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TO JOE, 
LOVE OF MY LIFE




PRELUDE


The bride wept—not from happiness.

She threw her bouquet—in the garbage. The bridesmaids looked helpless. The groomsmen looked sheepish. The mother of the groom looked like she’d rather be anywhere else. Finally, the minister made the announcement to the three hundred waiting guests.

Then the mother of the bride unzipped her daughter’s gown and drove her home.




CHAPTER 1


My past sold quickly, despite the down market.

Of course, no one actually died under my roof. Just a couple of near-miss murders that my real estate agent assured me didn’t need to be disclosed to potential buyers.

But now I needed to move fast and she promised me this was the place. “I have a feeling about you and this remodeled bungalow,” Jan Meyer said. “The owner is anxious to leave town and just dropped the price twenty grand.”

Jan enjoyed playing matchmaker between buyer and seller. Especially since she knew I’d made a killing on my own real estate deal and had plenty of cash to put down. So she took the key out of the lockbox and prepared to give me the tour.

“You might just fall in love with the kitchen,” she said.

Not love at first smell. The house had a definite odor. And it didn’t seem to be coming from the kitchen.

While Jan went to open some windows, I followed my nose to a closed door where the smell seemed strongest.  Journalists prefer open doors. So I turned the knob and peeked inside. Then quickly slammed it shut before any flies could escape.

“What is that horrible smell?” Jan asked.

“I think it might be the owner.”

“Is he dead?” she gasped.

I nodded as I headed back outside to call the police from my cell phone.

“Did he have a heart attack?” Jan followed behind, anxious for details.

“In a manner of speaking.”

I hadn’t gotten close to the man on the floor. But I could see the congealed pool of blood around his body and the knife sticking out of his chest.

That’s when I decided to keep renting.




CHAPTER 2


Some days I wish I could just write about sweaters. After all, sweaters never hurt anyone. And no reporter ever got kidnapped, blindfolded, and paraded in front of Al Jazeera’s audience for writing for  Vogue. Of course, no sweater ever got a gold-medal 40 share in TV ratings either. Except perhaps Kathleen Sullivan’s figure-hugging crew necks during the Winter Olympics in Sarajevo.

Sweaters are the mashed potatoes and gravy of a woman’s wardrobe—the ultimate comfort clothing—unless gravy accidentally drips onto a pricey cashmere. But I was nowhere near the kitchen, so I could safely curl up in a hand-knit sweater of scratchy wool looking out an upstairs window at a narrow view of White Bear Lake. I don’t actually live on the lake, but if I angle my chair and crane my neck just right, I can watch the whitecaps and fishermen on the legendary water.

I’m Riley Spartz, an investigative reporter for Channel 3 in Minneapolis. Close to five months ago I fled my highly  sought-after urban neighborhood for a fresh start after a TV sweeps story went bad. Lakeshore homes in this northern Twin Cities suburb go for a million bucks plus, but the rest of the town is quite affordable.

My landlord recently moved out, listing this place for rent because his next-door neighbor held perpetual yard sales that attracted traffic at annoying times. Always looking for a bargain, I’d even checked out the inventory myself, but found only overpriced junk.

Today I paged through the weekly White Bear Press, delighted by irksome crimes that wouldn’t merit a mention on a major-market TV newscast. Nothing makes a woman living alone feel safer than reading police reports about teens caught smoking behind the school and bicycles stolen from open garages.

A want ad for an item I definitely wasn’t looking to buy caught my eye and my imagination.

FOR SALE: WEDDING DRESS. NEVER WORN

Mystery and emotion, all in one line.

Forget sweaters. A wedding dress is much more likely to garner a 40 share. Viewers love weddings. The research proves it.

In the world of television ratings, two weddings stand out. And both brides would probably have been happier if their wedding dresses had never been worn.

In 1969, when Miss Vicki married Tiny Tim on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson, 45 million viewers made that episode the highest rated in talk-show history.

That was nothing compared to the wedding of the century. A dozen years later 750 million viewers worldwide watched as Prince Charles and Lady Diana promised to forsake all others. That royal wedding delivered royal ratings, but ultimately royal scandal. The bride and groom  learned (as I reluctantly learned from my own brief marriage) no “I do” guarantees happily ever after.

When it comes to TV weddings, happiness and ratings may be mutually exclusive. While Prince Charles’s sequel ceremony to Camilla Parker Bowles tanked in the ratings department, the marriage seems to be thriving in the happiness arena.

