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About the Book




Cold case. Hot mess. Southern charm. Welcome to Whispering Pines. Please don’t die here. 

Patsy Steffanelli never meant to start a true crime podcast with her ex-CIA mama, Mattie McDonald. But when life gave them lemons—and a midlife crisis or two—they hit the road in a pink-striped Airstream with their Goldendoodle Goldilocks, sass, snacks, and a box of unsolved mysteries.

Their first stop is Whispering Pines, Virginia, a sleepy mountain town hiding a decades-old disappearance. Elvira Vance was an aspiring artist who vanished just before her big break. The police said she ran away. The locals moved on. But Murder, Mystery, and Mom gives a voice to every victim, especially the forgotten ones.

Armed with a mic, Mattie’s spy skills, and a suspiciously color-coded Post-it system, Patsy dives headfirst into small-town secrets, eccentric suspects, and more than a few awkward encounters with local law enforcement.

As buried truths bubble to the surface, the investigation gets personal—and dangerous. Someone wants Elvira’s secrets to stay hidden, and they’re not above threatening a couple of podcasting amateurs to keep them quiet.

Can a Southern mama and her daughter solve a crime fifteen years cold... before they end up six feet under?






      [image: ]Murder, Mystery, and Mom


Book 1: Whispering Pines…Unsolved


Book 2: Harborwick…Unsolved 


Book 3: Maple Ridge…Unsolved 












  
  

1

Drive South





​​PODCAST TRANSCRIPT 

PATSY: Life has a funny way of rerouting your plans, especially when your plans involve a vintage Airstream, a giant Goldendoodle, and a mother who sees every puzzle as a challenge. We set out to find a missing person, hoping for a compelling story. What we found, instead, was a whole new definition of “family business” and a mystery that had been whispering for decades.


      [image: ]My exit from the house resembled a low-budget action movie gone wrong, starring yours truly as the perpetually flustered protagonist. I was already operating on ‘podcast o’clock’ time—roughly fifteen minutes behind schedule and escalating—for what was, technically, my first day on the job. 

And if there’s one thing Patsy Steffanelli excels at, it’s making a memorable first impression, even if the memory involves a face-plant. 

I pivoted to summon Goldilocks, my ridiculously fluffy goldendoodle who shed enough hair daily to knit a small yak, and instead executed a graceful—in my own mind, anyway—stumble over the wayward wheel of my overstuffed suitcase. But no display of my inherent clumsiness would be complete without a dramatic landing. Today’s stunt coordinator? A ceramic garden gnome, affectionately nicknamed ‘Gnomey the Grim’ by me and the subject of seventy-three passive-aggressive emails and nine certified letters from the Homeowners Association. Apparently, Gnomey’s festive pointy hat and vacant stare were an ‘eyesore,’ a ‘threat to neighborhood morale,’ and possibly in violation of bylaw 3, subsection F, regarding ‘unauthorized lawn ornamentation with demonic undertones.’

As Gnomey’s cheerfully painted beard dug into my lower back, rendering me momentarily breathless, I wasn’t in a particularly persuasive position to argue his aesthetic merits. Goldilocks, bless her overly empathetic heart and her complete inability to differentiate between a dramatic fall and actual cardiac arrest, took my stillness as a sign of imminent demise and commenced emergency face-licking protocols. 

“Wrong signals, my furry therapist-dropout. No wonder you flunked out of guide dog school.” I gasped, wiping slobber from my cheek. “Just a classic Steffanelli maneuver. No paramedics necessary.”

The front door groaned open, revealing my incredibly handsome, infuriatingly grounded husband, Michael, looking devastatingly sharp in his Navy dress blues. Even upside down, his jawline could probably cut glass. “Why, exactly, are you communing with garden gnomes?” he asked, his voice a mixture of amusement and mild concern.

“I was… conducting a vital pre-departure landscaping assessment.” I pushed myself onto an elbow with a moan that would have been unnecessary in my twenties, but became essential to gaining momentum at forty…fickle-fackle…no need to know the specific number. “I’m ensuring Juan’s meticulous lawn care adheres to the tyrannical two-millimeter allowance.”

“Are you sure about this?”

“Well, I didn’t bring my ruler, but it looks pretty darn close. Three millimeters, tops.”

