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Chapter One
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Kate Starling coaxed Freddie’s old pickup into third gear as she crested the hill overlooking Roark Valley. Emergency vehicles, medical technicians, and policemen marked the location of the body. Her co-worker was the only member of the press on the scene. Despite the ten-minute delay it took to convince Helen to let her do the assignment, Kate would be the first to file a story.

Two Branson police cars blocked Cahill Road where it more or less paralleled the creek. Several other cars lined a clearing between the road and the water. Taney County Ambulance staff waited beside their vehicle, a few yards outside the yellow police tape. Members of law enforcement huddled nearby. 

Jimmy Roper, pencil and pad in one hand, hand-kerchief in the other, leaned against an ancient sugar maple a good distance up the hill from the others.

Kate surveyed the police activity in the valley closer to the creek, as she walked toward the young reporter. “You okay, Jimmy?”

He wiped his forehead, and then covered his nose with his handkerchief. “Oh, yeah. Having a great time.”

“Why don’t you go back to the office? I’ll wrap up here.”

“But Helen—”

Kate took him by the arm and aimed him in the direction of his car. “She told me to help on this one and you seem a little shaky. I’ll see you at the paper.”

“Okay. But Helen promised me the byline.”

“We can share the byline. I’m okay with that,” she said, giving him a little push. 

“Share?”

Already halfway to the emergency crew, she turned and said, “We’ll talk,” punctuating the promise with a big grin.

A gust of wind engulfed her in the putrid air of death. She covered her nose and mouth with cupped hands and took short breaths, but the stench of decaying flesh clung to her nostrils. She steeled herself to continue, stopping beside Marty Layton, who was a relative several times removed on her mother’s side of the family. The emergency medical tech glanced at his cousin, and then returned his gaze to the uniformed men scouring the area.

“Hey, Katie. Nice ride,” Marty said, thumbing toward the old pickup.

“My car’s in the shop again,” Kate said.

“You covering the murder?” 

Neither Freddie’s police scanner nor the radio announcement on the drive over had mentioned murder. In fact, few details were provided, but she didn’t skip a beat with her response.

“Yes, Jimmy and I are working together.”

“That’s good. Poor kid lost his cookies a few minutes ago. I’d say he’ll need help getting through this one.” Marty turned to face her directly, and then added, “You too. It’s not a pretty sight. He was in the water for a while. When the creek receded yesterday, he baked in the sun a bit.”

Kate resisted attaching a mental image to his words. He probably said it to aggravate her, his being the ornery side of the clan. She concentrated on the Taney County Ambulance logo painted on the side of the truck until the queasiness in her stomach subsided.

Marty tapped his fist against his thigh. “God, I wish they’d get this show on the road.”

“What’s the holdup?”

“Your boyfriend wanted to leave things as they were until the coroner could check out the scene.”

“Boyfriend?”

“You know, the prodigal policeman.”

Kate furrowed her brow in Marty’s direction.

His wide grin and sparkling eyes mocked her confusion. “Aw, come on Katie.”

“Tom,” she whispered, still not used to his being back in town. A warmth flowed through her body despite protests from her mind. She summoned her most nonchalant tone. “I didn’t see him when I drove up.”

“Well, aren’t you cool?”

“Why not? Tom and I dated in school. I moved on years ago.”

“Right.”

“I don’t see Dr. Pritchard either.”

“The coroner examined the body and surrounding area and then split. It’s your old sweetheart who’s hanging things up now.”

“Stop calling him that. Oh, never mind.”

Kate scanned the group of men standing not far from the creek, but Branson’s newest member of the detective squad was not among them.

“Over there, scouting along the bank,” Marty said, pointing downstream. 

Tom glanced behind him toward the area where the body was beached. Tall and lanky as ever, he hadn’t aged a day in the twelve years since her high school graduation, nor since the afternoon two years later when he and Kate went their separate ways. Even after all these years, she found it difficult to think of him as a cop. Standing there in his blue jeans and open-necked shirt, carrying a charcoal sport coat over one arm, he looked like her favorite high school basketball player ready for the awards dinner.

Why didn’t Tom contact me when he returned to Branson four months ago? He’d been in town almost two weeks already when her father mentioned that Tom had called. Not that it mattered. Not really. She was with Jeff now. Tom and she were friendly enough when they ran into each other at City Hall. What more can I expect?