Now TV weddings are typically interactive events, like the Today show where viewers choose gowns, cakes, rings and honeymoon destinations for the happy couple, or reality shows, like The Bachelor, in which grooms propose marriage before our voyeuristic eyes.

I circled the “Never Worn” want ad with a red pen and pondered whether the story behind the wedding dress might be worth a television news story.

Perhaps a lesson about love and loss, if I could sort through the he said/she said of a broken engagement. Was the big day called off because of a tragic parachuting accident? A philandering groom caught with a bridesmaid after the rehearsal dinner? Or perhaps a wedding guest revealed a juicy secret when the minister inquired whether anyone knew any reason why this man and this woman should not be joined in holy matrimony.

Doubtful that the truth would prove as irresistible as the scenarios in my mind, but maybe the story could be a lesson about second chances if the gown made it successfully down the aisle on the back of a new bride.

As an investigative reporter, I seldom get a chance to tell love stories.

The May ratings book loomed, just on the fringe of the June wedding season. A tantalizing tale of doomed courtship might spike the overnight news numbers. The Channel 3 bosses were always anxious this time of year  because the May sweeps were arguably the most important—Christmas holiday ad rates are based on those figures. Jingle all the way.

I had no blockbuster investigation up my sweater sleeve this sweeps. I’d sat out the February ratings book because I was a mess personally and the November book remained an unpleasant reminder of my blood, sweat, and tears.

My hypothetical wedding-dress chronicle was unlikely to require a major investment of time or money, so if the back-story was compelling, Channel 3’s news director, Noreen Banks, would probably give me a green light. Another reason: we had a mandate from the suits upstairs to attract more women viewers because advertisers think they control the household cash.

In May, Minnesota ladies also control the TV remote, because fishing season opens and their menfolk flock to boats like ducks to water. Noreen might certainly seize this wedding-dress opportunity to throw the big bosses upstairs a bouquet . . . I mean a bone.

So I reached for the phone to dial the number in the “Never Worn” newspaper ad to find out who dumped who.

 



“YOU LOOK BEAUTIFUL,” Madeline Post said as I twirled this way and that in front of a full-length mirror in her little-girl-pink bedroom.

I hadn’t intended to try on the gown. But when she insisted, it did occur to me that it would be harder for Madeline to kick me out the door when she learned I was a reporter if the garment was literally on my back.

The dress looked even better up close than on the e-mail fashion photo she’d sent me the previous night. The kind of dress a fairy-tale princess might wear. Satin. White. Strapless. Fitted at the waist with a ball-gown skirt that  flared at my hips. Interesting sparkles around the bustline. The dress accentuated my figure, decent but not voluptuous. And it contrasted nicely with my brown shoulder-skimming hair. I’d checked the designer’s reputation online and knew this almost bride had spent nearly fifteen grand on her dream dress.

Not exactly. Her mother had actually written the check. Because, according to Madeline, it was her mother’s dream dress.

“She wanted me to look like Cinderella,” Madeline explained. “But I wanted an outdoor wedding and would have been happy wearing a sundress or even jeans.”

“Why didn’t you tell her?”

“The big wedding meant the world to her. Because she compromised on having the ceremony outside, I compromised on the dress. And she’s done so much to raise me and my brother after our dad died.”

Because I was trying to pose as someone other than a reporter—a self-absorbed bride, in fact—I didn’t follow up on that nugget, though I was quite curious to learn more about her father’s death.

Besides checking out Madeline’s dress, I’d also checked out Madeline and her fiancé, Mark Lefevre. Or rather, I had Lee Xiong, our newsroom computer geek, check them out with a crime database he’d assembled from several law enforcement and court agencies. Xiong came to the United States as a toddler refugee from Laos. He flourished in Minnesota, despite his parents’ poverty and the state’s winters, and became a respected producer at Channel 3.

His cyber report showed the bride had a clean record here in the state, while the groom had been picked up on a minor marijuana possession charge a decade earlier that  netted nothing more serious than a small fine and the requirement that he attend drug-education classes.

Madeline’s place was not far from mine. I’d left her name, phone number, and address with Xiong along with instructions for him to call the cops if he didn’t hear from me in three hours.

Normally I wouldn’t have hesitated answering her ad alone, but the recent Craigslist nanny murder—in which a disturbed young man posed as a local mother in need of child care before killing the coed who answered the ad—did cross my mind and made me more cautious than usual about meeting strangers in nonpublic places.