He lifted me to my feet in one fluid motion, the kind that still made my stomach do a little fluttery jump, even after all these years. There was a reason I said ‘I do’ to that man, and it wasn’t only his encyclopedic knowledge of naval regulations. “That’s not what I meant, Patsy.”

“Oh. The other thing.” I waved a dismissive hand. “Yeah, yeah, the whole ‘quitting my perfectly stable soul-crushing office job to travel the country with Mama and solve murders for a podcast’ thing? It’ll be… an experience.”

“As long as you’re doing it for the right reasons.” His eyes held a hint of playful skepticism.

“Always,” I lied with the conviction of a seasoned politician. I straightened his meticulously aligned cover and gave him a goodbye kiss. “So, how does it feel now that the flipper is on the other foot and I’m the one shipping out?”

He placed his hands on his hips like I was a shifty petty officer on the witness stand. “Strange.”

“But not half as strange as my unsolved mystery.” I clasped my hands in front of me, the anticipation vibrating through my limbs. “A young woman vanished after a public art show. Just walked out of the gallery and never made it home. No witnesses. No goodbye. Like she’d been erased. Am I crazy for thinking we can do this? That we can solve this?”

His mouth curled.

“It concerns me you aren’t answering, Michael.”

“I know a naval mine when I see it. I’ve been trained to avoid those you know.” He hid a smirk in the shadow of his hat. “Promise me you and your mother won’t get into too much trouble.”

“Don’t fret, darling. I travel with bail money…and a surprisingly effective taser disguised as a lipstick case.” I blew him another kiss and hurried—as much as one could hurry while still recovering from gnome-induced trauma—to the curb to wait.

Agnes Periwinkle, the neighborhood’s reigning queen of suburban surveillance, perched across the street, feigning an intense interest in the three fallen leaves on her meticulously manicured lawn. Any moment now, she’d have a far more compelling reason to engage in some serious rubbernecking than my usual gravitational challenges. Or maybe it wasn’t just my inherent clumsiness that glued her to the window; blending into a crowd wasn’t exactly my superpower. Imagine a giraffe in a sequined muumuu trying to play hide-and-seek in a cornfield. That was me.

As I waited, the weight of Michael’s well-meaning doubts settled in. Did I really know what I was getting myself into? Trading spreadsheets for skeletal remains? Water cooler gossip for witness testimonies? It was uncharted territory, a bizarre landscape populated by unpredictability and the lingering ghosts of childhood trauma…mostly mine.

A mental slideshow of my motivations flickered to life, and I made a pro list because no one in their right mind cared to list cons.

Reasons to produce an unsolved mystery podcast with Mama: enrich our relationship, provide closure for victims’ families, travel across the U.S., and, most importantly, spite Loretta. My sister will be so jealous when she realizes I’m podcast-famous.

The schadenfreude alone was practically a travel stipend.

A rumble echoed down the street, sounding both old-fashioned and vaguely alarming. It could only mean one thing. My ride arrived, and subtlety, as always, was not invited to the party. 

Mama arrived not with a grand entrance but a slightly terrifying vintage parade. She barreled down our perfectly ordinary suburban street in a vision of pink and chrome: a beautifully restored 1976 Ford Bronco convertible, as if it had escaped a stylish classic car show. Trailing behind it like a glamorous silver comet, the Clue Cruiser—a 1950s Airstream—sported matching pink racing stripes. Mama believed if you’re going to solve murders, you should do it in style—and apparently, with enough horsepower to launch a small rocket.

As I stood at the edge of my driveway, Goldilocks practically vibrated with joyous anticipation at my heels, trying to project an air of calm that completely belied the internal monologue screaming about the sheer audacity of my life choices. The key to surviving this, I suspected, was mastering the art of the bewildered-but-willing shrug.

Mama, her long white-blonde hair, a glorious cloud of natural curls, billowing in the wind, waved with the unrestrained enthusiasm of a homecoming queen, her smile packing enough wattage to power a small town.

With a practiced ease that spoke of years spent maneuvering oversized vehicles in tight Texas parking lots—and possibly a few covert CIA operations involving less conventional modes of transport—she parallel parked the Clue Cruiser with unnerving precision. Six inches from the curb, a millimeter to spare on Mrs. Periwinkle’s prize-winning petunias. 

