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Chapter One
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The flashing lights filled Kate’s rearview mirror seconds before the speeding police car passed her on Main Street. Adrenalin electrified her muscles despite the lack of sirens. Dark splatter from the rain-soaked pavement arched across her windshield. She gripped the wheel as the aroma of a breaking news story filled her nostrils. 

The officer eased through the four-way stop at the bottom of the hill before gliding left onto Commercial Street. She tapped her brake and checked for cross-traffic as she approached the intersection before making the turn herself.

With a glance at her dash clock, Kate realized her plan to beat her boss to the office would be scuttled by the detour. But postponing the—no doubt—well-earned reprimand could not be avoided. The young officer was on a mission and now so was Kate.

She slowed to a discreet distance as the patrol car proceeded over the railroad tracks and crossed St. Limas Street. The driver immediately turned left onto the large corner lot bordered on the west and north by woods along Roark Creek as it merged with Lake Taneycomo. He parked close to two half-ton pickups where St. Limas dead-ended at the creek.

As the young officer emerged from his car, he pulled on a jacket and hat against the persistent rainfall. The six-foot-six burly frame could belong to only one of Branson’s finest—Patrolman Harold “Skip” Rogers. As a city-beat reporter, Kate interviewed Skip last year for an article on police recruits. His polite “yes ma’am” responses made her thirty-two years feel old at the time, but she hoped for the same courteous treatment this morning.

He treaded carefully around three pieces of heavy clearing machinery now abandoned on the muddy acreage. Two of a four-man crew met him halfway from where two others were hunkered down next to a massive uprooted tree stump on the far-side of the property.

Kate approached slowly and parked her car next to a flatbed logging truck situated along Commercial Street. The stack of twenty-foot trunk sections—and the renewed downpour—would conceal her Ford Escort from Skip and the others, if only temporarily. She waited as he listened to the first two men. When the three headed toward the stump, she grabbed the Silver Dollar City rain poncho from the back seat and eased the door open.

The ground, sodden with a week’s worth of autumn rainstorms, was treacherous with tree limbs and branches, but she didn’t hesitate to follow. Her hiking boots were tucked away in her closet at home, so her bargain-store tennis shoes would have to do. Kate prepared a speech in her mind, knowing Skip would spot her at any moment. 

“Wait here,” Skip said, signaling the men to stop. Taking a position still a dozen feet away, he surveyed the area on the root-end of the stump. Staring briefly, he lowered his chin to his chest for a moment and then unhooked the microphone attached to his uniform. “Dispatch, Rogers,” he said, still facing away from Kate’s position.

The female voice on the radio crackled, “Go ahead, Skip. Over.”

“Yeah, I’m down by Roark Creek, north of the railroad tracks on Commercial. Looks like these boys found something the detectives will want to see. Over.”

“Ten four.”

Kate, hoping to eyeball the location before being noticed, eased closer to the group, but her view of the scene remained blocked.

Without warning, Skip spun around and took a stride in her direction. His widened eyes and gasp preceded a disgusted frown. “Jeez, Kate, what are you doing?”

She smiled and cocked her head slightly, meeting his steely glare with her soft blue eyes. “Hey, Skip. What’s happening? I saw you rushing down the hill.” 

He took her elbow and rotated her toward the street. The gentle touch belied his large stature, but his intent was clear.

“I don’t believe this,” he mumbled. “You have to go.”

“Not yet,” she said, securing the poncho hood in place and planting her feet in the mud. 

He pushed her elbow forward as if it were a throttle, but she shook off his grip.

“Tell me what they found. You know I’ll find out sooner or later.”

“I’m sure you will. But not from me.”

Applying more force, he grasped her arm and accelerated the pace. Closer to the flatbed his hold relaxed somewhat. She pulled away and slogged back toward the stump, the poncho hood trailing in the wind with her now drenched mane of auburn hair.

“Hey,” Skip whined. Then he mumbled something she was glad she couldn’t understand, followed by a bellowed “Stop!”

She glanced over her shoulder and yelled, “Don’t worry. I’ll be right back,” before crashing into the four men, who apparently felt obligated to help her follow Skip’s command. In a matter of seconds, the officer joined the group.

“Look, Kate, you know the drill. You were asked politely, if I must say so myself, to leave the premises of a potential crime scene.”

“Crime scene?”

Skip directed his attention over Kate’s head and said, “Good morning, detective. Sorry, sir, we have a bit of a situation.”

“I can see you have your hands full,” Tom Collingwood said. 

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll take care of this, Skip, and join you in a minute.”

Kate froze, somewhere between glad to recognize Tom’s voice and disappointed with his timely arrival. His new partner, Sid Green, would have been easier to deal with. Charming a man with whom you became friends in first grade, dated in high school, broke up during college, and resumed a relationship not quite fifteen months ago would be next to impossible. 

“Okay, Katie. You know better than to try to intimidate your way into a police investigation.”

“How do you know I was trying...? Oh, never mind. I can explain,” Kate said.

“I look forward to discussing it. But right now, you need to resume whatever you were doing before you took this side-trip.”

“But I was just—”

“I know. But you need to leave.”

“Okay. I’m going,” she said. Halfway to her car, she turned back and shouted, “Can’t you tell me what’s by the stump?”

Tom raised his arm, index finger extended toward the street.

Not easily dismissed, Kate retraced her steps, standing about a foot from her on-again-off-again sweetheart and gazed sweetly into his eyes. “I’ll make a deal with you.”

“That is so considerate.”

“Seriously. I’ll leave, but you have to promise to give me a heads up before any public announcement about the body they found.”

“What body?”

“I get it, Tom. You can’t say anything. We’ve discussed this before. But can’t you give me the hometown advantage on your news release?”