Marty bent forward and slapped his knees, bringing Kate rapidly back to the scene. He touched his toes, straightened, and reached high above his head. She turned her back to her old boyfriend and her memories.

“What makes you think the man was murdered, Marty?”

The medic grasped his cousin’s arm and pulled her away from the others, his voice lowered to a whisper. “Did I say murder? I didn’t mean murder.”

“Too late. You may as well give me the scoop. Remember, I know things about you.”

“Threatening to tell my childhood secrets again?”

“You know I would. I’m sure Liza would be interested in all the girls you were with before her.”

“She wouldn’t care.”

“Really? She seemed so proud of the fact that she was the first girl you’d ever loved. Imagine that, the very first one.”

“She probably wouldn’t believe you.”

“Yes, you’re probably right.”

“Katie, you’re every bit as mean as you were when we were in middle school.”

“I know.”

“Okay. You’ll find out soon enough. But you didn’t get this from me.”

She nodded and unobtrusively turned on a small recorder.

“The body has several wounds,” Marty said. “It’s hard to say if they’re knife or gunshot wounds. I didn’t examine the body and there was a lot of bloating. I’m not a pathologist, but I’d say this was no accident.”

“Who was he? Definitely a he right?”

Marty shrugged. “Dressed like one. Cops found a wallet, but no money. If they found an ID or if there was anything else on the body, they’re not talking.”

“And you didn’t recognize him?”

“Are you kidding? Not that I took a long look.”

“Okay boys,” Tom said, as he approached the ambulance crew. “Bag him and take him to Skaggs Hospital. Dr. Pritchard will be waiting.”

Tom stopped a few yards from the reporter. “Katie,” he said with a nod and a smile.

Her heart momentarily clogged her throat, but she managed to match his greeting.

Marty and his co-workers gathered their gear and walked away from the ambulance.

She shook off the nostalgia and closed the gap between her and the new detective sergeant. “How was the man murdered?”

He smiled. “I’m fine, thanks. And you’re looking well. Guess you know I’m going fishing with your dad in a week or so.”

“You’re not going to answer my question?”

“The press corps in Kansas City was tricky, too.”

“So, when did you stop selling drugs, Detective?” Kate asked, raising one eyebrow and using her best—if somewhat sarcastic—reporter tone.

“Exactly,” Tom said with a grin.

She returned his smile and for an instant the years faded. “How does it feel to be back in this burg?”

“I’m glad to be out of the big city rat race. But today makes me feel like I didn’t leave.”

“So, it was a murder?”

“Off the record?”

Kate stared straight into his eyes, which were almost lavender in the bright sunlight. “I don’t think I can handle that one.”

“Fair enough. How’s your dad? When we spoke, he sounded chipper enough, but I got the feeling he was a little down.”

“Business has been slow. He’s worried about the bigger chains moving in, not sure what it means to the independent owners. More than anything, I guess, he’s never gotten over Mother’s death.”

“I understand. She was a great lady.”

Kate nodded. At first devastated by the loss, she still mourned almost every day, but now was not the time or place.

“Any identification?” she asked.

“You may not remember, but we make it a policy to notify next of kin before the media.”

“So, he lived around here.”

Tom snickered. “Kate Starling, you’re incorrigible.”

“The mark of a good reporter.”

“Well, Ms. Reporter. You’ll get all the facts as soon as we’re prepared to release a statement.” He bent close to her face. “And not before.”

Her tummy leaped at the proximity. “Not even for old time’s sake?” she asked.

His grin ignited his eyes, which in turn, lighted his face.

“Not even for an old and very dear friend.”

***
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ON HER WAY BACK TO the paper, Kate stopped by Freddie’s Garage and found the old family friend next to her decades-old and slightly faded Mercury Grand Marquis sedan. Kate scooted between the workbench and the left front bumper and stood next to the mechanic. She tucked an errant auburn tress behind her ear. The heat clung to her sensitive skin as it curled from under the hood. When Freddie looked up and shook his head, she bent down closer to the engine until she could look him directly in the eye.

“Is it terminal, Freddie? Please tell me you can save her.”

“So, you finished with your big story?” Freddie asked, grinning, and revealing one good tooth flanked by two gold caps on the left and gums on the right.

“It was important for me to get there as soon as possible,” Kate said.

“So that you could break the big news, right? What was it? A big old buck or cow someone spotted from the road?”

“Actually, it was a human body, as they said on the police scanner in your office.”