Those precautions might not save my life, but they’d make it easier to find my body if things got ugly. And this way my parents could console themselves with the knowledge that at least they were able to give me a Decent Christian Burial. And I could console myself that at least my murder would lead the late news although I wouldn’t put it past Channel 3 to bump me down to the second section just so the station had something lurid to tease at the top of the show and again at the first break to hold viewers into the second quarter hour of the newscast.

I’d found Madeline and Mark’s engagement announcement and photo online. At twenty-four, she was ten years younger than her fiancé. Her face pretty, not stunning. Her most noticeable feature, her splendid golden hair, long and flowing.

The first thing I observed about Mark was an odd, diagonal scar across his forehead. Not a lightning bolt like Harry Potter’s, yet still mysterious in this age in which plastic surgery can fix most facial flaws. Mark’s hair was dark, frizzy, and shoulder-length, and he had black Groucho Marx eyebrows and mustache.

She was beauty to his beast.

I read that he was a comedian and I wondered if that was supposed to be a joke or a euphemism for unemployed. Especially when I saw that Madeline came from M-O-N-E-Y. Big money. Old money. Trust-fund money. Her great-great-grandfather on her mother’s side had been a founding partner of one of Minnesota’s Fortune 500 companies—a maker of countless useful office products and industrial items most folks take for granted. Her mother was sitting on an impressive pile of family money and company stock. So when Madeline spoke of all her mother had done to raise her, well, she wasn’t describing working a shift job and stretching a baked chicken over an extra meal.

Which made me mildly curious just why she was selling her never-worn wedding gown. And extremely curious why it was never worn to begin with.

“So what do you think?” Madeline asked, startling me out of my internal dialogue. “How about two thousand dollars?”

It was a steal at that price. But my bridal days were over and it was time to level with her.

“You see, Madeline,” I began.

“Okay, fifteen hundred.”

While she came from money, it was quite possible the young Miss Post might not have actual access to it yet, or might even have run through her share already. But she clearly wanted the dress gone. And a minute later, after I explained who I was, she wanted me gone, too.

I’m generally considered among the best-known TV reporters in the Minneapolis-St. Paul market, so I was surprised, yet pleased, when Madeline didn’t recognize me right away at the door. Not everyone watches the news, I reminded myself, as she now fumed visibly.

“You’re a reporter?” Madeline’s voice trembled with outrage and her wide blue eyes got wider. “I thought you were interested in the dress.”

“I am interested,” I assured her. “I think the dress might make a great story.”

“A story?” She threw open the door and waved me out of her condo with all the gusto I had anticipated. I turned and asked if she minded unzipping me first.

“Think of it as a free television ad,” I said. “Soon as we get that dress on the late news, you’ll have a bidding war.”

That image stopped her. She shut the door.

“Do you think I care about the money?”

Madeline buried her face in her hands and started to cry. Tears made her engagement ring sparkle like the diamond it was—a real big one, at least two carats. Between sobs, she grabbed me like the sister I wasn’t and dripped wet splotches all over the expensive satin dress that still clung to my figure.

I generally don’t like people I don’t know touching me. But I didn’t say anything because I sensed Madeline’s embrace meant she would soon share her deepest secret.




CHAPTER 3


I was meandering my car through a spaghetti of freeway construction on my way back to the station when the assignment desk called to direct me toward University Avenue near the state Capitol. Just a mile away, I got the word, “Officer down, shots fired.”

Officer down.

I pushed a flashback from my mind of a cop and husband—mine—who didn’t get out alive when a building exploded. I no longer wore Hugh Boyer’s ring on my finger, but he remained in my heart and on my mind, especially when I heard news of any cop in danger on the job.

I wasn’t the first reporter at this crime scene, but I also wasn’t the last. A middle-aged gawker across the street from the yellow police tape told me an ambulance had left less than ten minutes ago.

“Lights? Siren?” I asked.

“Full speed,” he said. “Flashing and screaming.”

That was good news. If no ambulance was called, that was a bad sign. If the ambulance left the scene with no  commotion, that was also a bad sign. Both scenarios would suggest that the victim was already dead and everyone was waiting for the medical examiner. That the ambulance seemed to be racing death suggested the officer was still alive, the race still winnable.

Three television cameras were on sticks, photographers shooting the aftermath of the crime. Luckily, one of the cameras was ours. At least I’d have video to go with my live shot. Now I needed facts.

I hadn’t worked with this particular cameraman before. Adam Treguboff had joined the Channel 3 news team a couple of months ago, just before I rejoined the newsroom. I’d been fired for insubordination last fall (according to my personnel file) but then wooed back (according to my paycheck). He once offered to buy me a drink, just because we were both new. I knew a line when I heard one, so I corrected him on two levels: I wasn’t new and I wasn’t interested, even though he had nice shoulders—a physical trait mandatory for hoisting a broadcast camera to eye level at short notice.