“Playing the hometown-advantage card?”

“I’d use the best-friend-forever card if I thought it would help.”

“I bet you would,” he said, walking away.

In a few steps, he stopped and turned, resuming eye contact with Kate. “I will try to alert you before we make a public announcement.”

“That’s good enough for me,” she said, hurrying to her car as fast as the mud would allow. “You have my pager number, right?”

***
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KATE SHOOK OFF THE remnants of mud clinging to her shoes before entering the newspaper office. It was quarter to eight and her boss was talking to a couple of the Branson-beat reporters at the front counter. Helen glanced at Kate and nodded, then finished her instructions to the others.

“I’m sorry I’m late, but I ran into a story,” Kate said, following Helen to her office at the back of the building. Two chairs were positioned in front of the manager’s gray army surplus desk, which sat in the center of the room. The two women stood eye-to-eye for a few seconds before Helen gestured for Kate to sit, positioning the other chair for herself close to Kate’s.

Ten years to the day Kate’s senior, Helen Saint James had taken the fledgling reporter under her wing about nine years ago. After college, Kate worked part-time at first, helping her father at his motel most of the time. She didn’t become an official, albeit on-call, reporter until five years later. By then, Helen was in a full-time staff position but remained a generous advisor.

Three summers ago, when the incumbent moved to Arizona for his health, Helen accepted a promotion to Managing Editor. She changed her hair from a long brown straight non-style to a blond highlighted shoulder-length body-wave. Her wardrobe went from casual slacks and jeans to young executive suits and tailored dresses.

Helen’s attitude changed with her upgrade and a tension developed between Kate and her mentor. The former chose not to analyze it too much and blamed the alienation on Helen’s increased workload and responsibilities. 

“I’m not sure how to begin,” Helen said.

“Say what’s on your mind, Helen. How hard can that be?”

“For you? It may be easy. But I don’t want to—”

“Tell me what I did wrong. I promise I’ll fix it.”

Helen took a deep breath. “I wish it was one thing, but it’s everything.”

“That could be harder to fix,” Kate muttered.

Helen paced the width of the room, stopping a few feet from Kate. She held her hands in front of her as if serving from a tray. “We’re a small newspaper in a small town that’s growing fast. The few of us on the news staff must work together. No stars or egos here. We don’t manipulate individuals to get information. We don’t manipulate the information itself. We write a factual and professionally prepared article based on our assignments.”

“And I’m not doing that?”

“Are you?”

Kate fidgeted in her chair. “I do my job in a professional manner.”

“Do you feel you’re part of a team?”

“Yes,” Kate said with conviction, but Helen’s incredulous gaze reflected her own doubt. “Okay, so I work better alone.”

The Managing Editor’s eyes softened. “This isn’t a contest, Kate.”

“If I get a lead for a story, I want to follow it. Right now, I have a lead. Something was found on that lot they’ve been clearing down by the lake.”

“Something?”

“I couldn’t get by the responding patrolman. Then Tom ran me off. I’m sure it’s a body.”

“Kate, you are not supposed to get by the police. You can’t assume that what they found is a body, no matter how logical that may seem. This attitude of yours is what I’m talking about.”

“Sometimes you have to work harder to get the information.”

“But is that worth alienating the police?”

Kate ignored the allegation. “If I don’t do the story someone else will.”

“And that would be okay. But my job includes making sure articles are completed in a timely and professional manner. If I give you an assignment, I expect it to be done.”

“I see now.”

“You see what?”

“You’re mad because I haven’t done the feature on that woman.”

“Henrietta Stupholds,” Helen said. “Your article was due two days ago. And that woman is responsible for starting an annual activity that brings thousands of tourists to this little town.”

Kate stared at her boss, not knowing how to respond.

Helen said, “The article I assigned may not be about a dead body on a vacant lot, but in this town the crafts fair is news and the Stupholds piece belongs in the anniversary series.”

“I haven’t been able to get an interview.”

“You’re telling me the bloodhound of Tri-Lakes Newspapers failed?”

“I called, but Mrs. Stupholds didn’t answer.”

“Okay, Kate,” Helen said, moving toward the door. “Get the interview. We need to run the first article in this weekend’s edition.”

“But—”

Helen held up her hand as if stopping traffic. “Don’t worry, if that something on the lot becomes news we’ll talk about an assignment.”
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Chapter Two
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The morning showers all but forgotten, Kate walked the distance from her office to Connarde Realty, a narrow storefront office on Commercial Street across and down the street from the paper. Marge Connarde, an active member of the Branson Chamber of Commerce, had been chairman of the annual crafts festival for the past fifteen years. A table in her storeroom served as headquarters for the organizers.

Marge struggled with a display easel on the sidewalk in front of the door. Brochures, posters and other paraphernalia were stacked nearby under the awning. Her tailored business suit flattered her petite figure while lending an air of authority uncommon for such a small woman. Amazingly, the red ensemble complimented, rather than clashed with, her strawberry blond Farrah Fawcett styled hair. Somewhere in her mid-fifties, Marge’s attitude, dress, and actions were those of a woman fifteen years younger. 

“Well, Katie Starling. How are you? How’s your dad? Still as feisty as ever?” 

“We’re fine,” Kate said when the woman took a breath. “Can I help with that?” Kate held the back legs steady as Marge adjusted the front, snapping two narrow shelves into place.

“Thanks. You know, I missed Roger at church Sunday. Nothing wrong, I hope.”

“Touch of a cold, probably.”

“I’ll take him some of my chicken soup.”

“That would be nice,” Kate said.

The woman, twelve-thirteen years his junior, had been infatuated with Roger for as long as Kate could remember, maybe even before Kate’s mother died. Definitely before Marge’s husband ran off with his secretary almost twelve years ago. The realtor squared two posters and several bundles of brochures on the display, then stepped back to inspect her work.

