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			Author’s Note

			The following is a true story. It is a work of nonfiction based on many sources of information, including official police case file documents, court trial transcripts, and over fifty interviews. The events depicted took place over the course of four decades and some of the people involved are deceased or unable to share their recollections. In several instances, there were varying accounts of what occurred, and some of those accounts are conflicting. In such cases, I did my best to interpret and share the unaltered, if varying viewpoints. There is also some discrepancy regarding the exact dates on which these events occurred and related confusion over where they fall on the timeline. Again, in those examples, I did the best I could to sort out the correct order of events.

			When appropriate, I have included dialogue between key characters—some of which is verbatim, while other conversations are written from the best recollection by those involved of what was spoken. In several passages, when the exact words spoken were not known, I have taken liberties in interpreting what was most likely said, in order to convey important aspects of the story. Apart from these areas of creative license, I have gone to great lengths in my attempts to verify all the details contained in the pages that follow.

		

	
		
			Chapter One 
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			Petie

			Petie Miller was a good kid with a lot to look forward to. He was twenty years old and would be marrying the love of his life, Penny Wilson, in just two days. He was eagerly awaiting his wedding day and very optimistic about the life he and Penny would create together.

			Petie had spent his entire life in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, being born and raised in a tiny hamlet known as Swoope in the rolling hills of rural Augusta County, about ten miles west of the city of Staunton. The Shenandoah Valley was filled with natural beauty, with incredible mountain vistas, pristine forests, and crystal-clear rivers.

			It was the fall of 1983. Ronald Reagan was the president of the United States, having defeated Jimmy Carter three years earlier in a landslide election. The highest-rated television shows were Dallas and M*A*S*H, and the top movies at the box office were Terms of Endearment and the latest James Bond film, Never Say Never Again. In sports, the Baltimore Orioles had just won baseball’s MLB World Series crown and the Los Angeles Raiders were on their way to the NFL Super Bowl title. Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” music video was making a big splash on MTV, and the number one song on the pop charts was “All Night Long” by Lionel Richie. In the Shenandoah Valley, where folks liked their music with more of a twang, Dolly Parton and Kenny Rogers topped the country charts with the duet “Islands in the Stream.”

			Thursday, November 17, 1983—two days before Petie and Penny’s wedding—began as a morning like any other. As was his normal routine, Petie was up before the sun, at 4:30 a.m. to do his daily chores on the family farm where he lived with his mother, father, and sister. As he did every morning, Petie took about two hours to cut corn, feed it to the cows and hogs, and clean out their pens. At about 6:45 a.m., he and his father took a break to sit down for a hearty breakfast—bacon, eggs, and toast—prepared by his mother.
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			Petie Miller, 1981. (Photo courtesy of Dorothy Miller.)

			After breakfast, Petie went out to the driveway and started his old 1968 Chevrolet pickup truck to warm it up for the twenty-minute commute to his job at The News Leader newspaper in Staunton. He worked as an inserter, a job that involved placing the supplemental advertising sheets and flyers into the daily paper, as well as sorting and stacking the newspapers on pallets to prepare them for delivery.

			On this particular morning, Petie’s forty-one-year-old father, Richard Miller, Sr., happened to have an 8:00 a.m. doctor’s appointment at Woodrow Wilson Rehabilitation Center, in the town of Fishersville, on the other side of Staunton. So, as Petie’s truck warmed up in the driveway, Mr. Miller went outside and started up his truck as well. Both father and son left the farmhouse’s dirt driveway at the same time, with Mr. Miller pulling out right in front of Petie.

			The road toward Staunton, State Route 254 (also known as Staunton-Parkersburg Turnpike) was a classic two-lane country road—fun to drive, with rolling hills, winding turns, and beautiful scenery. As Mr. Miller set out from Swoope along the undulations of State Route 254, heading east toward Staunton, Petie playfully tailgated him. Both father and son were NASCAR enthusiasts and had bonded over the years watching the races on television. They occasionally attended local dirt track races together at nearby Eastside Speedway. Sometimes, they liked to imitate the stock car drivers they watched.

			As Petie and his father each rolled along State Route 254 in their trucks, the drive turned into a race, as each jockeyed for position. When there was a clear straightaway, Petie would make an attempt to pass, and Mr. Miller would speed up to maintain his lead. It would seem dangerous to any observer, but each of them knew the road like the back of their hand and was careful not to push too hard. They had driven the route hundreds, if not thousands of times, and knew the straightaways where they could safely put the hammer down, as well as the more dangerous stretches where curves and hills necessitated driving more conservatively.

			About two miles from Staunton, as Mr. Miller passed a bend near a subdivision known as Abbington Hills, he looked in his rearview mirror and no longer saw Petie’s truck behind him. His first concern was that his son might have had engine trouble. Petie’s truck had not been running well and he and Mr. Miller had planned on doing some engine work on it in the next few days. Thinking that Petie might have broken down and needed help, Mr. Miller pulled into the parking lot of Westwood Animal Hospital, made a U-turn, and headed west on State Route 254.