According to the calendar, as well as my body clock, I’d slept alone 674 nights. Yes, I wanted to end my no-sex dry spell, but when I did, it wasn’t going to be with a source or a news colleague. I knew better.

Tonight, at the scene of breaking news, Treguboff helpfully pointed to a St. Paul K-9 vehicle surrounded by other cop cars.

“Probably trying to pick up a suspect trail,” I said.

“I don’t think so, Riley,” he answered. “Most of the action seemed to center on the K-9 car. And I have yet to see any dog.”

The St. Paul police media guy indicated he’d make a statement in twenty minutes—a gift to the TV crews so we  could take him live at the top of our newscast. The live trucks had their microwave dishes in the air, searching for a signal in the sky. I ducked inside the front seat to check my hair and makeup in the rearview mirror. Blush, powder, lipstick. Not perfect, but a good enough touch-up until the station switches to high-definition next year, revealing every facial flaw.

A second Channel 3 crew had been dispatched to Regions Medical Center for updates on the officer’s condition. But so far the doctors weren’t talking, and the victim’s family was sheltered in a back waiting room off-limits to the public and the media.

Our police reporter had just learned the identity of the injured officer even though the name had not been officially released. Cop buzz described the victim as a female K-9 officer who’d been honored recently for a major drug bust. That crew headed for her home to interview neighbors and try to obtain a photograph.

Because of intense public interest, cop shootings automatically become team reports for news organizations. The rest of the newscast is typically abandoned. Weather and sports cut short. That day’s timeless feature story held for a weekend newscast.

Through my earpiece I heard our lead anchor, Tom McHale, setting up the news of the day. I picked up his toss, and from the field I filled time with details about tension in the neighborhood as we waited for the St. Paul police public information officer to step to the microphone.

 



((RILEY/LIVE)) 
A ST. PAUL POLICE OFFICER 
WAS SHOT ABOUT AN HOUR 
AGO . . . FOUR BLOCKS FROM  
THE STATE CAPITOL. 
NO SUSPECTS ARE IN 
CUSTODY . . . NO MOTIVE 
HAS BEEN DETERMINED . . . 
WE JOIN POLICE AT A LIVE 
BRIEFING FOR THE 
LATEST . . .

 



The cop explained that officer Emily Flying Cloud was currently undergoing surgery. She’d apparently been leaving a restaurant with her K-9 partner when she was shot from a distance. A bystander dialed 911 from his cell phone. According to a witness, her dog had snarled around the officer’s fallen body and kept everyone else back until the first squad arrived.

A newspaper reporter inquired whether her dog’s actions might have delayed medical attention. The public information officer dismissed that by saying first responders were on the scene in just over a minute and none of the gathering crowd was trained to render assistance anyway.

As he continued his briefing, out of the corner of my eye I noticed a large black-and-tan German shepherd straining his leash, held by a pudgy cop with a receding hairline.

Police were asking for help from the public—perhaps someone noticed something unusual prior to the shooting, perhaps a description of the assailant or a suspicious vehicle. The PIO was running out of steam and content so the producer in news control gave me a wrap in my ear, then instructed me to toss to our reporter standing by at the hospital, so he could also regurgitate what had been said minutes earlier.

I didn’t hear the stunned scream from the control booth because my own scream drowned it out. When I watched  the air check later, the scene would have been funny if it were happening to another reporter. Just as the camera switched from the PIO to me, and I opened my mouth to speak, I flew out of frame.

My photographer panned down to me on the ground, flat on my back, a big dog sitting on my chest, licking my face.




CHAPTER 4


In TV news, they love ya till they don’t love ya anymore. They can be the bosses. They can be the viewers. They can be the advertisers. Occasionally that love can last an entire career, but more likely by the end of a contract, a ratings book, a newscast, or even a live shot, the love is gone.

Noreen clearly loved me less at the end of tonight’s newscast than at the beginning. With her jet-black hair, luminous skin, and business-chic wardrobe, she looked prettier, as well as younger, than me. I hate that combination in a boss.

She muttered something about me being “amateurish on air” a couple of hours later when I walked into her fishbowl office in the middle of the newsroom. Only glass walls separated her from her subjects. This office design cut into her privacy, but also ours.

“Another way to look at it,” I responded, “is that I landed an exclusive with the partner of the wounded cop.”