“Perfect. What do you think?”

In the larger poster, three-man kiosks of canvas, wood, and colorful fabric lined Commercial Street from Main Street to the post office. People—presumably paying tourists—crowded the streets and browsed at each crafts display.

“I don’t remember as many booths last year. Nor as many visitors.”

“This is an artist’s concept, dear. You know what that means. Nothing ever quite turns out the way one conceives, does it?” She collected the extra brochures and savored one final review of the display.

Kate followed Marge into the office and greeted the three women working around the table in the back room. None of them was old enough to be the lady who began the Branson Crafts Fair forty years ago.

“I’m Kate Starling with Tri-Lakes News. Will Henrietta Stupholds be in today?”

“Etta,” one of the volunteers corrected.

Another lady quickly added, “She prefers to be called Etta.”

After a brief pause, the third member of the group said, “Etta’s ride had something to do in Springfield. Doesn’t own a car herself anymore. Gave it up two years ago. Remember Marge? It was right after that little accident the day of her eighty-fourth birthday party.”

The four women laughed as if sharing a delectable secret.

“Guess I’ll try her at home,” Kate said, turning to leave.

“Tell your father I’ll be over later,” Marge yelled from the other side of the office.

“I’ll tell him.” Kate said, imagining Marge and her father slurping soup together.

Henrietta Stupholds lived about two miles north and west of downtown Branson. According to Kate’s father, who had worked for Stupholds as a boy, the octogenarian had resided in the house most of her life.

The steel shell for Branson’s newest shopping strip loomed several hundred feet back on the left, far from State Highway 248’s edge and about halfway to the turn off. Behind and above it, on the ridge, construction was almost complete for the new elementary school. From that point, however, properties were vacant or modestly occupied. Now that Branson city limits encompassed some of the area, empty spaces along the soon-to-be-widened road would be consumed quickly, Kate mused.

Giant oaks and cedars surrounded a robin-egg blue ranch-style house centered neatly on several acres of land. Upon closer inspection, the various additions to the structure were obvious. The roof on the central, possibly original, portion was slightly higher than either side roof. A veranda tied it all together, spanning the full length of the building.

A garage, too narrow for modern cars, stood—albeit barely—at the end of the long gravel drive. Kate parked between it and the house in the shade of an ancient sugar maple.

The white banister hit the older woman slightly above the waist as she stopped the rocker and came to her feet. She seemed small and fragile, even more so engulfed by the broad porch. Her silver hair was pulled away from her face and gathered in the back. She wore dark slacks and a Kelly-green sweatshirt, across which was written, “My soul is six feet tall.”

“Welcome! I didn’t expect you so soon.”

“Called from the phone in my car.” 

Her blue eyes twinkled. “Isn’t that something? Never cease to marvel at today’s technology.” She extended a hand toward Kate. “Good to meet you. I’ve read your articles. You’ve got moxie.”

“Thanks,” Kate said, embarrassed she knew so little about the subject of her interview. 

“Let’s go in. Seems a trifle cool this morning.” A silver braid trailed to the center of her back, above the words, “Great things come in small packages.”

An archway separated the entry hall and the living room where the sunlight filtered through a single double-hung window. The faint musty odor reminded Kate of her grandmother’s house. She settled onto a sofa across from a well-worn and faded blue recliner. An old console television snuggled in the corner. Built-in shelves ran the length of one wall, and a narrow fireplace and hearth were centered on another. A walnut end table next to the sofa and a small round lamp table next to the recliner were the remaining pieces of furniture in the crowded room.

“I appreciate your letting me come to your home, Mrs. Stupholds,” Kate said. 

“Please, call me Etta. Haven’t answered to anything else for as long as I can remember. Would you like some coffee? Or something else to drink?”

“No, thanks,” Kate said, eager to get back to the mystery on the lot.

Etta eased onto the recliner, swinging her braid forward so it rested on her chest. 

Photographs cluttered the walls, shelves, and mantel above the fireplace. Most were black and whites and very old. A vast collection of decorated boxes and miniature cedar chests were scattered among the pictures.

“Your house is so ...”

“Snug?” Etta said when Kate hesitated.

“Cozy,” the reporter countered with a smile.

“This is the part my husband Clay built in 1932. We’d been married eight years. We started with this room, the kitchen, and our bedroom, which is smaller than this, if you can imagine. Use it for a walk-in closet now.”

Kate chuckled. “Did he add the other rooms right away?”

“Some, but I finished the last of it in 1957.”

Kate studied a handcrafted cedar box on the table next to the sofa. A brass clasp, shaped like a key, secured the lid in place.

“I bet each one has a story.”

Etta shrugged. “Maybe, but I don’t remember any of them. Some I’ve had since I was a little girl. Sarah refuses to dust any of them.”

“Sarah?”

“She’s the fine soul who takes care of this old woman.”

Kate bet the old woman could take care of herself. Even in the few minutes she’d known her, Etta seemed quite capable and physically able despite her age.

“I took care of Sarah when she was young. She’s married with grown children now. She helps around the house, buys my groceries, and hauls me around town. I don’t drive anymore, you know. Safer for everyone on the road.”

“You’re fortunate to have someone close you can trust.”

“Yes. I guess so. Tend to take it for granted, don’t we?”

The reporter held up a small tape recorder. “Do you mind if I use this, Etta? I’ll make notes, but I like to have direct quotes too.”

“Won’t bother me a bit. But I’m not sure I’ve done anything worth writing about.”

Kate tended to agree. Still, a good feature article, especially one of a personal nature, appealed to readers. And this woman had no doubt lived an interesting and active life. 