			After backtracking about half of a mile, he glimpsed Petie’s truck in the distance, parked at a small gravel pull-off area on the westbound side of the road, near the creek at the bottom of Edison Creek Hill. Petie’s truck was pulled beside another pickup truck that was blue and white and had a camper shell over the bed. Mr. Miller could see from this distance that Petie was still behind the wheel of his truck. Seeing engine fumes, he realized that Petie’s truck was still running without issue. Further assessing the situation, Mr. Miller’s natural assumption was that Petie had stopped to help the motorist in the other truck, who appeared to have broken down. Petie often stopped to assist motorists having car trouble; it was just the kind of guy he was, and the way in which Mr. Miller had raised him.

			Mr. Miller watched for several moments, and then noticed that the other motorist was at the driver’s side window of Petie’s truck and was talking to Petie, who remained seated behind the wheel. As Mr. Miller looked closer, he realized that the other person was someone that he and Petie both knew. It was Charlie Almond, the stepfather of Petie’s fiancée, Penny. Mr. Miller easily recognized Almond—even from a distance—noting that he had on a fishing hat that he often wore.

			Convinced that Petie was fine, and running a bit late for his doctor’s appointment, Mr. Miller turned around and headed eastbound down the road once more, to his doctor’s appointment in Fishersville.

			It would be the last time Mr. Miller would see his son.

			—

			Petie’s full name was Richard William Miller Jr., but for as long as anyone could remember, he had been called “Petie” or “Pete” by everyone who knew him. His parents and close family tended to call him Pete, while most everyone else knew him as Petie. In terms of his looks and demeanor, Petie had country boy written all over him. He was 5’8” and about 140 pounds, and sported collar-length, scraggly brown hair. His friends liked to joke about his facial hair, as he had a summer beard—some are here, some are there. He could care less about fashion and was perfectly content wearing blue jeans and a flannel shirt each day. The same went for his mesh ballcap and dirty work boots.

			Friends said that Petie was a guy who did not go out of his way to try to be cool. In school, he didn’t really fit into any cliques. He did not play sports, was not a partyer, and did not go out of his way to impress girls. Social media was obviously not a thing back in the ’70s and ’80s when Petie was growing up, but if it had been, he clearly would have opted to avoid the drama of having Facebook or Instagram accounts.

			Petie had a group of friends who had all gone to high school together and shared his rural values. They were country boys who did not put on any airs. They enjoyed hunting and fishing and they all drove beat-up pickup trucks. These weren’t the trucks the affluent suburban kids drove; they weren’t new and shiny, not lifted or squatted, and did not have fancy rims and wheels. Their trucks were old, rusty, and dusty.

			Petie was sometimes ribbed by his friends for being a “momma’s boy” and a homebody. Those comments didn’t bother him one bit. He had a close relationship with both his mother and father—one based on mutual respect and appreciation. While many teens go through a rebellious stage in their relationship with parents, it never happened with Petie. Sure, he had his share of disagreements over the years with his mom and dad, but there had never been major arguments, nor had he ever spoken disrespectful or hurtful words toward them.

			One of Petie’s greatest loves was animals, and he often brought home stray dogs and cats. About a month after he and Penny became engaged, Petie brought home a dog from a litter of puppies a friend’s dog had recently had. The puppy had been destined for the pound, and Petie couldn’t bear to think of it having an unsure fate. He brought the puppy home, having already named him King, and persuaded his parents to let him keep it.

			Petie’s sister Dorothy also had a special relationship with Petie. She recalled, “Back in high school, when I was a sophomore, he was a senior. Most guys his age were too cool to be seen with their younger siblings at school. But Pete went out of his way to include me and make things easier for me. He gave me a ride to and from school every day and walked with me in the hallways.”
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			The Miller Family. (Photo courtesy of Dorothy Miller.)

			Petie’s blue-collar work ethic was a product of his upbringing. In addition to his full-time job at The News Leader and daily chores on the family farm, he assisted his father with a home-based business: Miller’s Small Engine Repair. Petie helped pick up and deliver the mowers, tractors, and farm equipment that Mr. Miller repaired. And as if he didn’t have enough work already on his plate, Petie was also a volunteer fireman for the Swoope Volunteer Fire Company, which served the western end of Augusta County.

			At eighteen, his fiancée, Penny, was two years younger than Petie. She was a cute young lady with a fun, engaging personality. Penny had a positive spirit, and was sincere and caring in her relationship with Petie. A big reason they got along so well and fell in love was due to the values they shared. Both led humble lives and liked it that way.

			Like Petie, Penny was also accustomed to hard work, having had a full-time job since she was fifteen. After working a few different retail and service jobs, she had settled into working the overnight shift at the Hardee’s fast-food restaurant in Staunton. She reported to work six days a week at 11:00 p.m. as part of the crew that gave the restaurant a nightly deep clean, baked the biscuits during the wee hours of the morning, and then helped staff the counter at the beginning of the busy breakfast rush. She made barely above minimum wage, but was comfortable with the stability and consistent hours. Jobs were hard to come by in Augusta County, so she showed up for work every day with a big smile on her face.

			Petie and Penny had only been dating for three months, so it had been quite the whirlwind romance that led to their engagement. Petie first got to know Penny when she had previously dated a friend of his. Then, when that relationship ended amicably, Petie asked Penny out on a date and things moved quickly from there.

			His father would later say, “Pete had never really been in a serious relationship before. And when he fell for Penny, he fell hard. In no time, he was head over heels for her and talking about marriage.”