“Patsy, darling! Ready for adventure?” she asked, her voice brimming with the infectious excitement of a child heading to Disneyland. 

Her tone didn’t do the impending doom…errr, adventure, justice. She acted like we embarked on a scenic drive, not a potential descent into small-town secrets and the fifteen-year-old mystery. Smart, considering my fight-or-flight response skewed heavily towards flight, preferably in the opposite direction at Mach speed.

Goldilocks nudged my hand with her damp nose. I smiled, appreciating the comfort. “Mama, the last time you used those words, it involved a white-water rafting trip and a near-death experience.”

Mama laughed, a sound that could charm the pants off a rattlesnake. See, newspaper editor Mattie McDonald wasn’t your typical purveyor of small-town gossip and classifieds. Oh no. She was also a retired CIA analyst—something she kept secret from me until, well, recently. 

And while my journalistic pursuits included a strange combination of post-game locker room quotes, green screen weather reports, and deciphering police blotter jargon, I was less ‘intrepid reporter’ and more ‘easily startled observer with a pen.’ This road trip was going to be interesting.

And by interesting, I meant absolutely bonkers.

“You packed the mic equipment, right?” Mattie practically bounced out of the Bronco, looking like she sold Mary Kay with a license to kill. She sported a tailored blazer in a shade of pink so bright it could probably stop traffic—the kind of pink that dared you to underestimate her. Underneath, she wore a crisp white blouse and dark-wash jeans. Even her sensible-yet-stylish ankle boots seemed to say, ‘I’m here to solve a mystery, and I’ll look fabulous doing it.’

“Yes,” I confirmed, gesturing with a dramatic flourish toward the overflowing duffel bag. “Mics, mixer, laptop, and enough emergency caffeine to restart a small nation.”

“And the tactical snacks?”

“Mama, I wouldn’t embark on a road trip without proper rations. I’m not a heathen.”

She clapped her hands, her silver rings flashing in the sunlight. “Then, my dear Patsy, let the games begin.”

Goldilocks punctuated the proposal with an enthusiastic bark that echoed through the quiet suburban street, her tail whipping back and forth like a metronome set to double-time.

A few morbidly curious neighbors emerged to witness our departure. Mrs. Henderson, clutching her garden shears like a weapon, offered a tight, strained wave. Mr. Abernathy stood on his porch, shaking his head with the weary resignation of a man who’d seen it all from the out-of-control Steffanelli woman. We were the kind of rolling show that made people smile and call the HOA.

I wrestled Goldie into the backseat, gave my normal house one last look, and slid into the Bronco’s passenger seat. Today’s ensemble was carefully curated for maximum ‘quirky but approachable’ vibes. It involved a pair of well-worn but fashionable skinny jeans paired with a soft, slightly oversized graphic tee featuring a vintage band I doubt anyone under fifty had ever heard of. Layered over it, I chose an open-front cardigan in a chunky knit of muted blues and greens. 

For my footwear of choice, I considered combat boots because you never know when you might need to make a quick getaway or kick down a door. But let's be honest, Mama would probably handle the door-kicking. So, I opted for a pair of stylish, cognac-colored ankle boots with a low heel.

Mattie adjusted her oversized sunglasses, the lenses reflecting the Virginia sky like twin pools of mystery. “When I envisioned my golden years, it involved fewer murders.”

I smirked, already feeling a sliver of that podcasting adrenaline. “And more afternoon teas?”

“What am I, British? I hope you mean tee times.”

Shooting under her age was on her bucket list. I couldn’t hit under my age at Putt-Putt.

The five-hour drive to Whispering Pines, located in the southwest section of the state, was a swift descent into breathtaking beauty. One minute, we were navigating cul-de-sacs; the next, we were swallowed by the ancient embrace of the Blue Ridge Mountains. The scent of pine and damp earth riffled through my blonde bob, and sunshine bathed my cheeks.

Leaves blushed into their autumn best—russet reds, pumpkin oranges, and maple golds fluttering like confetti in the crisp air. The Blue Ridge, with its smoky blue silhouettes, felt like something from a dream. Or a postcard. Or a dream about a postcard.