“People in this area and even visitors to Branson are interested in how things started and evolved to today’s world. The paper is doing a special insert for the fortieth anniversary of the crafts fair. My editor wants to include something about the person who started it.”

“I had an idea, that’s all. My friends and I had fun exchanging our homemade items. I wanted to expand our little gathering to include the tourists who came to fish each fall. I hoped we could make a little money to last through the winter.”

“That may be how it started. But what was once the Branson Crafts Fair and has become the Annual Ozark Mountain Crafts Festival is far from a little gathering. With all the theaters and outlet stores on the Strip, the festival is a way to bring people back to old downtown.”

“You’ve been talking to Margie, I see.”

“I agree with her,” Kate said, picturing the realtor’s poster. 

“You’re very kind. But I can’t take credit for all that. The theaters out on West 76 weren’t yet imagined when I suggested the crafts fair. Later, once Silver Dollar City opened, we grew quite a bit and relished in the competition.”

Etta’s modesty seemed genuine. And why not? After all the woman didn’t bring peace to Northern Ireland, she merely suggested holding a little get-together. But the festival lures thousands of visitors into downtown stores each fall and that was important to Branson.

“Have you lived in the area all your life?”

“I ventured all the way to St. Louis once. Went to school here through the eighth grade. Got married here in 1924. Buried my husband here. And grew old here. That’s the whole story.”

Her eyes sparkled with her grin.

“Was your husband involved in the festival?”

“No, Clay died in forty-two.”

“I’m sorry,” Kate said. “You were so young. You didn’t remarry?”

She bristled and straightened her back. “Never got around to it.”

This is going nowhere. Kate glanced at her watch. She didn’t want to miss a call from Tom. Her time on that lot and with Helen—and now this interview—had kept her from preparing properly for a planning commission briefing to be held later today or tomorrow morning. She wanted to ask the right questions and be able to discern the wrong answers.

“Told you my life wasn’t worth writing about,” Etta said, clearly uncomfortable with Kate’s silence. “You’d probably prefer to be investigating corruption in city politics.”

“Should I be looking into something?” Kate asked with renewed interest.

Etta chuckled. “Well, not that I know of. I’ve been away from all that for a while. But it’s the natural thing for an intelligent, ambitious, young reporter to want to do.”

“I enjoy learning about Branson’s history,” Kate said, unsure why she felt the need to defend herself.

“But today you’d rather be somewhere else.”

Kate scooted to the edge of the sofa and moved the recorder from one side of the narrow end table to the other. “Tell me about the first crafts fair.”

The octogenarian closed her eyes and rested her head against the chair back. Her eyes fluttered open and she said, “I haven’t thought about it in so long.”

“Where did you set up?”

“In front of the mercantile, on Commercial Street. We had two or three tables.”

“And you displayed handmade items? Quilts? Woodwork?”

“Yes. Bird houses. Bird feeders. Many of the things you see today. When we’d sell something, we’d get another and fill the space on the table.”

“So, you sold several items?”

“The first year it was more like a few. Still we could see the wives, abandoned by fishermen spouses, were interested.”

“Of the women who helped you, are any—?”

“—still alive?” She shook her head.

“I could list them in the article.”

“Wait a minute,” she said. She blasted from her chair and examined the collection of photos on one shelf. Mumbling to herself she checked a table and the mantel. “Hold on,” she said, standing in the middle of the room, fists on hips, glancing from shelf to shelf. Finally, she picked out a faded black photo album, thick with pages, and handed it to Kate. “I know I have at least one of that first year. A customer had a camera. His wife insisted he take a picture. They sent me a blow up, I’m sure.”

Etta sat on the arm of the sofa and leaned over Kate’s shoulder. The first sheets contained shots of Etta and Clay when they had just married. She explained each one, her words softening to a whisper. Her voice reflected a gentleness, without melancholy, as she told what the young couple was doing, when the photo was taken, and by whom.

“Listen to me go on. You’re not interested in my life story, frame-by-frame,” she said as she nudged Kate over and took the album. She glanced at Kate and winked. “Let’s fast-forward.”

She ran her finger down the photos, shaking her head and turning pages. Occasionally the old woman paused as if lost in a memory.

Kate tapped the crystal of her watch. She’d be late for deadline on the article if she didn’t leave soon. Why can’t things happen in an orderly, convenient fashion?

Etta stopped turning. The book was open to an 8x10 inch posed portrait. Three men stood behind three seated ladies, each beaming with the hint of a shared secret.

Kate said, “You’re in the middle, right? The man behind you must be Clay.”

Etta stared at the photo, touching each image as if reaching back in time to caress her husband and friends.

The reporter waited a moment—instinctively respecting the woman’s reverie—then said, “This would be great to go with the article.”

Etta tilted her head back slightly and closed her eyes momentarily. “This was way before the crafts fair. We were on a lark in St. Louis. Left Branson without telling a soul. Clay and I were celebrating our fourth anniversary. Our friends hadn’t been married even that long.”

“I assume the six of you were good friends,” Kate said.

“Jack, Lex, and I had known each other since we were toddlers. Clay was a couple years older. He came to my graduation dance with his younger sister. I was thirteen, pretty naïve, and he swept me right off my feet.”

“What happened? Obviously, you had the portrait made.”

“I don’t remember how we paid for everything. When we passed by the photo studio, I begged everyone to go in not even considering how much it would cost. No one was at the desk by the window. The walls were covered with newspaper clippings about the owners, two sisters. Portraits they had done, some from the 1904 World’s Fair, were everywhere in the studio. At first we were fascinated, going from photo to photo. Then someone said we better get out.” Etta smiled, the memory clearly running in her mind.