			While Petie and Penny had a lot in common, one big difference between them was their family dynamic. Petie’s home life growing up was very stable. Mr. and Mrs. Miller had been happily married for over twenty-five years. They were church-going, conservative, and low-key. Both were nonconfrontational and never said as much as “boo” to anyone. As parents, they were very supportive of both Petie and his sister. Mr. and Mrs. Miller took parenthood seriously; it was their top priority, and their lives revolved around the kids, whose childhoods were abundant with nurturing.

			Penny’s upbringing, on the other hand, had been quite tumultuous. Her mother, Brenda Kay Almond, gave birth to Penny when she was only sixteen years old—a scandalous thing for small-town Staunton back in 1965. Penny’s birth father, twenty-four-year-old Charles Edward Russell, did what was considered the right thing and married Penny’s mother. The union was short-lived. They were legally separated within a month and divorced soon thereafter. Penny’s mother took full custody. To his credit, Charles tried his best to be a part of his daughter’s life, but inevitably became more of an absentee father.

			When Penny was two years old, her mother Brenda, eighteen by then, married a Staunton native named Charlie Almond, who, at thirty-seven years old, was twice the age of his young bride. Charlie had been Penny’s stepfather now for sixteen years. Mr. and Mrs. Almond also had two sons of their own—fifteen-year-old Charles Jr. (who went by Chuck or Chuckie) and nine-month-old Anthony.

			While Penny’s relationship with her mother was close and warmhearted, her relationship with her stepfather Charlie was frosty and tempestuous. His temperament was mercurial: even-keeled one moment and angry the next. He was sometimes abusive, making for a dysfunctional family situation, plain and simple. Because of this, Penny’s day-to-day home life had been challenging—and often miserable.

			Part of Petie’s motivation to marry Penny after such a brief courtship was probably to rescue her from the tribulations she faced at home. Petie’s sister, Dorothy, later said, “Pete cared about her so much and just hated what she had been through at home. It was clear that he wanted to help get her out of that situation.”

			One can only wonder why Penny’s mother, Brenda, would allow the home environment to be so toxic for her daughter and two sons. It may have been because Charlie did have some redeeming factors. He could be charming when he wanted to be and was a good provider financially. When they met, Brenda was a fledgling single mother struggling to put food on the table. Now, in terms of material things, the family had more than most: a decent home, plenty of food in the cupboard, and spending money when needed. Brenda Almond did not have to work outside the house and had been able to stay home to look after Penny and the two boys. It seemed as though Brenda felt her husband’s positive characteristics outweighed his shortcomings.

			The Almond family home might best be described as a redneck compound. Charlie owned the two-acre property on the western outskirts of Staunton, just outside the city limits at 174 Elliott Street, an area known as Beverly Village. The blended family of five lived in a three-bedroom house on the sprawling property. On the back of the lot were three mobile home trailers that Charlie rented out to a revolving door of tenants. There was also a large garage outbuilding with three bays that served as Charlie’s workshop. He ran several businesses from there.

			Charlie’s main gig was an auto repair shop called Almond’s Garage. He did all types of car repairs and those familiar with his work swore he was a mechanical genius. He did auto body work as well and had a close relationship with the owner of a nearby junkyard, C.A. Byrd’s salvage yard, where he obtained used auto parts. He also had a towing service he billed as Almond’s Towing. In addition, Charlie bought and sold used cars, a business he called Honest Chuck Auto. He catered to customers with bad credit, offering an in-house “buy here, pay here” financing program.

			For labor help with his businesses, Charlie typically relied on teenagers and young men in their twenties. For most of them, it was an apprenticeship program; Charlie taught them the tricks of the trade in exchange for them pitching in and working in the shop. He also enjoyed spending time with them socially at night and on weekends. At any given time, there were several young guys hanging around his property, passing time and telling stories, sometimes by the light of a bonfire. Beer and liquor flowed freely.

			As far as Charlie’s reputation in the community, he was probably best known for promoting his used car sales business in a creative way at Staunton’s annual Fourth of July parade. The parade was held in conjunction with an Independence Day celebration at Staunton’s Gypsy Hill Park, which featured a yearly concert by The Statler Brothers, the superstar country/gospel group who were proud natives of Staunton. The event routinely drew thousands of fans each year. In the parade, Almond rode a souped-up go-kart displaying Honest Chuck Auto signage and ingratiated himself to the locals by tossing out handfuls of candy to kids along the parade route.

			This was in contrast to the man he’d been previously. Almond had a criminal background and had done a few stints in prison many years back on robbery convictions. But in recent years he had managed to stay out of trouble. Most who knew him believed that the comfort of marriage, along with the passage of time, had mellowed him out. While he was known by some to have a mean streak, and for being vindictive when crossed, he was viewed by casual acquaintances as a cordial and friendly man.

			—

			About a month prior to their wedding date, Petie suggested to Penny the idea of her moving in with him and his family. She graciously accepted, and Mr. and Mrs. Miller approved—although somewhat reluctantly. A spare room in the Miller’s house was converted into a bedroom for Penny, and she gathered her belongings from the Almond house and moved in, taking solace in the fact that she would never have to live in the toxic environment again.
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			Engagement photo of Petie Miller and Penny Russell. (Photo courtesy of Dorothy Miller.)