“Probably some drunk fell off the creek bed during that big storm.”

“You’re making fun of me.”

“Maybe you have your hopes up for an unlikely happening.”

“Never mind,” she said. “Just tell me you can fix my car.”

“Well, she needs some major attention. I told you that last time.” Freddie stretched to his full height, which wasn’t very far, and scratched his bald head in mock wonder. “Let’s see. Wasn’t that about ten days ago?”

“Very funny,” Kate said with a grimace. She folded her arms and followed the old man into his office.

She stared through the window at her faithful car—a gift from her father at her long-awaited college graduation. “Okay, okay. I guess you’re right. Do the overhaul. Wait, first tell me how much. And remember that our families have been friends for several generations.”

Freddie pulled the stub of a pencil from his breast pocket. He touched the lead to his tongue, and then rummaged through the rags, tools, and papers on top of his desk. Finding his invoice pad next to the police scanner, he grinned.

Kate instinctively reached down and turned up the radio volume as she moved closer to the speaker. She didn’t want to miss any new leads or updates on the body.

Freddie finished writing and held the tablet in front of the radio so that his customer could read it.

Kate’s heartbeat picked up noticeably as she read the columns of parts and prices that the garage owner had lined up under the Bottles Tow & Service logo. The five-digit total was circled at the bottom. “I could buy a new car for that!”

With at least three days’ worth of stubble on his chin and a wrinkle across his leathery brow, he chuckled before correcting his oversight and tearing off the sheet.

Kate held the invoice gingerly and checked the bottom line. Spotting the well-placed decimal point, she glared at her tormentor. She folded the page and stuffed it into her calendar planner notebook, which she kept in the outer pocket of her oversized purse, next to the small spiral tablet, the pager, and the miniature tape recorder. “Do you enjoy inflicting excessive distress? Don’t answer.”

“Hey! Has anyone ever mentioned you need to lighten up?”

“Maybe once or twice.”

“Should take me about two days, maybe three. Four at the outside. You can keep using my truck while I’m working on your dream machine.”

“Thanks for the loan, but you may want to give your pickup some attention. I had to beg it to change gears.”

“All you need to do is coax the clutch a little, Katie. These classics don’t like to be rushed.”

***
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KATE WROTE THE STORY based only on her notes and a few tidbits that Jimmy had plucked from the hospital and city hall personnel, but she needed more to make it work. She took the draft to Helen’s office, hoping to persuade her boss to give her more time.

“You can add more information for the follow-up,” Helen said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, Jimmy’s already filed the story for tomorrow.”

“But—”

“I know I promised you the next news story, but I couldn’t find you. Jimmy was here so I sent him.”

“But when I called, you said—”

“That you two would share the byline and you will.”

Kate had missed a solo byline reporting the first significant event in the small town since two years ago in 1991 when the 60 Minutes television show profile roused Branson’s tourist industry. She’d paid her dues with almost eight years on the paper, and she knew that she deserved better treatment. If her car hadn’t stalled, she would have been in the office and given the exclusive.

“Jimmy’s too new. He can’t do this alone. Let me read his draft. I can make it better. You owe me this story.”

“Give him a chance. He’s not as green as you may think.”

“You didn’t see his pea-green forehead leaning against that tree at the crime scene.”

Helen raised an eyebrow as her lips tightened. “You seem so sure it’s a crime but there may have been an accident. Nothing has been determined. Jimmy’s article for tomorrow has it covered. If you or he can come up with more, we’ll talk about it for the following day’s edition.”

“At least let me take lead.”

Helen’s glare sent a clear message.

Kate retreated to her cubicle in silence. She needed a plan.
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Chapter Two
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Precious minutes flew by as Kate drove to Skaggs Hospital where the body had been transported for autopsy. One of the doctors had told Jimmy that the body was male, was probably late forties, and was wearing casual clothes typical of the Ozarks area. But her co-worker met a brick wall when he pressed for details about wounds and victim identification.

There was still time to use her story despite passing the established deadline, and there was no way Kate would miss the opportunity. She certainly wasn’t going to wait until Tom decided to make an official announcement and risk the story being scooped by the larger Springfield and Harrison papers.

The reporter headed straight to the administrative offices. Shirley Barrens was an assistant to the hospital administrator. Kate hoped that Shirley could provide enough information to fill out the lead story. The reporter knew that there would be plenty of opportunities to print details or corrections in follow-ups.