“But you didn’t leave,” Kate said.

“What is it the kids say nowadays? We were busted. One of the sisters came from a room in the back. She asked us if we wanted a portrait. Jack spoke up. He told her we’d changed our minds. The rest of us nodded agreement and turned to go. But the nice lady said they had a special rate for one day only. She suggested we do a group portrait.”

Kate asked, “What did she charge you?”

“Twenty-five cents,” Etta said. She slid her hand slowly across the portrait once more, then turned the page.

Kate glanced again at her watch. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know how late it was. I need to get this first article submitted for the next edition, but I’d like to do more. Can I come back?”

Etta wasn’t listening as she continued her search through the album.

“This is it. The lady on the end holding the afghan. Her husband took the picture.”

More than a dozen women stood behind a crafts display. Kate pointed to the shortest woman of the three and said, “This is you.”

Etta laughed. “You’d make quite a detective.”

“Could I borrow this to run with the article?”

“You bet. Let me write the names down for you. At least the ones I remember. And you can come back any time. Don’t know what else we’ll talk about, but you’re welcome.”
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Chapter Three
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Tom held up his fist signaling Sid to wait by the vehicles. “Better change into our boots. The lot’s muddy and full of debris,” he said approaching his partner. “Did you call the coroner?”

“On his way,” Sid said, popping the trunk. “I saw Kate heading across the tracks. You might know she’d be the first reporter on scene.”

“She’s a bird dog, all right,” Tom said.

“Sounds like she might have nipped at you a bit.”

“You know, partner, I really don’t want to talk about Kate right now.”

“Hey, don’t take my head off because you can’t manage your love life.”

“There is no love life.”

“Exactly.”

Tom finished lacing his boots in silence, then headed back to the stump. “Let’s get to this. I’m guessing it will take a while.”

Skip joined the detectives as they approached. “I got preliminary statements from the crew and sent them home.”

Tom said, “Give us the Reader’s Digest version.”

“They felled this big oak late yesterday. They sectioned the trunk and did some trimming but decided to finish with it this morning. Came back about sunrise and loaded the sections on the flatbed. They were trying to figure out how to handle the big stump, which, as you can see, is still attached to the ground. That’s when they saw the blanket and the partially exposed skeleton.” 

The two detectives crouched about ten feet from what appeared to be human remains.

Tom said, “The cloth is worn but basically intact. When they tried to pull up the stump, the entire bundle, including much of the surrounding ground, was attached to the roots.”

“If the roots weren’t holding that blanket together, we’d have a big mess,” Sid said.

“Funny, I hadn’t noticed the odor before,” Tom said.

Skip said, “You mean moldy blanket?”

Sid said, “More like something rotten, but not real pungent. I’ve smelled a few dead bodies and this isn’t close.”

Tom shrugged and stood up as he motioned to Skip. “Did you take photos?”

“A few, but I was concentrating on the statements.”

“We’ll need shots of the entire area from all angles, but don’t move anything.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We’ll wait for the coroner, but get shots as it lays,” Sid said. “And get close-ups of that covering. Looks like an old army blanket.”

“Yes, sir,” the young man repeated as he documented details of the scene.

Tom slipped on some latex gloves and handed a pair to Sid. “Let’s go over the area in a thirty-foot perimeter around the tree. Not much left of any evidence after this crew plowed it up, but we can take a pass.”

Twenty minutes later, they had bagged a few items and were standing by their vehicles making log entries when Artie Richards parked his van on St. Limas. The coroner grabbed a satchel and joined the detectives. Tom figured him to be in his fifties. He’d been in the mortuary business with his family for decades before running for coroner earlier this year. 

Sid said, “Thanks for coming so quickly. We’ve taken photos of the scene and searched the area for evidence. Could be more under the bundle. The cover is in good shape. No telling how long this has been buried. As you can see, it’s pretty much intertwined by the tree roots.”

“Couple hundred-year oak from the looks of the rings,” Artie said. He put his satchel down a good distance from the stump. Before grabbing his camera case, he slipped on a pair of latex gloves.

Tom and his partner hadn’t worked with this coroner since the election. Suspicious deaths—let alone murders—were rare in Branson. Still the man’s reputation was solid, within the bounds of his training and experience.

Artie approached the scene carefully, taking photos from several perspectives. He zoomed in on the stump, roots, and finally the skeleton bundle itself. After several minutes of shooting, he returned to his satchel and removed a plastic bag.

“Help me with this sheet,” he said, tearing open the bag and removing an oversized cloth. 

The three men spread the twelve-foot square piece of fabric on the ground next to the skeleton, then carefully approached the object. Artie gently pulled a corner of the blanket toward him, exposing the skull and upper torso bones.

“Definitely human,” Artie said, taking some close-up pictures before replacing the cover. “I’m sure you know I’m way out of my league with this. We’ll need help beyond our usual support team. Let me make some calls. I don’t want to disturb anything until I talk to a forensic anthropologist.”

“We’ll help you secure the scene,” Tom said.

Tom and Skip strung the yellow police crime scene tape in a large circle around the skeleton and stump while Artie and Sid retrieved a roll of plastic and some stakes from the van.

Artie said, “We need to cover as much as possible. Can you arrange for round-the-clock patrolmen to watch the area?” 

“No problem,” Tom said. “We’ll make sure no one noses around.” 

“I’ll make those calls and get back to you as soon as I can.”

It was after noon before Tom and Sid finished at the scene and returned to their office in City Hall. They gulped down the last bites of fast-food burgers and worked on their report.

“How long do you suppose the skeleton’s been out there?” Sid asked.

“I wouldn’t even guess,” Tom said. “First thing we need to do is check any open missing person cases.”

“Nothing’s pending since I made detective a few months ago.”