			A small wedding was planned to take place on Saturday, November 19, 1983. The short guest list consisted mostly of immediate family and close friends. The no-frills reception would be at the church fellowship hall, with a modest spread of food prepared by Penny’s mother and a punch composed of ginger ale and fruit juice. In lieu of a honeymoon, the newlyweds would spend their first night as man and wife at a Holiday Inn atop nearby Afton Mountain, with a panoramic view of the scenic valley below. Both were scheduled to go back to work the Monday after their wedding weekend.

			Petie and Penny planned to spend the first few years of their marriage living in the Miller’s house, sharing a bedroom. Petie would continue to earn his keep by working on the family farm and, in return, all their living expenses and meals would be covered. Mr. and Mrs. Miller were happy to be in a position to help, knowing that it would give the young couple a nice financial head start, enabling them to save both of their incomes for an eventual down payment on a house of their own. Everyone involved seemed to share the optimism of the bride and groom to-be.

			—

			To get a complete picture of the events to follow, it is helpful to know more about Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley region. The residents proudly call it God’s Country, and the many visitors who fall in love with the area’s beautiful scenery tend to agree with that moniker. The Valley, as Virginian’s refer to it in shortened form, follows the north-south Interstate 81 corridor, which runs through western Virginia between the peaks of the Blue Ridge Mountains and the Appalachian Highlands. The major population centers, going from north to south, are the cities of Winchester, Harrisonburg, Staunton, and Lexington. The region is a popular tourist destination, with incredible mountain scenery and picture-perfect small towns that seem to jump straight out of a Hallmark movie. Not only is it a beautiful area to visit, but it’s also a wonderful place to live, offering a great quality of life.

			In popular culture, the 1965 hit film Shenandoah was a fictionalized version of true events in Shenandoah Valley history, starring Jimmy Stewart as a family patriarch trying to navigate his family through the Civil War battles raging around him in the Valley for three years. The movie was a fairly accurate portrayal of the rugged individualists who helped settle the region.

			The first settlers of the Valley came in 1726 from Pennsylvania, following the Great Valley Road, and were of German and Scotch-Irish descent. These groups included the Mennonites, who still thrive in large numbers in Augusta and Rockingham Counties and who, similarly to the Amish in Pennsylvania, choose to ignore modern conveniences.

			During the Civil War, General Stonewall Jackson made a name for himself in the Shenandoah Valley in what was called his Valley Campaign. In 1862, Jackson used his 16,000 troops to keep the four-times-larger Union forces frustrated and off balance. The Shenandoah Valley was dubbed the “breadbasket of the Confederacy” because of its fertile farmlands that ensured Confederate soldiers could be fed. The region had a strong agricultural economy and the Virginia Central Railroad connected Staunton and other towns with the Confederate capitol of Richmond, a hundred miles down the track.

			Perhaps the most famous reference to the Shenandoah Valley does not directly mention the Valley itself. The song “Take Me Home, Country Roads” by John Denver references the Blue Ridge Mountains and the Shenandoah River. A point of trivia is that the song has inspired much debate because the vast majority of the Blue Ridge mountain range and the Shenandoah River lie in Virginia, not West Virginia. Some Virginians argue that the song was inspired by western Virginia, and not West Virginia.
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			Map of Staunton, Virginia.

			The geographic center of the Shenandoah Valley is the city of Staunton and the surrounding Augusta County, where the events in this story take place. Augusta County is the second-largest of Virginia’s ninety-five counties by total area. It is a crossroads of sorts, located strategically at the junction of two major interstate highways: Interstate 64, which runs east to west through the middle of the state between Hampton Roads and West Virginia, and Interstate 81, which runs north to south from the northern tip of Virginia near Maryland to Tennessee at the southwest border.

			The city of Staunton, with a population of about 25,000, is the largest city in Augusta County. The most famous native of Staunton is former United States President Woodrow Wilson, who was born in Staunton in 1856. Wilson, the son of a Presbyterian minister, led the US into World War I and was the leading architect of the League of Nations. The Woodrow Wilson Presidential Library is located in downtown Staunton.

			Staunton was, and still is, a booming town for tourism, having been named one of Southern Living’s “Best Mountain Towns to Visit,” USA Today’s “10 Best Small-Town Cultural Scenes,” and Fodor’s “10 Most Enchanting Small Towns.” It is known for having all the charm and history of a small town with the cultural footprint of a much larger city. Staunton’s art scene is vibrant, and gourmet restaurants abound, along with trendy craft breweries and unique shops. It is also the setting of a disappearance which has affected the hearts and minds of local residents for many decades.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two 
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			Disappearance

			On the fateful morning of November 17, 1983—when Mr. Miller left Petie’s image in his rearview mirror at the pull-off area, he proceeded down State Route 254, through Staunton, and to his doctor’s appointment in Fishersville. He received physical therapy treatment for his ailing back and returned home mid-morning. From then on, he was in catch-up mode, making up for lost time in his work on the farm and in his small engine repair shop. Evening came and it was suppertime at the Miller’s house. The family always sat down together at about 5:30 p.m. for their family dinner. Mr. Miller sometimes joked, “You can call Pete a lot of things, but you can’t call him late for dinner.”