But Kate’s one true friend in Branson—other than her father—was nowhere in sight.

“Great! Where are you when I really need you?” she asked the abandoned office. 

No one in the adjoining area knew where Shirley was. Kate considered using the hospital intercom to page her friend, but the last time she did that all hell broke loose. People overreact about the slightest things. She decided to wait it out, but five minutes of pacing in front of the desk raised her anxiety. What if Shirley went home early?

She stood in front of the bookcase, on top of which was a picture of Shirley and herself taken by Kate’s dad on a fishing excursion. As it turned out, only Shirley and Roger fished. Kate jogged, ate lunch, read a book for fifteen minutes, and then paced along the bank until her companions gave up and declared the day over.

Excepting Kate’s auburn hair versus Shirley’s blond mane, the girls could have been sisters, especially without make-up. When Roger snapped the frame, the two were fighting over the not quite six-pound trout that Shirley had caught. Kate won in the end, insisting that the slimy trophy be returned to its relatives in the cold-water lake.

“Where are you?” she shouted at the picture.

“Right behind you.”

Kate’s muscles tensed as her body jerked around to see her friend standing calmly at the threshold.

“What are you trying to do? Scare me to death?”

“Sorry. Didn’t know you were so edgy. Could it be that you were doing something you shouldn’t?” The slender blond dropped a stack of folders on her desk and sat on the corner next to them.

“No, I was simply reminiscing.”

“So, what’s up?” Shirley asked as she positioned herself squarely in front of Kate. 

“What do you mean?”

“I mean ... what do you want?”

“Can’t someone visit a friend at work without wanting something?”

“A normal someone can do that.”

“I wanted to firm up our dinner plans for our birthdays.”

“For August?”

“It’s never too early to be prepared.”

“Right. And I suppose this little surprise visit has nothing to do with what’s going on in the hospital today.”

“Is something going on?”

“Cut the act, Katie. I can read you like a billboard. We grew up together, remember?”

“Good. Then you know why I’m here. I need to know as much as you can tell me.”

“We have a department that makes all official announcements.”

“Don’t torture me, Shirl. Just give me the skinny.”

Shirley stared blankly at the reporter.

Kate glanced at her watch. The edition would be put to bed in less than ninety minutes. “I already know the man was murdered.”

“How do you know that?”

“Hey, you’re not my only source.”

“Your dear cousin, Marty, must have been on the crew that brought him to the morgue.”

“If you’re going to be malicious, I’ll leave.” Kate managed her best crushed-friend expression as she slowly turned toward the door.

Shirley pushed off the desk and walked to her chair.

“And if you don’t play fair, I’ll let you leave.”

Bravado restored; Kate leaned across the desk. “How was he murdered? How long was he in the water?”

“Slow down. And sit down. I’ll tell you what I can.”

“Okay. Let’s start with who he is. I got the impression from Tom—”

“You’ve finally spoken to Tom?”

Kate sighed. “We speak all the time.”

“Not really. You have to say more than ‘hello’ to get a speaking credit.”

“It was official business. He was at the scene and I asked him a few questions, not that I expected him to give me any information.”

“That’s it? You asked him about the body?”

“There was a dead body. Tom’s a police detective. I’m a reporter. It seemed appropriate to discuss the subject at hand.”

“Okay, but at some point, you’ll have to face whatever you’re feeling about his return to Branson and about your relationship.”

“We have a professional relationship and I’m not feeling anything. I’m dating Jeff now. I’m very happy. Tom and I are old friends. End of story.”

The two women stared at one another for several seconds.

“Can we get back to business, please? Do you know the name of the victim?” 

Shirley shook her head. “I’m not letting you off the hook forever.”

“Okay. But?” Kate gestured for her friend to speak.

“I do know his identity. But, if I tell, you have to promise not to say anything until the police release the name.”

“You know I do. But knowing early on helps to plan the story, get ready for follow-ups. So, who is he? It was a man, right?”

“Yes.” Shirley glared at Kate as if waiting for some assurance the secret would be kept. “I’m serious, Katie.”

“I promise, I promise.”

“Bill Pantell.”

“Good grief!” Kate said.

One of the most important businessmen in town wasn’t a native, but he had blended in so well since coming to town. He hadn’t made waves with anyone that she could recall. Maybe a few initial skirmishes with folks—including Kate’s father—regarding properties that the newcomer wanted to buy, but that was it.