Mattie inhaled deeply, a look of pure contentment on her face as she eased into a subtle bend of the road. “Now this is fresh air. Not that recycled stuff they pump into your ‘luxury’ townhome.”

“No bickering, Mama. The mic is hot, and we’re rolling. We want people to believe we’re the best of friends who never argue.” I glanced at the blinking red light on my laptop. “Welcome to Murder, Mystery, and Mom—the podcast where I, Patsy Steffanelli, your slightly unhinged guide through the murky waters of unsolved crimes, and my mother, Mattie McDonald, the Texas tornado with a surprisingly extensive knowledge of lock-picking—”

“Don’t tell them that. You make me sound like a criminal.”

“—delve into the cold cases that keep us up at night… and occasionally give Goldilocks nightmares. My goldendoodle, not the fairytale character.

“This week, we find ourselves in the seemingly idyllic timber town of Whispering Pines, Virginia, investigating the fifteen-year vanishing act of Elvira Vance.” The famous country tune Elvira invaded my brain, and I was powerless to avoid singing…off-key and in violation of multiple copyright laws. 

Mattie cut her eyes from the road to glare at my crooning. “Get it out of your system?”

I nodded, my voice snapping back from the impression of the Oak Ridge Boys. “I’ll cut that part out when I edit the podcast.” 

Her gaze lingered for far too long, allowing her Spidey senses to do the driving. “Elvira Vance was an artist, a local darling, and… suddenly gone without a trace.”

From the back, Goldilocks let out a low, mournful whine, as if sensing the weight of the unsolved.

I cleared my throat and refocused on my notes. “Elvira was last seen at the annual Whispering Pines Art Showcase, the event we’ll attend in a few days. She walked out of that gallery and… poof.”

Mattie expertly navigated a hairpin turn, the Bronco hugging the winding mountain road. “The police file paints a frustratingly murky picture. Three people saw her that morning: her own flesh and blood, Uncle Ralphie Dale Gentry; her then-boyfriend, Porter Caine, now the esteemed chief of police; and her artistic nemesis, Teegan Teagarden.”

“No body. No evidence of foul play. No frantic goodbye note. Just… absence.”

“But absence is just a puzzle waiting to be solved.” A hint of a smile played on Mattie’s lips. “And darling, you know how much your mama loves a good puzzle.”

The weight of the unsolved case settled in the pit of my stomach. The whispering pines outside held their breath, guarding fifteen years’ worth of secrets. And for a moment, my mind spiraled into the ‘what-ifs’. What if the podcast flopped and no one listened? Worse yet, what if people did listen and we couldn’t solve it? The case had been cold for more than a decade…

I shook off the negativity. Too late for doubts. “Elvira Vance has been missing for a long time, but Mama and I have a knack for finding what is lost.”

I thought about Elvira, about the life that had simply stopped, and about the three people who held the missing pieces of her story. One was family, one was law enforcement, and one was a rival. Any one of them could hold the key.

Somewhere in this seemingly peaceful mountain town, a perp walked free for fifteen years. And they had no idea that the Clue Cruiser, carrying two determined women and a goldendoodle with a nose for trouble, was about to roll into Whispering Pines, ready to shake those secrets loose.
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Breakdown Here





​​PODCAST TRANSCRIPT 

PATSY: They say home is where the heart is. For us, it became a pink-striped Airstream, a rolling office-slash-mobile crime lab where dog treats were currency and parallel parking was a high-stakes gamble. Before we could dig into Whispering Pines' secrets, we first had to master the delicate art of surviving our own road trip.


      [image: ]There was something wildly unwise about trusting a forty-year-old Bronco and a goldendoodle with boundary issues to get you safely across the state.

Especially when the one with paws insists on navigating.

“We are not turning left for the world’s largest peanut,” I informed the snuffling fluff-ball currently nudging my elbow with all the subtlety of a freight train. 

Goldilocks responded by bopping the horn with her nose, startling both of us and earning a pointed look from the passing driver of a Prius, who clearly judged me for allowing my dog to drive.

“She’s gifted,” I muttered, adjusting my grip on the wheel. “And opinionated. A tragic combination.”

From the passenger seat, Mama didn’t look up from her giant atlas—which she insisted on bringing despite my multiple assurances that GPS existed and was free. “It says here that if we take the back road through Springfield, we can shave off ten minutes.”

