
  
    [image: The Missing Coed]
  


  
    
      THE MISSING COED

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A SKEP RIVERS PI SHORT STORY

    

    
      
        CORA FOERSTNER

      

    

    
      WOOD SORREL PRESS

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. The Missing Coed

      

      
        2. Skep Rivers PI

      

    

    
      
        Cora’s Newsletter Sign-Up

      

      
        Also by Cora Foerstner

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            THE MISSING COED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LAURA

      

      

      Laura sat on her bed in her dorm room. The purple and pink quilt her grandmother had made her covered her legs. She actually disliked the colors of the quilt, but she loved her grandmother, so she used it to keep her grandmother’s memory close.

      She leaned her head back on the pillow she’d strapped to the wooden headboard and sighed. She could feel the heat of Jayne’s laptop on her thighs. She knew she was being paranoid, but when she heard any noise in the hall, she slipped Jayne’s laptop under the quilt.

      The light bulb in the lamp next to her bed flickered. LED lights were supposed to last for five years. She’d bought a pack of four at the beginning of the term. It was November and so far two had burned out. She didn’t know if the problem was LEDs, the cheap lamp, or the university electricity that caused the problem.

      Laura glanced at her friend’s bed and sighed. The room was small and always seemed too crowded. With her roommate Jayne gone, the room felt empty.

      She wished for the noise that used to annoy her. Now her only annoyance was the flickering light.

      She and Jayne each had a small desk at the foot of their beds. She glanced at her roommate’s desk. There were two plastic stacking files. One held her finished homework and the other work to be done. Her school calendar was opened next to the empty space where Jayne’s laptop had been before Laura snagged it off the desk.

      Posters of plays and movies hung on the wall. Her roommate surrounded herself with fiction and romance. An English major, which for Laura explained almost everything quirky about her friend.

      Her friend’s world was one of movement, stories, ideas, the more outlandish the better. She held life in her hands and clung to the possibilities.

      While Jayne’s personality sparkled, Laura’s personality was steady, solid, down-to-earth. English major and accountant major, their friendship didn’t make sense. Numbers, solid facts, order, these made sense to Laura.

      Tears welled in Laura’s eyes as she tried to make sense of the sinking feeling she had about her friend. Somehow she knew her roommate was in trouble, but she had no way of proving it.

      She lifted the quilt and slipped Jayne’s laptop out. She didn’t feel guilty about searching her friend’s laptop, but she didn’t want anyone else to know.

      She sighed. No one believed her that Jayne’s missing.

      She turned her attention back to her roommate’s computer screen. She’d found a file titled “Duncan” with heart icons on either side of the title. Inside the folder were hundreds of emails from Duncan. Most of them were short. The dates went back four months.

      Jayne had never mentioned someone named Duncan. She had gone out a lot this term. She always shrugged and said she was meeting friends and would be back before midnight. She always came back before midnight. Now Laura wondered if she’d been meeting this guy.

      Feeling extraordinarily guilty, Laura continued reading the emails. She’d started reading about a half hour ago. Now she’d reached the most recent emails.

      Then she hit the jackpot.

      The email had gone from flirting to becoming more and more sexually explicit. That wasn’t exactly unusual. What was unusual was that their correspondence had been going on all term and Jayne had never mentioned Duncan.

      He was the one who slowly turned things toward sex. In the emails, it happened so slowly that Laura hardly noticed the change. Jayne's emails got testy because he had a girlfriend. He kept telling her he was going to break up with her and kept making excuses about why he couldn’t.

      Over and over he reminded her not to tell anyone about their relationship. That aspect of the correspondence raised red flags in Laura’s mind.

      Laura found this puzzling. It seemed as if Jayne were letting him manipulate her. She’d never seen Jayne be duped before.

      Then the letters shifted, and Jayne called the whole thing off. Apparently, they’d been meeting in secret. Jayne called herself the other woman, which she was.

      The last email had her heart racing. She read and reread the email over and over.

      
        
        “Let’s go away for the weekend, and we’ll straighten all this out. I love you,” Duncan wrote, “and I promise I won’t delay things any longer. I broke up with her last week. It was hard. She was upset and wound up in the hospital. I had to make sure she was all right. You wouldn’t want to be with someone who didn’t care about other people. Right? It’s all taken care of. Come away with me this weekend. I have something important I want to ask you. We’ll go to San Diego. I’ll arrange everything. We’ll make this our secret getaway weekend.

      

      

      Laura read the line, “she . . . wound up in the hospital.” Did that mean his girlfriend tried to kill herself? Or was she already ill?

      In Jayne’s last email, she agreed to go with him.

      “I’ll pick you up at our usual place,” he wrote.

      Where was their usual place? How long had they been secretly meeting?

      That was the weekend Jayne said she was going to see her uncle. She’d been excited and giggling about everything.

      As she was leaving, she said, “When I get back, I’ll have exciting news. I can’t wait to tell you.”

      Laura went for snarky and said, “Is your uncle a billionaire and making you his heir?”

      “Something even better,” Jayne had said.

      Laura had laughed and had gone back to going her homework.

      That had been two and a half weeks ago. She went off with this man and hadn’t returned. So far everyone ignored Laura’s concerns.

      She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know if snooping in her friend’s computer was some kind of crime. So far all she’d managed to do was to annoy people with her questions and suggestions that something was wrong.

      Noise in the hall caught her attention. Two people stopped outside her door, they were laughing about something. She closed Jayne’s laptop and slipped it under the quilt.