“You can’t print this, Katie. Not until they make the information public.”

“Are they sure?”

“Elaine identified him.”

“But the body had been—”

“—in the water. Yes.”

“Poor Elaine,” Kate whispered.

“I guess she’d reported him missing yesterday. His wallet and rings were intact. The police called her. It all happened pretty quickly.”

“How long has he been dead?”

“Several days, I guess.”

“Since Tuesday, then? That would be three days. Or maybe Monday?”

“I really don’t know.”

Kate mulled over the events of the week. Not much going on in town except construction—all the projects for new motels and theaters.

“And Elaine didn’t report him missing until Thursday?”

“I think so.”

“Do you suppose she noticed he was gone?”

“There’s probably a good explanation.”

Kate frowned.

“Surely you don’t think Elaine did it.”

“She wouldn’t be the first wife who offed her hubby.”

“But they had a good marriage,” Shirley said.

“Did they? And we know that because they seemed happy in public?”

“You should write novels. Your imagination is far too active for newspaper columns.”

“Seriously,” Kate said, tapping her pen on Shirley’s desk. “Think about it.”

“I’m not going to speculate. Let the police figure it out. That’s what they do.”

“You’ve obviously forgotten about Elaine filing for divorce.”

“That was almost two years ago.”

“So?”

“So. If Elaine was unhappy, why not simply refile for divorce? Why shoot him?”

“Maybe he had some hold over her. Maybe he threatened her. Maybe she—”

“Maybe you need to stick to the facts. Stop trying to invent the story you want to report.”

“I wonder what Bill Pantell did on Monday,” Kate said, ignoring her friend’s insult. “That can go in the follow-up. I wonder if Elaine has an alibi.”

“That’s it,” Shirley said, coming around her desk in one fluid move.

“What?”

“I’ve told you all I know. You’ll have to make the rest up yourself.” She pushed her friend toward the hallway.

“You don’t have to be sarcastic. It’s my job to get to the truth.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Wait a minute.” Kate stopped and turned. “Marty said there were several wounds. Do they know what caused them?”

“Give it time, Katie. Dr. Pritchard finished the preliminary not thirty minutes ago. I spoke to one of the girls in the ER, but—”

“Who was on duty?”

“Francie was, but she’s off now. You can’t go down there and press for information.”

“Why not? That’s what I do. Don’t worry, I won’t say anything about Bill Pantell. All I need is filler for the article.”

Shirley rolled her eyes skyward and shook her head shortly before Kate dashed to the elevator. The reporter felt as though she were moving in slow motion. She passed the elevator doors and took the stairs. Alarms were buzzing in her head. This story was going to be big. Not only because it was the first murder in Branson in several years, but because of the victim. Why would someone want Bill Pantell dead? Could it have been a simple robbery gone awry?

Too many questions. And something in the back of her mind was bothering her; she couldn’t quite reach it. 

***
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NORMALLY RESOLUTE AND doubt-free, Kate spent a restless night of deliberation. Initially thrown by the Pantell murder, she wanted to set clear goals regarding her follow-up articles. Unfortunately, her decision-making apparatus failed her miserably. She wondered if seeing Tom had disrupted her concentration, but she discarded the notion and snuggled closer to Jeff as he opened his eyes.

“Good morning,” he said.

“So far, so good,” she said, smiling.

Her initial misgivings about the nine-year gap between their ages had dissolved almost immediately. Besides, she’d been happier these last two years than any other time in her life. That is until Tom came back to town. 

“We still have time for a quick breakfast,” Jeff Young whispered, kissing her ear.

She smiled but couldn’t remove the image of Roark Creek and her former beau from her brain’s screen—being close to him there and bantering with him like old times. Could he have been flirting with her? What was it he said? “Old and dear friend” or maybe it was “very dear friend.” It didn’t matter. Flirting or not, she wasn’t interested. 

“Katie? Are you in there?”

She opened her eyes. Pangs of guilt colored her cheeks. “I’m sorry. Guess I drifted away,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t ask for more.

She traced the outline of Jeff’s brows with her index finger. So dark against his light skin, they offered the perfect frame for his hazel eyes. She smiled, responding to his eager and caring expression.

“So, do you want to fix something or do the Golden Arches?” he asked.

“How about if we stay like this for another thirty minutes or so?”

“Now, why didn’t I think of that?”