			But as Mrs. Miller was in the kitchen putting her final touches on supper, Petie was not home yet. This was unusual. She remarked to her husband, “Pete’s not here yet; should we wait until he comes home to sit down for dinner?”

			“No, let’s go ahead and eat,” Mr. Miller replied. “Pete will show up. He always does.”

			As they ate, Mrs. Miller expressed her concern once more. “I wonder where Pete is. It’s not like him to not show up for dinner and not call.”

			“He’s probably off somewhere enjoying his last days of freedom,” Mr. Miller said.

			After dinner, though, Mr. and Mrs. Miller spoke with Penny and she had not seen him either. He usually called her on his lunch break from work, but he had not done so that day. Penny was concerned, agreeing that it was unlike Petie. She said that she and her mother had been on the phone most of the evening trying to locate him, but to no avail. Penny reported to work at Hardee’s that night to work the overnight shift as usual, hoping that Petie would return home while she was gone.

			As the night grew late, Petie’s absence at home was increasingly conspicuous. There was more dialogue between Mr. and Mrs. Miller about where he might be. Again, Mr. Miller tried to reassure his wife. “Maybe he’s out with his friends and lost track of time,” he said. “He probably has a lot on his mind.”

			When Mr. and Mrs. Miller went to bed late that night, Petie was still not home. They were both growing troubled, but tried not to worry too much. When Mr. Miller kissed his wife goodnight, he comforted her again. “Don’t worry, honey. He’ll be home by the morning.”

			Mr. and Mrs. Miller were both up before dawn the next morning, and immediately checked Petie’s bedroom. He was not there. They looked outside, and his truck was not in the driveway. There was no sign of him. Shortly after 8:00 a.m., Mr. Miller made a phone call to The News Leader to see if he was at work. The shift supervisor, David Dingman, said that Petie had not shown up for work that morning. When Mr. Miller asked further, he was informed that he was not at work the previous day either. This was unprecedented, Dingman expressed, because Petie’s work attendance and punctuality had been excellent up to that point.

			Mr. Miller, contemplating the fact that he had last seen Petie with Charlie Almond, called the Almond’s house, but there was no answer. For the rest of the morning, while Mrs. Miller waited by the phone, Mr. Miller drove the backroads of Augusta County and the streets of Staunton, looking for Petie’s truck. He knew the workplaces for a few of Petie’s friends and stopped to check in with them. No one had seen him.

			Mr. Miller made a point to drive the stretch of State-Route 254 between his house in Swoope and Petie’s workplace at The News Leader in Staunton several times. He replayed the previous morning in his mind repeatedly—the last time he had seen his son—when Petie had pulled off the road, presumably to help the broken-down motorist, Charlie Almond. Mr. Miller went by the Almond’s house, but Charlie was not there.

			Late in the afternoon, about the time he knew most people would be getting off work, Mr. Miller sat down in front of a Citizen’s Band (CB) radio unit that Petie kept on a sideboard in the dining room. CB radio use had peaked in the late ’70s, popularized in large part by the hit song “Convoy” in 1978. Circa 1983, CB radio use had waned, as the units were mostly used by truckers to monitor highway conditions. But Petie and his friends, in the era before the advent of cellular phones, enjoyed getting on the CB and chatting. Squawking, they called it. And along with other volunteer firemen, Petie regularly monitored the emergency frequency for fire calls. Petie went by the call sign, or handle, of “Cooter.”

			Mr. Miller went on the air and asked if anyone had heard anything from Petie, referring to him by his handle. Several of Petie’s acquaintances chimed in and said they had not. Mr. Miller stressed the urgency of the situation and several of the CB radio users who were Petie’s friends agreed to spread the word and report back with any news.

			The Miller family sat down at the dinner table Friday night at the usual time of 5:30 p.m., again hopeful that Petie would show up and offer a big apology and explanation for running off for the previous day and a half. But for the second night in a row, Petie’s chair remained empty. Mr. and Mrs. Miller had a serious discussion about what to do next and agreed that Mr. Miller would call the Augusta County Sheriff’s Office the next morning to report him missing.

			Then, after dinner that night, at about 7:00 p.m., Mr. Miller received a phone call from the sheriff’s office. A deputy informed him that a missing persons report had been filed on his son and wanted to know if he had shown up yet. Mr. Miller told him, “No,” and was immediately puzzled as to who had filed the report. He asked the deputy and was told that it had been phoned in by Charlie Almond the previous night.

			The sheriff’s deputy then asked Mr. Miller a series of questions about Petie’s physical description: height and weight, eye color, hair color, and other physical descriptors. Mr. Miller then expressed to the deputy how concerned he was, and how uncharacteristic it was for Pete to just not come around and fall out of touch with everyone he knows for two days.

			On the other end of the line, the deputy seemed sympathetic to the situation. He said that the dispatcher would put out a Be On The Lookout (BOLO) bulletin over the police radio, with a description of Petie and his truck. A written copy of the BOLO would be provided to every county sheriff’s deputy on patrol at the beginning of each shift. The information would also be shared with the police in the city of Staunton, which had a separate force.

			As Mr. Miller hung up the phone, reality hit him more than ever—his son had gone missing. And the more Mr. Miller thought about it, the more curious he found it that Charlie Almond had called the sheriff’s department to file the missing persons report without contacting him first.