“Probationary detective eleven months,” Tom clarified, “with the promotion to Detective Sergeant just two months ago.”

“Thanks for the clarification, partner.”

“In any case,” Tom said, “we’ll be examining decades’ worth of cases.”

“Hey, almost forgot that I saw the lieutenant at the coffee pot. He wants to see us.”

“Nice of you to remember that,” Tom said. “Any idea why?”

“Nope,” Sid said, tapping his knuckle on Lieutenant Dan Palmer’s door.

“Come on in,” Palmer said as he hung up his phone.

“Almost finished with the skeleton discovery report,” Tom said.

“Good. But I’ve got something else for you.”

The Lieutenant shuffled through a stack of files on the right side of his desk, removed one from the middle and handed it to the senior detective.

“The whole thing may amount to nothing. Unfortunately, we can’t ignore the complaint. The information, although limited, is enough to warrant further investigation.”

“This is a complaint against the city of Branson,” Tom said.

“Yes, and a related complaint was issued to the Missouri Board for Architects and Professional Engineers.”

“Hey, am I the only person who wonders if this guy made this up?” Tom asked. “He isn’t exactly in love with our city government.”

“Yes, that occurred to me, but we do not have the option of ignoring him. Besides, if he’s right about any part of this, we have a serious problem. For now, he’s given us a heads up. If we don’t take action, he will escalate.”

“What does that mean exactly?” Sid asked.

“Nothing good, I imagine.”

“What’s the time frame?” Tom asked.

“According to the lawyer he hired, three weeks.”

“Sounds like we better get started,” Tom said. “I might add, discerning who can be trusted will make our job more difficult.”

“You’re detectives, aren’t you? And make this your number one priority for now.”

“Okay, but we’ll need to follow up on the skeleton case.”

“From what you told me earlier, sounds like that’s in the coroner’s hands right now.”

“I had a couple ideas to check out. Okay if I do it on a low priority?”

“That’s fine, but we need to address this complaint pretty quickly. Bryan Porter intends to pursue this as far as necessary to get justice. Those were his exact words.”

When Tom returned to his desk, he found a message from Kate. “She didn’t leave a number,” Tom mumbled.

“You don’t have her number?” Sid said.

“Yeah. I’ve got it all right.”

“Are you back together?” 

“Not exactly. We’ve tried a couple of times, but something keeps getting in the way.”

“Like Kate, you mean.” Sid snickered.

Tom picked up the phone and punched in the number to Kate’s mobile phone. When Kate answered, he turned his back to his co-worker.

“Hey, Katie. You called?” he whispered.

“Is this sweet young patrolman guarding whatever is in the hole?”

“You’re at the scene?”

“I go where the news is.”

“Do you see the crime scene tape?”

“Can’t miss it. And the big plastic tent is also rather obvious.”

“Do you know why police put crime tape around a scene?”

“Because there was a crime?”

“To keep unauthorized people, such as yourself, out of the area.”

“Does that mean you aren’t going to tell me anything?”

“At this time, we have nothing of interest to report. When we do, we will issue a statement.”

“Okay. Guess I’ll talk to you later.”

“Hey, maybe we could meet for coffee,” Tom said.

Silence.

“Katie?” Tom said, hanging up after another moment.

Sid offered, “That went smoothly.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m on a roll.”
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Chapter Four
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Ben Leatherman, Planning/Building Department Manager, stepped up to the podium and pulled the microphone down to his level. “Okay, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s get started.” In white shirt and khaki trousers, tie but no jacket, he represented Ozarks white-collar mid-level management well, despite his short and somewhat stocky physique. 

“White knuckle time,” Kate whispered in Bernie Sailor’s ear.

The TV newsman smirked but did not take his eyes off the speaker. 

Leatherman, hired about two years ago when the previous man took a better job, had been overwhelmed ever since. He had the misfortune of arriving with the “Branson Boom”—as the press tagged it—following the 60 Minutes segment which introduced the town to the world. A rash of new country music theaters, hotels, and restaurants sprouted up along the city’s main drag. The affectionately nicknamed “Strip” stretched from downtown Branson westward toward Silver Dollar City, its neon lighting reminiscent of the Las Vegas Strip. 

His attempts to deal with the growth met strong resistance from city government. According to the unofficial grapevine, he grew more and more frustrated with the “I’ve lived here all my life and you don’t know shit” attitude of local politicians and citizens.

Leatherman cleared his throat. “This is going to be brief. We want to set the record straight so as not to cause undue embarrassment for anyone. The Missouri Board of Architects and Engineers has asked the city of Branson to provide certain records for certain construction projects currently ongoing in Branson. We are cooperating fully. So far no red flags have been raised. Once they finish the review and submit a report with their recommendations, we will inform the public. City staff is confident that all construction inspected by our team is safe and has been completed to code. Any questions?”

Bernie raised his hand and said, “You say, Mr. Leatherman, no red flags so far. Has Missouri started its review?”

As if cued, the group chuckled in unison, then silently turned their eyes on Leatherman.

“The state has provided my office a list of projects. We’re collating the records to be turned over to the bureau staff as soon as possible.”

“So, nothing has happened so far?” A reporter from the Harrison Daily Times asked.

Leatherman glanced in her direction, said, “No,” then pointed to Kate, one of many with a raised hand.

“You say inspected construction is safe. But you’ve also gone on record recently that your department is understaffed. How can you keep up with the demand of current projects?”

Leatherman sneered. “Lots of overtime.” 

“But,” Kate said, determined not to let him brush off the question, “isn’t it true your team consists of two inspectors after the third quit last week? And we have over thirty active projects in the city, not including residential construction? And don’t those same inspectors review all plans submitted as part of the permitting process?”