He kissed her softly and pulled her closer. She tried to concentrate on his warmth, but she could hear the answering machine click on in the living room. Helen’s voice bellowed.

“Pick up, Kate. It’s important! I know you’re there! Call me back pronto! I’m still at home.”

As much as Kate wanted to ignore her boss, she knew better. Helen wouldn’t call if it weren’t important. Who knows, maybe there’s been another murder. She shook off the notion and the feeling of excitement that went with it.

“What’s up?” Jeff asked. “I get the distinct feeling you’re not paying attention.”

Kate touched his cheek. “I’m sorry. That was Helen.” She rolled over and got out of bed, plugging in the nightstand phone and selecting the top speed dial button in one fluid motion.

“What was Helen? Hey, where’d you go?”

“Didn’t you hear the machine?” 

“Guess not.”

Jeff tossed a few mumbled words on his way to the bathroom, but Kate didn’t catch any. She started to hang up and go after him but stopped when Helen answered.

“Kate, is that you?”

“I couldn’t get to the phone before.”

“Never mind that. You need to get to City Hall first thing. Like now! They’re going to make an announcement about Pantell’s death.”

“How’d you find out?”

“The Chief’s office sent a fax early this morning. They called me from the paper. What difference does it make? Get down there ASAP!” Helen paused, before adding in a sardonic tone, “Unless you want Jimmy to cover the press conference.”

“Extremely humorous, Helen. I’m on my way.”

Jeff stood in the doorway to the bathroom. “So, you’re going?”

Kate touched his shoulders and gently guided him to one side so she could get by. “Yes, I’m going. It’s my job. This could be a big story. I want to cover it.”

“What about dinner?”

“I haven’t even had breakfast.”

“I mean, are we still going out tonight?”

“I guess so. I’ll try to call later.”

Jeff’s voice lowered to a whisper. “Hope you try harder than last time.”

“I heard that.” Kate peeked around the door. “I said I was sorry. You know it’s difficult for me to get to a phone sometimes.”

“Let me get you a car phone.”

“I can’t afford it. Besides, I don’t need a car phone.”

“Anyone who is on the road as much as you needs a car phone. I’ll pay for it.”

She put her arms around his neck. “I know you mean well. But we’ve had this discussion. When I can afford to pay for a car phone and the monthly fees that go with it, I’ll get one. Until then I’ll manage. Really.”
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Chapter Three
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Kate parked in front of the municipal building, still thinking about Jeff’s sad and puzzled gaze when she turned down his offer. He didn’t understand her independence. She wondered if moving in with him was a mistake. On the other hand, maybe not letting him furnish her with a car phone was a mistake. She decided that she owed him a discussion at least.

Communication vans belonging to channels 5 and 3 were already in the lot when the channel 10 crew pulled up. Almost everyone’s here. This better be good.

She positioned herself toward the front of a gathering of twenty or so media types in the cavernous lobby on the upper level. Tom seemed to ignore her as he followed Police Chief Leonard Daniels into the room and took his position behind a portable podium. She blamed the detective’s icy stare on nervousness. After all, it was his first major case since returning to the city and to the Branson PD, and he was still on probation. Tom cleared his throat, took a breath, and gripped the sides of the lectern.

Kate smiled. Definitely nerves.

“If we can get started, please. We have a follow-up to our initial brief announcement of Friday evening. We appreciate how most of you have kept the speculation to a minimum.”

Kate didn’t appreciate his glaring at her when he paused. My article was not speculative.

“Bill Pantell was a generous contributor to this community. We are doing everything in our power to determine the exact circumstances surrounding his death.”

Several reporters raised their hands and started to speak, causing Tom to raise his in front of his chest as if stopping traffic.

“Before you jump in with questions, let me put a few rumors to rest.”

His emphasis on rumors was accompanied by another not-so-chance glance at Kate. In fact, his point was so well-made that her fellow journalists ogled rudely in her direction. She felt like a student caught by the teacher, with all her classmates reveling in her reprimand.

“Bill Pantell was a victim of a violent act. The coroner is still investigating the precise cause of death, but I will say there is no question the man was murdered. We have not ruled out robbery, although it seems an unlikely motive.”

“When was he killed?” asked Bernie Sailor. The man behind the reporter held the mini-cam so that the detective was in view beyond Bernie’s shoulder. 

“We’ve tentatively placed the time of death to one week ago, late Monday afternoon.”