“Mama, the GPS takes everything into account. Including traffic. I vote we stick with the highway.”

Goldilocks, meanwhile, moved on from horn honking to interpretive whining, which loosely translated to: I smell fries. Drive faster, peasant.

I was about to launch into a passionate speech about the importance of resisting fast-food temptation, being that I packed a perfectly good snack bag to the brim, when I saw it—the glowing promise of regret in the distance, a siren song of sodium and soft-serve.

“How about a burger, Mama?”

“We’ll never make good time if you keep stopping.”

“They also have chicken. Nuggets and tender variety.”

Goldilocks barked, letting it be known she wanted her own order.

“Alright,” I sighed, flipping on my turn signal. “But you can’t pay in licks. I’m putting it on your debit card.”

Mattie arched a brow. “Goldilocks has a debit card?”

“Not officially. But she has eaten two of mine.”

Before I could adequately consider the logistics involving an Airstream in a drive-thru, we rolled into the lane with the subtlety of a Mardi Gras float. The Clue Cruiser gleamed like a disco ball in the midday sun, barely fitting under the awning. I hit both curbs for good measure and narrowly avoided toppling a trash can. 

Behind us, a family in a minivan leaned out their windows, one kid chanting “PINK TRAILER! PINK TRAILER!” with the kind of unrestrained glee I could only dream of matching before coffee.

Goldilocks vibrated with excitement—her front paws perched on the console, tail helicoptering like a propeller. As we pulled forward, she let out a ‘woo-woo’ noise that sounded alarmingly like a backup singer for the Bee Gees.

“She knows what this is,” Mattie said with a hint of judgment. As if my dog recognizing the difference between Golden Chick and Chicken Express somehow reflected poorly on me. “She’s been conditioned.”

“Pavlov had a bell. We have a curly-haired chaos machine with a chicken addiction.”

The speaker crackled. “Welcome to Burger Barn. Can I take your order?”

Goldie kicked it up a notch, knowing they kept a special jar of treats under the register. I hoped that was chain-wide and not location-specific. She pawed at the window, then attempted to scale my torso like that would make me go faster.

“She’s doing the thing again,” I wheezed, trying to fend off seventy pounds of overzealous enthusiasm. “Mama, grab her! She’s going full lap-dog!”

“Remind me again why she flunked out of therapy dog school,” Mama said, notably not grabbing her. “She’s so calm under pressure.”

“Hilarious, Mama. You’re a regular Don Rickles.”

By the time we reached the window, Goldilocks was fully committed to earning her treat. She stuck her head out the driver’s side like a fuzzy periscope, eyes locked on the unsuspecting teenage cashier.

To his credit, the kid recovered quickly from the shock of seeing a dog drive a car. “We’ve got pup cups,” he said. “You want one?”

Goldilocks yipped once.

“That’s a yes,” I said. “And she thanks you for acknowledging her sovereignty.”

The pup cup—a delightful swirl of whipped cream, biscuit crumbles, and possibly the tears of angels—changed hands with appropriate reverence. Goldie took it with the grace of a reigning monarch accepting tribute, then retreated to the backseat to devour it like a rabid raccoon.

It was love at first lick. The Burger Barn location near home that doled out store-bought bacon treats dropped down in her rankings. 

“She’s got whipped cream on her eyebrows,” I noted, watching her in the rearview mirror. “Never mind, her tongue cleared that right up.”

Mattie popped a fry into her mouth. “We should find a rest stop to pull over and eat.”

“What’s wrong with eating in the car? I do it all the time.”

“As evident by the faint, lingering scent of every gas station snack you've ever loved. And possibly some you've forgotten about entirely.” She arched an eyebrow. “There’s a reason we didn’t consider driving your SUV.”

I twisted my head to the side. “For one, it isn’t pink.”

“Secondly, my hazmat suit is at the dry cleaners.”

My eyes rolled to the back of my head at my mother’s dramatics. “It's called 'a lived-in vehicle, Mama. It adds character. And besides, Goldilocks is a master of crumb disposal.”

“Goldilocks' disposal would be far more effective if she weren’t a picky eater. I'm fairly certain I saw a petrified gummy bear from our last cross-state trip trying to sprout roots in your cup holder.”