“Yes, to all your questions. However, we’re actively trying to replace our third man.”

“And then you’ll have three,” another reporter said, with a tinge of sarcasm.

City Administrator Mark Orchard eased between Leatherman and the podium, bending his six-foot frame to speak into the mic. “That’ll be it for today, folks. When we have more concrete information about the audit, we’ll let you know. Until then, please keep your media theories to a minimum.”

A man’s voice blurted from the back of the overfilled room. “When are you going to discuss what Fortune Enterprises gets away with?” 

Bryan Porter stood with his arms folded across his chest, his naturally ruddy complexion flushed a deep pink, his ears beet red. He walked to the center of the crowd, stopping not far from Kate and Bernie.

“Well, Mr. Leatherman? Are you going to tell these folks about Fortune Enterprises starting construction before they had a permit, an apparent exemption from this code of yours?”

“Who’s that?” Bernie said, his words barely audible.

“Bryan Porter,” Kate whispered.

“Who’s Bryan Porter?”

“Until recently, the town joke, but his status may be elevated.”

“What’s he talking about?” Bernie said.

Kate leaned closer to the newsman. “Larry Allen is property development manager at Fortune Enterprises. He’s the grandson of one of the founders.”

Bernie mouthed, “Holy shit,” his eyes wide with excitement. “He was elected to city council this last April, right? Very heated contest as I recall, especially for a city council post.”

Kate nodded, amused by Leatherman’s distressed glance toward his boss.

“If you’re referring to the Fortune Plaza Office Complex—”

“I am.”

“—that project is not yet within city limits,” Leatherman said.

“But it will be soon. Isn’t that true?” Porter asked.

“On next week’s agenda.”

Porter forced his way closer to the podium, planted his feet firmly, and sunk his hands into his pants pockets. “Isn’t it also true your department is responsible for inspecting projects within a mile of city limits? And, certainly, ones about to enter city boundaries?”

Orchard shook his head and scowled. “That’s all we’re going to say today. Thank you.”

The city administrator eyeballed Leatherman, who quickly took the side door. Orchard pushed his way through the crowd to the lobby exit, closer to his own office.

“What’s the answer, Mr. Orchard?” Kate shouted.

Orchard stopped at the double swinging doors, pivoting around to face the media. “Yes, we have an agreement with the county to inspect those projects about to enter the city. Now, if you’ll excuse me. I have work to do.”

For a few seconds everyone stared in the direction of Orchard’s departure, as if expecting his return. Porter broke the silence with a muffled, but breathy, “Humph,” followed by a more subdued, “Predictable,” as he started to leave.

“Excuse me, Mr. Porter,” Kate said, blocking his exit.

Deep lines appeared across his brow. She’d seen Porter around town but hadn’t realized how short he was until she stood directly in front of him eye-to-eye.

“I’m Kate Starling, Tri-Lakes News. Could I ask you a few questions?”

Again, the room became quiet, all eyes on the man who had disrupted the news conference.

“I’m sorry, Miss Starling. I’m not ready to talk about this until I get my own answers.”

Undaunted, Kate said, “Do you know for a fact Fortune Enterprises doesn’t have a building permit for the new office plaza?”

“They have one now. Question is when did they get it? By my calculations, they had steel up for all five stories, before they even had a foundation permit. Hell! The thing was almost completed, before the building permit was approved.”

“And you’re saying nothing was done because Councilman Allen is a project manager at the company?” Kate asked. 

A low-level buzz traveled around the room.

“I’d say it seems like a hell of a coincidence. Wouldn’t you? Like inspection reports changing before being filed. Lots of coincidences.”

Porter stormed out before Kate or anyone else could ask a follow-up.

Bernie said to his cameraman, “Come on. Orchard promised a sound bite. Let’s see what he has to say about Porter’s comments. Want to come along, Kate?”

She started to follow Bernie but changed her mind when she saw Leatherman come out of his office and head for the men’s room. “No thanks, I’ve heard the drill,” she said.

As the chamber emptied, Kate hurried through the witness room to the neighboring office suite. Five small offices and a central bullpen provided limited space for the Building and Engineering Departments. An eight-foot round conference table claimed the center of the overcrowded room. It and a nearby customer counter were piled high with papers, rolled up building plans, and three-ring binders. At least a dozen file cabinets lined the limited wall space.

Kate spoke briefly to an engineering department road inspector, a guy she’d known since high school, then waited at the counter as the secretary finished speaking to a customer. The woman, who seemed to be only a few years older than Kate, started her job less than three weeks ago. With any luck she hadn’t been briefed on the reporter’s reputation as a city hall pest.

“Okay,” the woman began, walking toward Kate, “how can I help you?” 

Hoping to put the woman at ease, Kate introduced herself and provided her credentials.

“Nice to meet you. My name’s Claire,” the secretary said.

“I know you started your job recently. Are you new to Branson too?”

“We came in a couple years ago from Des Moines. Apparently, we were among the many. I’ve had a few part-time jobs but was thrilled to see this one in the paper.”

“Yeah, the boom brought a lot of new folks to town. I’m glad you got the job. I’ve lived in Branson all my life and worked at the paper for quite a while, so let me know if you want the real scoop on anyone in town.”

Claire smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Seriously, we can have lunch sometime.”

“That would be nice.”

“One thing’s for sure, you folks will be needing a bigger office.”

“They tell me it was a lot worse before the Health Department moved downstairs.” 

“That’s true,” Kate agreed.

“How can I help you today?”

Kate summoned her most nonchalant demeanor. “I’d like to see the file on the Fortune Plaza office project.”

“The entire file?” Claire asked, the whites of her eyes expanding noticeably. 

“Is there a problem?”

