sunday evening going through Valerie’s things in greater detail than when Connie was with me. My goal had been to reach an initial conclusion. Was the woman justified for not trusting the police? Or was she a lost soul who couldn’t get over the fact that her daughter ran away and turned that resentment against the authorities?

By the time I went to bed, I was convinced it was a combination of the two. Based on photos in the various reports I read, the Connie of today was a shadow of the woman she’d once been. The news didn’t paint Chief Louis in a favorable light, either. Regardless of who the recently discovered body turned out to be, the toll taken on Valerie’s family was indisputable.

• • •
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On Monday morning, before I devoted a bunch of time to a search for answers to a twenty-year-old question, I knew I had work to do. The kind of work that paid the bills. As the sole proprietor of the Cobb Literary Agency, I had the luxury of working from home, setting my own hours, and going for a walk with my cat whenever I felt like it. On the other hand, I was accountable for paying the rent, keeping the lights on, and making sure my authors were taken care of.

It was a lot of responsibility, but I loved it. And with help from my assistant, Calypso Bosley, the future of CLA continued to be
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