			—

			The next day was Saturday, November 19, 1983: the wedding day. But the groom was still nowhere to be found. Penny woke up that morning hoping against hope that Petie would call or come by; that he would tell her he was fine. And that the wedding, scheduled for 4:00 p.m., would still be on. And yet, the hours passed with no word from Petie.

			At about 8:00 a.m., Mr. Miller received another call from a sheriff’s deputy. His heart sank in nervous anticipation. But the deputy had no news and was, instead, calling to see if Petie had shown up. Unfortunately, again, the answer was no. Mr. Miller was then asked to come down to the sheriff’s department that morning and sign an affidavit for missing persons, which would certify the fact that his son was missing.

			At the sheriff’s office, Mr. Miller was shown a copy of the BOLO. It read:

			All officers are asked to be on the lookout for Richard “Petie” William Miller, Jr, a twenty-year-old white male. 5’8” tall, 140 pounds. Hair: brown, Eyes: brown. A resident of Swoope, Virginia, known to frequent Staunton and western Augusta County. Miller was last seen driving his primary vehicle, a gold 1968 Chevrolet pickup truck with Virginia license plate number FD22849.

			Mr. Miller headed back home and, for the rest of the morning, he and Mrs. Miller adjusted to the reality that their son was missing. One of the things they talked about was how curious they both found it that Charlie Almond had called the sheriff’s department to file the missing persons report without contacting them first. There had been no time to dwell on it though, as Mr. Miller headed out again to drive the backroads of the county looking for Petie or his truck while Mrs. Miller continued phone calls to all their friends and relatives.

			Mr. Miller visited the Almond’s residence around noon and again, Charlie was not there. He spoke to Penny and her mother, Brenda—both of whom were very upset and worried sick about Petie. Mr. Miller mentioned the fact that he had last seen Petie at the pull-off area talking to Charlie on Thursday morning. Neither of them had seen him after that time frame either. The conversation turned to the wedding, now just several hours away, as Penny and her mother were unsure of what to do. Penny expressed that as much as she wanted to put on her wedding dress and go to the church to wait for Petie, it was probably best to put the wedding plans on hold until there was some word about him.

			A few hours later, around 2:00 p.m., Mr. Miller was back home with his wife. They called Penny and her mother and agreed it best to cancel the wedding until further notice. Penny and her mother then proceeded to make phone calls to everyone on the guest list and told them that the wedding had been postponed. Many of them had already heard the news about Petie and had been out looking for him. Those who had not heard offered to do whatever they could to help find him.

			Just before 4:00 p.m., Mr. Miller went to the wedding venue on the slim chance that Petie might show up at the slated time of the wedding. After waiting for an hour, it was clear that his son was not coming. On his way back home, Mr. Miller stopped at the Almond’s house one more time. No one was there. Looking for Charlie, he walked around to the garage workshop and encountered a young man working beneath the hood of a car.

			“Is Charlie here?” he asked.

			“Nope,” the young guy replied.

			“Well, can you tell him to call me? Richard Miller.”

			“Sure will.”

			Later that night, after Mr. Miller arrived at home, there was a knock on the door. It was Charlie Almond. “Hey Richard, I heard you was looking for me,” he said.

			[image: ]

			Charlie Almond, 1983. (Photo courtesy of Brenda Almond.)

			Mr. Miller stepped out onto the porch to talk to him. He had several pointed questions he had been wanting to ask. He looked Almond in the eye and said, “I saw Petie on the side of the road with you Thursday morning. Do you know where he went from there?”

			Almond merely looked at him with a blank expression. There was silence, and then Mr. Miller added, “Thursday morning? You were having car trouble or something?”

			Almond shook his head from side to side. “I didn’t see Petie Thursday morning. Yeah, I had a flat tire on 254. But I didn’t see Petie.”

			Mr. Miller was speechless for a moment, then continued, “Charlie, I saw you there at the pull-off, standing there talking to Petie.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Almond responded, that blank expression still on his face. “I didn’t see Petie Thursday morning.”

			Mr. Miller was perplexed. He was sure he had seen Charlie talking to Petie. But being exhausted and sleep-deprived, he wondered for just a moment if his own memory was not clear. But as he replayed it in his mind, he thought to himself, “I know I saw him with Petie that morning. Why would he lie about it?”

			Mr. Miller then asked Almond a question that had been burning in his mind for two days. “Why did you call the sheriff’s office Thursday night and tell them Petie was missing? Without even checking with me first?”

			“’Cause my wife and daughter told me to,” Almond said. “They was on the phone that night, trying to find Petie…and I asked ’em what I could do to help. They said, ‘Call the sheriff.’ So I did. I thought they had already talked to you about it, and it was all right with you. I was just trying to help find him.”

			Mr. Miller felt in his gut that Almond was lying. He said to him, “Charlie, you had no right to call the police about it without talking to me first. How did you know he hadn’t gotten home? You should have called me first.”

			Almond seemed to resent the implication and started walking back to his car in the driveway. “Richard, don’t talk to me like that,” he said. “I was just trying to help.”

			Inside the house, Mrs. Miller and Petie’s sister, Dorothy, could hear the voices getting louder, as things grew heated. Dorothy later recalled, “They were yelling back and forth at each other. I heard my father, who seldom raised his voice, saying to Charlie, ‘You had no right to do that without asking me first!’”