“Doesn’t narrow it down much,” another reporter said.

“You know as well as I do, establishing the moment someone died is possible only when there’s an eyewitness. So far, we haven’t found one. We’re going by other data. And we continue to gather information.”

“Do you have any suspects?” Kate asked.

Tom dismissed her with an abrupt, “None at this time,” and then pointed to another reporter.

Undaunted, she said, “Is it fair to say you can account for Pantell’s whereabouts until Monday at noon?” 

“Yes,” Tom said, focusing on the other side of the crowd.

“How was he killed?” a woman in front asked before Kate could say the words herself.

“We’re not prepared to release information on the method at this time.”

“Does that mean there are unique circum-stances about the killing?” Kate asked, pushing her question one step farther by adding, “Like a mob hit?”

“We’re not prepared to discuss any aspects of the crime at this time,” Tom said.

Although his tone exuded professional cool, he had paused before responding. Kate wasn’t sure if he was surprised or appalled by her suggestion of mob involvement.

Before anyone else could speak, the detective thanked the participants for coming. As he moved toward the stairs, which led to the lower floor housing the department offices and jail, he gave the standard “we’ll-keep-you-informed” ending statement.

Bernie Sailor’s round face gleamed annoyingly as he turned to Kate.

“Like a mob hit?” he mocked.

“It could happen,” Kate said.

“Not in Branson.”

“Don’t be too sure.”

The TV reporter’s demeanor and tone softened. “Do you know something?”

She considered continuing the tease, but she’d known and respected Bernie for too long.

“No. I was pulling Tom’s chain. He’s been such an old poop lately.”

“Come on, Kate. What’s going on?” Bernie said, apparently not convinced by her denial.

“Nothing. Honest. Those words escaped with-out warning. I don’t have a clue why anyone would kill Pantell. I barely know anything about him.”

“What about the feud between him and your father?”

“I’d hardly call a disagreement over purchasing land a feud. Besides, that was years ago, and there were plenty of people who resisted his offers when he first came to the area.”

“Still. It was hot and heavy for a time.” Bernie shrugged, signaled to his cameraman, and said, “Let’s head out. I want to make another stop, and they need this story for noon. See you, Kate.”

She pushed Bernie’s innuendo to the back of her mind as she elbowed her way through the crowd toward the stairway. She had a few things she wanted to say to Detective Sergeant Tom Collingwood, but by the time she had made it downstairs, the lobby was empty. He was safe and sound in his office.

***
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KATE TRIED TO PUT A follow-up article together for the next edition of the paper, but the information release provided at the press conference was not helpful. Tom had not supplied anything more than what the paper had already printed. She had no choice but to check with Shirley, even if her best friend would feel obliged to lecture Kate about breaking her promise by releasing Pantell’s name prematurely.

Kate pushed the button for the elevator as she formulated her rebuttal to Shirley’s reprimand. When the doors opened and her friend stepped out, the entire speech slipped out of the reporter’s mind. She stepped back to let Shirley exit and waited.

“Don’t worry, I didn’t really expect you to keep your promise. You never do.”

“That’s not true,” Kate countered.

“Name one time,” Shirley insisted.

Kate searched her memory and smiled. “I still haven’t told Lenny Burke you had a crush on him in our junior year.”

Shirley shook her head. “That is such a relief. I’d hate for his wife and four kids to find out about that.”

“I’m sure there are other times, but I can’t think under pressure.”

“All evidence to the contrary,” her friend said, and proceeded toward the cafeteria.

“Having an early lunch?” Kate asked.

“It’s 12:15.”

“Are you going to stay mad for very long?”

“I’m almost finished,” Shirley said with a smile. “Want to join me for lunch?”

“I’m not really hungry. But I’ll keep you company.”

Shirley filled her tray and stopped to pay the cashier.

“Are you sure you don’t want something, Katie? My treat,” Shirley said.

“Nope. Not hungry.”

Kate led the way to the back of the hospital cafeteria. The room, packed with employees and visitors, seemed even smaller than she had remembered. They’d have little privacy with the closely placed tables, but Kate needed to talk. As her friend unloaded her tray and put it on a nearby cart, Kate took a sip of the iced tea.

“Do you want a glass of your own?”

“I’m sorry. No, not really.”