      Her heart pounded a little fast as she strained to listen to the conversation. She recognized Brenda’s voice. If anyone was likely to pop into her room unannounced, it was Brenda. She had few social boundaries. She was so nice and sincere that people didn’t mind her quirks.

      Laura knew that most of the girls in the dorm already thought she was acting weird about Jayne being gone. If she was caught snooping around in Jayne’s computer, she wouldn’t hear the end of it.

      It was weird because she didn’t even know why she was so certain that something was very wrong. She just knew Jayne was in trouble. She knew her friend was in danger and no one was listening to her. Most people were looking at her with pity.

      Laura held her breath, waiting for the door to open or for Brenda and whoever she was talking to to move on. She heard footsteps and Brenda’s high pitched voice faded until everything was quiet again.

      After it stayed quiet for a couple minutes, Laura opened her nightstand drawer and pulled out the note Jayne sent her after she hadn’t returned.

      The short letter was written in Jayne’s handwriting, but with little curly swirls at the end of each paragraph. She never did that in her writing. For some reason, those marks worried Laura. They were actually why she felt concerned.

      It took her one whole day of reading and rereading the letter to realize what the swirls represented.

      Hands. Jayne had disguised hands in the swirls.

      First a palm faced out, then the hand closed around the thumb. Three times the pattern repeated itself.

      Jayne only had one relative, her Uncle Bret. Laura had met him a number of times, but she didn’t have his information. The main reason she snooped in Jayne’s computer was to look for a number or address for Uncle Bret.

      She found the letters from Duncan immediately. Jayne did say that she’d met someone during the summer, but he wasn’t available because he was engaged. Of course, he was probably Duncan. He didn’t tell Jayne about being engaged until she’d gone out with him several times.

      From reading their email correspondence, Laura discovered that Duncan was a grad student and a professor’s research assistant, a Professor Mattisson in the geology department. Laura had never heard of the professor, but that wasn’t unusual. She’d never taken a geology class and never planned to take a class that might require digging around in the dirt.

      As Laura read, she realized just how gullible Jayne was. Duncan convinced her to keep their dating secret, made her promise not to tell anyone, and kept saying he was breaking up with his girlfriend.

      At one point, Laura was so annoyed by Jayne’s acquiescence to his demands that she said aloud, “Good grief, girl. I know you aren’t this dumb.”

      In every email, he manipulated her. He claimed she was putting too much pressure on him. That his girlfriend, Sue, was vulnerable. He couldn’t be blunt and hurt her. She almost stopped reading the emails.

      But her distress over Jayne’s note to her kept her going back to the emails. She knew something was wrong. 

      When Jayne didn’t return from the weekend, she’d sent Laura the letter saying she had a bad case of the measles and would be back in about two weeks. Jayne’s email encouraged her to get a measles vaccination.

      “Ignore your parents, go get vaccinated. It’s dangerous to have measles at our age. Don’t put yourself in danger like I have. That paper I wrote for you is on my computer desktop. You’ll see the file right away. Make sure you turn your letter in to Professor Snape, you know how dangerous it is to turn in a late paper.”

      There were so many things wrong with the letter. First, they were both vaccinated. Jayne thought anti-vaxxers were weirdos. Laura never asked her to write a paper for her. And everyone knew Professor Snape was a fictional character.

      She’d shown the letter to her RA. She blew off her concerns, saying the measles cause high fevers. “Jayne probably didn’t realize what she was writing. You two will laugh about it when she gets back.”

      Laura had gone to the administration, the chair of the English Department, and even the campus police. No one was listening to her. The department chair was the most reasonable, she called Jayne’s uncle, but he didn’t answer. She left a message. At the time, Laura told herself there was nothing to worry about, but she couldn’t stop worrying.

      A knock at the door startled Laura. She jumped up. Slipped the laptop under her quilt and opened the door. Brenda stood at the door and raised her eyebrows. She forced a smile.

      “You look sad. I came to check on you.”

      Her curly red hair looked as if she’d been standing in a wind tunnel.

      “What happened to you?” Laura said, trying to deflect the conversation away from herself. “Your hair is, well, come look.”

      Laura laughed and opened the door wider. Brenda stepped inside and glanced into the mirror. Her mouth opened wide as she stared at herself.

      “Jeff happened. I’m going to murder him. He’s always joking around. He said he needed hair pictures for an ad for his journalism class. He kept combing my hair in different ways.” She laughed. “He’s such a jerk. He probably doesn’t even need pictures.”

      Laura plopped on her bed and Brenda sat across from her on Jayne’s bed.

      “He has a crush on you. He’s shy,” Laura said. “He's just trying to get your attention.”

      Brenda scooted back on the bed until her back leaned against the wall. “Then he should ask me out.”

      “Do you like him?”

      She grinned a slow, almost sexy grin that said, “Of course, I do.”

      “Then you should ask him out. It’ll take him all year to get his courage up.”

      “Nonsense.”

      Laura shook her head and laughed. “You’re gorgeous. He thinks he’s average. He reminds me of my brother. Too shy.”

      “Gorgeous? Laura, do you have a crush on me?”

      “No, but Jeff does. I think you know it and are teasing him.”

      She shrugged. “How are you? Still think something's wrong with Jayne?”

      Laura straightened. “I’m not paranoid.”

      “Then tell me why you’re acting crazy.”

      Laura considered her for a moment, wondering if she should take a chance and tell her what she’d found. Brenda was nice. She’d never laughed at her about Jayne when she claimed she was missing.

      “If I show you, will you try to consider the things I found?”

      Her mouth turned downward, but she nodded. “Sure.”

      Laura grabbed the letter from
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