			Charlie eventually drove away and Mr. Miller came back in the house. The more he thought about it, the more the situation did not sit right with him. Why would Charlie lie?

			A bit later that night, Penny came by the house, and Mr. Miller grilled her with questions about Charlie. She did her best to answer his questions, but as Mr. Miller’s tone grew accusatory toward her stepfather, the situation became tense. After some discussion, it was decided that it would be best if Penny took her belongings and moved out of the Miller’s home. Penny left in tears that night.

			The weekend continued, as Saturday turned into Sunday. Penny was going through a terrible roller coaster of emotions. She was filled with fear and dread about what might have happened to Petie. Compounding the situation was the fact that it had ruined what was supposed to have been the happiest day of their lives. It was a struggle to be optimistic, but she tried to convince herself that Petie might be okay. She hoped and prayed that he had just gotten a bad case of cold feet.

			Meanwhile, after a sleepless night of tossing and turning, Mr. and Mrs. Miller woke up Sunday with a sanguine feeling, clinging to hope that the situation would work itself out for the best and Petie would show up. One thing that gave them this optimism was the fact that their son’s pickup truck was missing as well. No one had found it. Perhaps that was an indication that Petie left town in the truck. Maybe there was a simple explanation: Petie had second thoughts about the wedding and needed time by himself for soul-searching. He was by no means a traveler, but maybe he was in a remote area somewhere and would come back once he had his head together.

			As for the situation with Charlie Almond, although he was upset with him, Mr. Miller was the type of person who always saw the good in others, and at this point probably did not want to believe that Almond had done anything to harm Petie.

			Sunday morning, as usual, the Millers went to church. At First Church of the Nazarene, Pastor Arthur Underwood referenced Petie in his sermon and led the congregation in a prayer for his safe return. There was an outpouring of support from the other parishioners, many of whom cancelled their plans for later that day and went out looking for Petie and his truck. After church, Mr. Miller drove to the county sheriff’s department’s headquarters, located just north of Staunton in the neighboring town of Verona.

			To fully grasp how the investigation of Petie’s disappearance was unfolding, it helps to understand the structure of law enforcement in Virginia. In the Commonwealth of Virginia’s incorporated cities, the law is enforced by a police department under the command of a police chief, who then manages a team of police officers. In counties, like Augusta, the law is enforced by a sheriff’s department under the command of a sheriff. Officers who work for the sheriff are called sheriff’s deputies or deputy sheriffs, because they are deputized by the sheriff.

			At Augusta County Sheriff’s Office (ACSO) circa 1983, the patrol division consisted of twenty sheriff’s deputies who functioned as road patrol officers, enforcing traffic laws and safety on the county’s roads. They also worked lower-level investigations and misdemeanor cases. Augusta was a huge county geographically, the second-largest of Virginia’s ninety-five counties, shaped like a massive square that covered 970 square miles. It took as much as forty-five minutes to drive from one side of the county to the other, so the deputies were often stretched thin.

			The Criminal Investigations Division, or CID (known in many cities as the detective bureau), was a four-officer unit that consisted of three investigators (detectives) at the sergeant level under the command of a lieutenant who was known as the chief investigator. They were responsible for the investigation of serious crimes—mostly felonies—including homicides, robberies, burglaries, breaking and entering, assault and battery, and sexual assault. Each investigator typically handled sixty to seventy cases a year, and they often partnered up to investigate complex or major cases. The CID lieutenant also handled a caseload in addition to managing the investigators and assisting on high-priority cases as needed.

			As for the status of Petie Miller’s missing persons report, at this point—Sunday afternoon—it was being handled by a sheriff’s deputy, Bill Lemerise, whose primary role in the department was road patrol officer. Forty-six-year-old Deputy Lemerise, had served twenty-four years in the Marine Corps before joining the sheriff’s department five years earlier. Outside of his patrol duties, Lemerise had minimal investigative experience.

			The plain truth was, as with any police force in America, a case involving a twenty-year-old unmarried man who had not been seen in four days was not a major concern. It was not unusual for a young single guy to fall out of touch for several days. But if Petie had been a minor, or female, and/or his life was determined to be in danger, the case would have been given a higher priority and assigned to a sergeant-level investigator, with direct oversight by the investigations lieutenant.

			Since this was not the case, Petie’s missing persons report was a low priority by their standards. However, Deputy Lemerise had been diligent in taking the report, following up with Mr. Miller as he was required to do, and putting out the BOLO promptly on Friday night. He would provide news about Petie when he could, but no one would be looking over his shoulder or pressing him for updates.

			That is, until Petie’s father walked into the sheriff’s department headquarters at 1:30 p.m. on Sunday. He entered the small lobby and saw the dispatcher, who also functioned as the quasi-receptionist, sitting behind a plate glass window on a headset.

			“Can I speak with Deputy Lemerise?” he asked.

			“He’s out on patrol,” the dispatcher said politely. “Would you like to leave him a message?”

			“No,” Mr. Miller answered. “But I’d like to talk to his supervisor.”

			Mr. Miller stood waiting in the tight lobby area for ten minutes before Sergeant Clarence Botkin came out.

			“What can I do for you, sir?” Sergeant Botkin asked. He was standing, giving the impression that he was quite busy.