“What’s up?” Shirley asked, taking her seat and arranging her lunch items. “You sounded upset on the phone. I had a feeling you couldn’t wait till after work. You haven’t sounded so upset since your last big argument with Tom. When was that? Twelve, thirteen years ago?”

Kate reached over her friend’s salad and took three fries. “Eleven years, ten months, fourteen days.” 

Shirley laughed. “But who’s counting?”

“Right.” Kate helped herself to a cucumber slice, but not before sloshing it through the blue cheese dressing, still piled high in the center.

“Are you sure I can’t get you something to eat?”

“No. I told you I’m not hungry!”

“Okay. What did Tom do to get you so rattled?”

“Public humiliation, that’s what.”

“Oh no! The dreaded public humiliation. The cad!”

“This is serious. He called my ethics into question.”

“Your what?”

“Shirley! I came here for support. Not for another dose of insults.”

“Give me specifics.”

“During a press conference this morning, Tom said that I speculated and spread rumors.”

“He revealed your sins to the world?”

Kate scooted her chair away from the table. She stared at her friend as she collected several more fries.

“Thanks for your support.”

“Calm down, Katie. You know in your heart you deserved whatever censure Tom gave you. I dare say he did far less than announce your inequities to the media. You’re a journalist; give me a quote.”

She pulled herself back to the table. “Well. As he mentioned the rumors he wanted to quash, he gazed at me.”

“That was rude but not exactly public humiliation.”

“Okay. So, I have a guilty conscience. There, I said it.”

“And you’ve earned it. You promised me you wouldn’t mention Pantell’s name.”

“Tom made the announcement.”

“Yes, but the paper had already been printed.”

“But not delivered. Besides, it was a sure bet he would reveal the victim’s name. I went with my reporter’s instinct.”

“You bet my trust in you ... not to mention my job ... he would give out the name?”

Kate bowed her head. She raised her eyes slowly, locking on to Shirley’s stare.

“I didn’t think of it that way.”

“You seldom do, Katie.”

Her friend had never understood the pressure of her career—how hard it was to develop a good story and stay one step ahead. Kate hadn’t used her friend; she’d used a source who happened to be her friend. For some reason, Shirley couldn’t see the distinction and Kate had given up trying to explain.

“You’re not mad at Tom for chastising you, in whatever small way he did so. You’re mad because he knows you deserve chastising,” Shirley said.

“I really hate it when you’re so sanctimonious.”

“Someone has to be your Jiminy Cricket. So? Did you speak to him about it?”

“I was going to. But I figured he’d turn the lecture back on me.”

“Good guess.”

“So, have you heard anything else about the cause of death?”

“Dr. Pritchard had the body moved up to Cox South. Apparently, he needed the more extensive laboratory facilities. I’m afraid this old well has dried up.”

Disappointed but not deterred, Kate was starting a mental list of people she knew in the pathology lab at the larger hospital in Springfield when an impish smile formed on Shirley’s lips.

“What?” Kate asked.

“There is one little piece of information I managed to gather.”

“So? Tell me.”

“This will cost extra. The problem is I don’t know what I want yet. But the next big favor I ask, you have to agree.”

“Have I ever refused you?”

“Numerous times.”

“The next time, I’ll grant your fondest heart’s desire. Now tell me!”

Shirley pulled Kate up by her elbow and did not speak again until the two were alone in the elevator. She leaned close to Kate’s ear and whispered, “Pantell was shot four times in the chest. The first bullet was most likely fatal. The body probably fell or was dumped into the creek. They’re pretty sure the gun is a nine-millimeter.”

“How did you—”

Shirley held her index finger to her lips.

“I can’t tell you how I know.”

“About that favor I owe you,” Kate said, grinning from ear to ear. “Would my firstborn son be enough?”

Shirley exited at her floor but turned around and held the door open.

“Katie, listen to me. Be careful, okay?”

Kate nodded.

“And I strongly suggest you verify what I’ve told you with another source before you print it.” Releasing the elevator, she added with a smile, “I wouldn’t want you to be accused of shoddy journalism.”

***
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KATE KNEW THAT THE grieving widow had been in seclusion since Pantell’s body was discovered, but she wanted to speak to her before anyone else did. Elaine Hanks Pantell was three or four years Kate’s elder. She’d dated Kate’s brother, RJ, in junior high. RJ was either in Elaine’s class or in her cousin’s. Kate couldn’t remember. The connection seemed a little weak, but Kate forged ahead.
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