I groaned. “Fine, you win. The Queen of Cleanliness has spoken.” I took a long sip of tea and let the moment settle. “You're jealous I can multitask. Eating and driving is a skill, Mama.”

She gave a slight, dismissive wave of her hand. “It's a hazard. And my patience for crumbs is significantly lower than my tolerance for high-speed chases. Rest stop, it is.” She unfurled her map. “Five miles down the road.”

As we sailed back onto the highway, the Clue Cruiser swayed behind us like a reluctant dance partner, reminding me with every bump and rattle that towing a thirty-foot Airstream was not for the faint of heart—or the easily distracted.

“Okay, okay,” I muttered, white-knuckling the steering wheel as I corrected too much for the fourth time in as many miles. “This thing handles like a blimp. A stylish, judgmental, aluminum-encased blimp.”

Goldilocks let out a concerned whimper from the backseat.

“I’m fine,” I said with a glance at the review mirror, sweat visibly forming on my upper lip. “The lane lines are just... suggestions.”

Mama didn’t flinch. She sat cross-legged, flipping calmly through a battered spiral notebook filled with color-coded Post-its like she was perusing a brunch menu instead of barreling down I-81 with a woman on the verge of a panic attack.

“Little more wheel, Honey.”

“I am wheeling!”

“Now you’re spinning out of control.”

“Well, so is my emotional state. At least we match.”

I sensed her side-eye before I saw it. 

“Just breathe,” she said. “Find your center.”

“My center is cowering under a blanket, eating cheese sticks, and pretending none of this is happening.”

We lumbered over a rumble strip as I attempted to switch lanes toward my exit. Goldilocks let out a dramatic sigh and draped one paw over her eyes as if auditioning for a canine soap opera.

“I can’t believe the pooch has a more sophisticated coping mechanism than I do.”

“She’s had therapy,” Mattie said.

“She failed therapy.”

“Details.”

I zoomed to the ramp, narrowly avoided a traffic cone, and bounced over a curb. The rest stop was charming in a vaguely dilapidated, we haven’t updated the wallpaper since the Ford administration kind of way. There was a squatty diner that brought new meaning to greasy spoon, a handful of gas pumps, and a picnic area.

“This spot’s good,” I said, spying a parallel space between a minivan and an RV. “I got this.”

Mama closed her notebook. “Do you?”

I inhaled deeply, channeled every driver’s ed video I’d ever watched, and eased into reverse.

The Clue Cruiser jackknifed like a rebellious flamingo.

“No problem,” I said through gritted teeth, shifting into drive and trying again.

Attempt two included a near-miss with a trash can. Goldilocks braced herself like we were landing a plane…which probably would have been easier.

Attempt three: I parked the trailer inside the space, and that was all that mattered. Not that it was touching the curb and possibly a tree.

“Fourth time’s the charm,” Mattie said before I unbuckled. “Straighten her out.”

A gathering of elderly tourists watched, narrating in hushed tones like it was NASCAR for people who liked crocheting and judging strangers.

“I give up!” I threw the Bronco in park and let my forehead rest on the wheel. “I cannot navigate the land yacht. I’m lucky if I don’t hit a mailbox backing out of my own driveway.”

“Move over, sweet pea.” Mama nudged me out of the way and slipped behind the wheel. Her hands landed lightly at ten and two. She shifted into reverse, tapped the gas, and with the grace of a ballet dancer parallel parking a tank, slid the Bronco and Clue Cruiser into the space with an elegance which almost made me mad.

“There,” she said, throwing it in park like a mic drop. “You loosened it for me.”

I stared. “Are you...a wizard?”

“Years of evading enemy operatives in tight alleys,” she said with a wink. “Also, Texas mall parking lots are far deadlier than the KGB.”

Goldilocks barked once, which I chose to interpret as a vote of confidence in me. Or a plea for someone to unbuckle her so she could visit the designated doggy relief patch.

As I opened my door and stepped into the midday sun, I raised my arms in dramatic surrender. “Fine. You’re the pilot of the Clue Cruiser. I’ll stick to co-pilot duties. Like snacks. And podcast editing. And... emotional support screaming.”

“You do have a gift for volume,” Mattie said, sliding on her sunglasses.