			Mr. Miller motioned for Botkin to sit down, wanting to give the conversation the priority he felt it deserved. When Botkin sat beside him in one of the lobby chairs, Mr. Miller said, “I’d like to know what is being done to find my son, Richard Miller Jr.”

			Sergeant Botkin explained that the BOLO had been out for going on forty-eight hours and that every deputy on patrol was keeping an eye out for Petie and his truck. Mr. Miller then asked him if anyone was actively out looking for Petie. When Botkin said no, Mr. Miller was perturbed. Pressing further, he asked why an investigator had not been assigned to the case.

			Diplomatically, Botkin explained that the investigations division typically worked on cases in which a serious crime had been committed. With regard to Petie, the situation could not be treated as a serious crime unless there was evidence of foul play. The fact that a twenty-year-old young man had apparently run off two days before his wedding was not against the law.

			“But my son did not run off!” Mr. Miller exclaimed loudly. “Something has happened to him!” Mr. Miller then explained that his son was a bit of a homebody and had always kept in touch with his parents and with his fiancée. It had been four days now and no one had heard from him.

			Sergeant Botkin expressed that he understood that the turn of events was not consistent with Petie’s behavior in the past. He then went on to say that the sheriff’s department received over a hundred missing persons reports each year—many of which were from people who were just as upset as Mr. Miller. And in almost every single one of them, the missing person eventually returned home, safe and sound.

			Mr. Miller then told Botkin that he wanted to speak to an investigator and was informed that with it being the weekend, there was not an investigator in the office. He promised Mr. Miller that his son’s missing persons report would be thoroughly discussed on Monday morning and that appropriate steps would be taken to find him. Sergeant Botkin had done his best to reassure him, but Mr. Miller did not feel put at ease.

			That afternoon, Mr. Miller expanded his search for Petie to the mountainous areas west of Swoope, consisting of hundreds of acres of rugged land where he and Petie had hunted and fished over the years. The terrain was densely forested and unpopulated, as it was part of the George Washington National Forest. Exploring the possibility that Petie had gone into the woods and had some type of accident, he checked all the parking areas for his truck. He looked at the vast landscape in a way he never had before. There were tall mountains as far as he could see and valleys that stretched forever. It hit him like a ton of bricks in that moment. Petie could be anywhere out there.

			—

			As one can surmise by this point, Richard Miller Sr. was a simple man. At forty-one years old, he was far from sophisticated. He was a God-fearing farmer and small engine mechanic who was not known by many people outside of Swoope, where he had spent his entire life. But those who did know him had tremendous respect for Mr. Miller as a man of strong convictions who could quietly get things done.
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			Richard Miller, Sr. (Photo courtesy of Dorothy Miller.)

			At the First Church of the Nazarene in Staunton—a church of the Methodist denomination—he was one of a small group of parishioners the church’s leadership could always go to when there was work to be done. When the church needed a new roof, he quietly helped organize other volunteers, rolled up his sleeves to lead the workers, and got it done ahead of schedule and under budget. Similarly, when the parking lot needed paving and when the church’s youth group asked for a gazebo to be built, Mr. Miller was there to help.

			Mr. Miller was the founding father of the Swoope Volunteer Fire Department. For years, he had listened to neighbors complain about how long it took fire and rescue personnel from Staunton to respond to fire and emergency calls out in Swoope and western Augusta County. In 1978, when he personally witnessed a 911 call that took the Staunton Rescue Squad thirty minutes to arrive, he was spurred into action.

			Within a matter of weeks, with Mr. Miller doing the legwork behind the scenes, plans were in place for a volunteer rescue squad in Swoope. Land was donated and funds were raised through bingo games, bake sales, and donations. A fire truck was purchased with the proceeds, and when there was nowhere to store the fire truck because the new building was under construction, Mr. Miller volunteered his own driveway. And when no one stepped up to serve as the volunteer fire chief, Mr. Miller took the job. Largely because of Mr. Miller, within twelve months from its inception, in 1979, the Swoope Volunteer Fire Department, at 697 Parkersburg Turnpike, came to be. As of this writing in 2025, the Swoope VFD is stronger than ever, with a roster of sixty-six volunteer members, including thirty certified firefighters and thirty emergency medical technicians.

			But even more than that, Mr. Miller was known as a great father—a man who was always there for his kids. He had no real interests outside of his family. He didn’t play golf or bowl or play cards with the guys. He liked to hunt and fish but, when he did, he always brought along Petie or Dorothy.

			“My father was always there for us,” Dorothy later recalled. “He loved us unconditionally, but more than anything, he was always present.”

			One of the reasons Mr. and Mrs. Miller were so devoted to Petie and Dorothy was that, sadly, they were no strangers to tragedy. Eleven years earlier, in 1972—when Petie was nine and Dorothy six—Mrs. Miller gave birth to a healthy baby son named David Lee Miller. Tragically, on the morning of November 30, 1972, when he was six weeks old, Mrs. Miller woke up and noticed that the baby was not breathing. He was rushed to King’s Daughters Hospital in Staunton and pronounced dead on arrival. An autopsy ruled that the cause of death was Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS).

			As any parent who loses a child could attest, things were never quite the same after the loss of their baby David. And now, for them to have to face the pain from the possible loss of another child was unthinkable.
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