“I’m not sure. I mean, as you said, I’m new. The other secretary is on vacation and I’m not sure what the procedure is to see a file.”

“They’re public record, right?” 

“Yes, I suppose,” the woman said, nervously twirling a long brown strand of hair.

“And I’m part of the public.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll have to speak to Mr. Leatherman.”

“Okay, but I ask to see city records all the time,” Kate said, not bothering to elaborate how often her requests were granted.

Claire glanced toward the door and relaxed.

Kate craned her neck, following the woman’s line-of-sight as Ben Leatherman crossed the threshold and hurried past the counter without acknowledging either woman.

“Excuse me, Mr. Leatherman?” the secretary said as he entered his office.

“Not now, Claire.” He closed the door behind him.

The secretary shrugged and said, “Sorry.”

Kate considered pushing the point but decided against it. Instead, she made an appointment to meet with Leatherman later in the afternoon. She had one thing to do before leaving City Hall and opportunity presented itself immediately.

Tom Collingwood and his boss, Detective Lieutenant Dan Palmer, emerged from the offices across the upper lobby as Kate crossed the building department threshold. Tom acknowledged Kate with a halfhearted salute, then turned to resume his discussion with Palmer.

First, he gives her his official stance about whatever was found down by the lake. Then, he fails to let her know about the subsequent press release, as he promised he would. Now, he brushes her off without a word. How can they be friends, let alone something more? She stormed across the lobby and out the exit.

The upper lot and street were empty. “Damn,” she said, remembering she’d parked on the lower level. Normally, she would have taken the shorter route, across the lobby and down the stairs to the police department entrance, but Tom and Dan blocked that approach. “Get a grip,” she whispered, before silently counting to ten. She took a deep breath, then set out around the building to the Adams Street parking area.

“Katie, wait up.”

She glanced over her shoulder but kept walking.

Tom jogged toward her and shouted, “Katie?”

She waited for him to catch up. “I’m in a hurry.”

“Okay. All I wanted to—”

She resumed walking toward her car, but he stepped in front of her.

“Hey, where’s the fire?” 

She detoured around him.

“I get it. You’re mad at me. It’s been a while, but I remember this routine.”

“Why would I be mad?”

“I’m not sure. Why don’t you tell me? It’ll save a lot of time.”

“I’m so glad you’re amused,” she said, risking a sideways glance. Why are we acting like teenagers? Her emotions and behavior resembled someone not quite as mature as she would prefer to be. She stopped, slowly turning to face him.

“Go ahead. I’m ready. Blast me,” he said.

“Why would I do that?”

“Who knows?”

“If you’re going to make fun of me, we have nothing to discuss.”

“I’m sorry. Tell me why you’re upset.” He brushed her hand, then held it until she withdrew. His blue eyes had always had a calming effect on her.

She tilted her head to one side blocking the rising sun with one hand. “You promised to let me know what was found on the lot.”

“But I did. We sent a press release this morning.”

She rolled her eyes. “To begin with, the press release said nothing. Furthermore, I expected advance notice from an old friend.”

“I did. I mean, I tried. I left a message on your car phone and I paged you.”

“You did not.”

“Several times.” 

Her anger returned. “That’s not possible!” 

He squeezed his lips together and hesitated a moment before lowering his voice. “Have you checked your voicemail? Your pager?”

“My pager is fine.” She reached into the outside pocket of her portfolio, grasped the square object, and waved it in front of his face. “See?”

“Yeah, fine but off.”

She examined the switch, then remembered muting it to ignore Helen’s repeated calls. “I’m sorry,” she said.

He grinned and said, “Guess I should’ve sent a patrol car to track you down.”

“That would have been more efficient. You should have known when I didn’t return your call something was wrong.”

“What? This is my fault? What do you want from me, Katherine Margaret Starling?”

She took a step closer, and then stared directly into his eyes.

“Uh-oh,” he whispered.

“I want you to tell me everything you know about the skeleton you found yesterday.”

“Everything is in the press release. I swear. The coroner is trying to find an expert to help us. We probably won’t know anything for weeks. Besides, you know I can’t tell you anything until we make an official statement.”

“Yes. You’ve mentioned that once or twice.”

She pivoted around and headed for the parking lot before Tom could say more.

***
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KATE’S FRUSTRATION had not abated by the time she entered the restaurant. Shirley Barrens, her best friend since kindergarten, was already sitting in a booth toward the middle of the room. Kate scooted across the bench, tossing her purse to the far side.

“Are we a bit huffy?” Shirley asked.

“Not at all,” Kate replied.

“I’ve known you a long time. Remember?”

Kate shrugged as she drummed the table with her index and middle fingers.

Shirley pointed toward the noise. “See. Dead giveaway. Tapping does not lie.”

“Okay, I had a little disagreement with His Exalted Detectiveness.”

Shirley’s amusement was palpable.

“And what did Tom do to offend your sensibilities this time?”

“I’m not sure I like your implication.”

“Shoe fits, does it?”

“Let’s order. I have an appointment in about ninety minutes with Leatherman.”

“Already ordered,” Shirley said. “Don’t be so surprised. You know you always have the same thing.”

“Did you call your friend in Forsyth?”

“Let’s talk about you and Tom.”

“We can’t get past his stubbornness.”

“His stubbornness?”

Kate stared at her friend. “Okay, I can’t separate my boyfriend from the detective.”

“I’m sure the relationship is difficult, especially when you deal with him professionally,” Shirley said. “But you need to talk about it. You and I are best friends, Katie.”

“I know.”

“Why then, have we never discussed your breakup with Tom all those years ago?”

Kate squirmed in the seat and glared at her friend. “I don’t discuss that day,” she said.

“You need to,” Shirley said.
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