“And yet, my talents remain tragically underappreciated.”

We gathered our drive-thru bags, unhooked Goldie from the backseat, and headed toward the picnic tables shaded by a pair of leaning pine trees. Goldilocks trotted ahead with the pride of a dog who had secured both whipped cream and the moral high ground.

Somewhere in the distance, the Blue Ridge Mountains beckoned. But first: burgers, bathroom breaks, and a much-needed breather before the next leg of our not-so-ordinary journey.


      [image: ]The burgers were aggressively salted, but the ketchup came in cute mini bottles and the crinkle-cut fries in wax paper, so I forgave the rest.

We sat at a rickety picnic table beyond the gas station, beneath a pair of pine trees locked in a centuries-long competition over who could lean the most dramatically. Goldilocks lounged at my feet with all the exhausted satisfaction of a dog who had single-pawedly conquered both the drive-thru industry and a pup cup.

Across from me, Mama nibbled her burger with the unbothered grace of someone who parallel parked an Airstream on a dare and would now like a pickle spear, please and thank you.

My gaze drifted from the Clue Cruiser, glinting in the sun, to my phone, which had a full signal and zero new messages. Typical.

“I’m going to try Henry Jack,” I said, digging into my purse. “Just to check in.”

Mama raised a brow but said nothing. That is already saying something.

I pulled out my phone, admiring the little gold anchor charm dangling from the case. My son gave it to me after his flight school graduation. Said it’d keep me grounded while he was in the air. I said it was cheesy. Then cried in the car like a woman watching a dog food commercial.

I tapped his name. The phone rang once before dumping me straight into voicemail.

Again, typical.

I cleared my throat and put on my best cheerful-mom tone—the one I used when leaving care package updates or offering unwanted weather reports from home.

“Hey, sweetie! Just checking in. Hope everything’s going great out there in Navy pilot land. I sent you those socks you like—you know, the cushioned ones with arch support? The ones that don’t bunch in your boots? Let me know if they got there. They were on sale, and I snagged a few extra pairs. Also, I put in a box of those weird protein cookies you pretend you don’t like but always eat anyway. Love you! Stay safe, call me if you can. Or text. Or blink in Morse code. Anything really. Okay. Bye!”

I ended the message and slid the phone back onto the table with a satisfied sigh.

Across from me, Mama lowly chuckled and shook her head.

“What?” I asked.

She took a dainty sip of her root beer and gave me a look equal parts amusement and disbelief. “Still sending your six-foot-six, fighter-pilot son arch support socks, Honey? He’s in the Navy, not away from home at his first summer camp.”

“His feet get sore!” I shot back, with the full conviction of a woman who researched twelve brands of insoles. “He’s on them all day, and those boots are practically medieval torture devices. A good pair of socks makes all the difference.”

“He’s qualified to land jets on a moving boat in the middle of the ocean.”

“And he still has arches. Let me care for them.”

Mama smirked, then reached into her blazer pocket and pulled out her phone like she planned to place a hit.

She dialed a number, held it to her ear—and barely half a ring later, the voice on the other end said, “Hey, Granny.”

Granny?

Unbelievable.

I didn’t want to cry. Not over socks. Not over silence. But the pit in my stomach had opinions.

“Hi, baby,” Mattie said, her tone warm but efficient, like a woman calling to confirm a meeting and maybe organize a sting operation at the same time. “We’re en route. Just stopped for lunch.”

I leaned across the table, trying to eavesdrop while pretending not to eavesdrop.

“You in Virginia already?” Henry Jack asked, his voice muffled but unmistakably chipper.

“Already? Been here all morning, Hondo.”

I rolled my eyes at the nickname my mother imposed on him when he was still in the NICU. And all these years later, it still stuck.

“You made great time from Texas,” he said.

“I know a few shortcuts. Picked up your mama from Arlington. The traffic near D.C. was the longest part of the trip. You still in the region?”

“For now. We’ve got a stand-down tomorrow. Might grab Quals later this week. Depends on the weather and the brass.”

Translation: he was busy doing whatever mysterious high-octane Top Gun stuff they let him do these days, and had no time to talk about laundry or boring topics with his mom.

“Keep us posted,” Mattie said. “If things change, let me know.”

“You bet, Granny. And tell Mama I’ll call her.”

“She’d like that,” Mattie said. “She’s worried about your arches.”

He laughed. “Of course she is.”

Mattie ended the call, tucked the phone away as if it never existed, and returned to her fries.

I crossed my arms. “He answers for you on the first ring. And I get voicemail.”

“You sound like you're going to start weeping into your socks.”

“They’re high-performance wicking material.”

“I’m sure they are.”

I muttered something about maternal betrayal and took another bite of my burger. It was dry. My pride was drier.

Goldilocks, sensing the need for emotional damage control, rested her head on my foot and sighed.

“Thanks, Goldie,” I whispered. “At least someone here understands me.”

She sneezed in response.

Which felt…fair.


      [image: ]With the lunch debacle behind us, we rolled on—one wannabe podcaster, one ex-CIA mom, and one goldendoodle with delusions of grandeur—toward a mystery fifteen years cold and a town that didn’t know what headed their way.

The road stretched out like a ribbon ahead of us, unwinding slowly beneath a sky softening into evening. Hints of lavender crept across the horizon, and the sun dipped low enough to make everything glow in gold and coral. The kind of light that made you feel like something important awaited, even if you didn’t know what.

Mama drove with one hand on the wheel, her sunglasses pushed up into her curls, the other hand draped on the gearshift like she was born to drive that Bronco. 

I offered to take over again, since she drove all the way from Texas to pick me up, but she’d just patted my knee and said, “Let’s wait until we’re out of mountainous territory, sweet pea.” 

Which was polite for, “You nearly turned us into a parking lot sideshow.”

Goldilocks resumed her post in the back seat, chin resting on the armrest, eyes closed like she dreamed of future drive-thru encounters. Her tags jingled gently with each curve in the road, a kind of musical punctuation to the rhythm of the tires on asphalt.

I leaned my head against the cool glass. I watched the Virginia countryside roll past—hills dotted with weatherworn barns, patches of forest stitched together like a quilt, the occasional curious cow giving us side-eye as we passed.

A strange feeling bubbled in my gut, a mix of calm and unease, as if we were on the edge of something. Something big. I thought about our destination. Whispering Pines. A town that, until recently, had existed only as a name in a file folder and a voice on a decades-old tape.

And now? Now it was the place where everything might change.

The idea still felt a little wild. Two women, no badge between us, barreling toward a cold case with nothing but podcasting gear, matching tote bags, and one impressively fluffy goldendoodle. What kind of people did that?

Apparently, we did.

I wasn’t a novice to the game. I spent years in local news—reporting weather in Pensacola, covering city council meetings in Norfolk, anchoring the five-a.m. traffic segment in Corpus Christi. Michael’s next duty station dictated each move, and I did my best to keep up. I honed my skills at being ‘new in town.’ But never long enough to rise in the ranks of my profession. Never long enough to build anything.

This podcast? It was the first time in years I wasn’t waiting for someone else’s orders.

Mattie called herself retired, but the woman had more ‘classified’ stories than anyone I’d ever met. Half the time, I wasn’t sure if she actually worked in intelligence or was a very enthusiastic mystery book club moderator with a flair for lock-picking.

But underneath the scarves and blazers and that relentlessly cheerful lipstick smile, there was something sharp. Something unshakable.

We didn’t have badges. But we had instincts. We had questions. We had time.

And maybe… just maybe… we had something worth chasing.

I glanced sideways at Mama, who hummed softly to herself and squinted at the GPS like it personally offended her.

We were chasing a mystery, yes. But part of me knew I was also chasing something else.

All those years. All those unspoken things.

Maybe this podcast—this crazy, inconvenient, wonderful journey—was the clumsy road map back to each other.

The sign for Whispering Pines appeared like it had been waiting for us, nestled between two crooked pines and faded from years of sun and snow. Welcome to Whispering Pines. Population: Small. Secrets: Plentiful.

Mattie downshifted as we rounded a gentle curve, the pines growing denser around us, hemming the road like a velvet curtain drawing shut. The shadows stretched long across the pavement.

I straightened in my seat, heart ticking up.

We were almost there.

The pines would be whispering soon. And for the first time in a long time, I felt ready to listen.
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