The big dog was Shep: a German shepherd who had been my roommate and bodyguard last fall when a serial killer  was tracking my investigation into dead women named Susan. Shep’s attitude and performance made it clear that he was better suited to being a public servant than a household pet. He even had the scars to prove it, including a torn ear. He’d since become a legend in the police K-9 world—Minnesota’s top drug-sniffing dog.

With his police partner felled by a bullet, Shep latched on to me like old times. The St. Paul cops reluctantly gave me temporary custody since he refused to go home with anyone else. Police departments don’t house their K-9 troops in kennels. They live with their human partners and are trained to work only with them.

Noreen didn’t actually mind Shep being in the newsroom: she was a big animal lover, and even had a dalmatian of her own named Freckles. She was the kind of news tyrant who wouldn’t take shit from anybody but would pick up her pup’s poop unflinchingly.

“Shep better not distract you from May,” she said.

“No, he’ll be a ratings attraction,” I countered. “He can sit beside me for my set piece tonight at ten.”

“Well, Riley,” Noreen considered, “I guess there’s some promotional value in that.”

“Absolutely,” I used my best suck-up-to-the-boss voice. “You’re always telling us how viewers love animals and children.”

“That is true.” She nodded as if there was no disputing facts. “But your hours are so unpredictable, this can’t be a l ong-term arrangement.”

I couldn’t tell if her concern was for Shep or me. Probably Shep.

“It won’t be. I’ll put in a call to Toby Elness. Shep likes him best.”

Toby was Shep’s previous owner. He had a big heart, but  a small house filled with an eclectic mix of dogs, cats, birds, and fish. He had noticed Shep’s potential for law enforcement and had donated him to the K-9 unit. Turns out, Shep was a natural-born police dog.

“Toby’s very proud of what Shep has accomplished,” I continued. “I’m sure he’d enjoy a reunion with him until Officer Flying Cloud recovers.”

The latest word from the hospital: she’d survived surgery. Doctors removed a nasty bullet from her lung.

The latest word from the cops: no leads on the investigation. They theorized a sniper shot her from the top of a parking garage down the block.

“As long as you’re here, Riley,” Noreen said, “let’s talk about May sweeps.”

The problem with being a television investigative reporter is sweeps. February, May, and November are major ratings months in which viewership is measured and careers made and lost. These months carry a different pressure than daily news. General-assignment reporters can knock off a story a day and count down to the weekend. For investigative reporters, each day of researching for the next blockbuster usually brings them another day closer to deadline, but still no story.

“I’d like to turn a piece on the meth cartel, Noreen. Remember?”

“I thought we already canned that.”

She was referring to the dead body I’d found while house hunting. Ends up, the murder victim was a drug dealer. His buddies stopped trusting him. And in those circles, when the trust is gone, so is your life.

Channel 3 aired twenty seconds about the homicide on the early news, but Noreen had nixed my suggestion we delve deeper, calling the corpse an unsympathetic character.

“Viewers don’t relate to murder victims with lengthy rap sheets. Bring me a dead drug dealer people will care about,” she said, “then we’ll talk.”

Now that cold medicine containing pseudoephedrine is no longer available over the counter without identification, dealers are bringing crystal meth up from Mexico instead of making it themselves in rural Minnesota farmhouses. Crank, glass, speed, ice, zip, by whatever name it’s called, the potency of methamphetamine makes it America’s most addictive drug.

Visually the harm is easy to demonstrate. Addicts lose their teeth and sometimes their minds. I wanted to show meth flourishing in unexpected neighborhoods. Like the one I almost bought into.

“If I could just get some additional resources to help me on stakeout,” I said, “I think it would lead somewhere.”

“Not in time for May it won’t,” Noreen responded. “Besides surveillance-intensive investigations are hugely expensive. You don’t have enough evidence to merit that kind of expenditure.”

We’d be aiming to track people with eyes in the back of their heads. That meant three chase vehicles, always trading position, sometimes following in front of the target car, sometimes on parallel streets. Noreen was right about the resources required for successful surveillance.

Money stood on the front line of most story discussions these days. Across the country, television stations were losing news viewers to the Internet and still hadn’t figured out how to fight back beyond cutting staff.

Channel 3’s February viewership fell double digits from the previous year, but the drop couldn’t be blamed on the network’s leading prime-time lineup. Noreen recently balanced the newsroom budget by axing a beloved million-dollar  meteorologist whose contract was up. The audience reacted by boycotting his replacement, furthering the ratings slump.

Bosses usually prefer canning off-air personnel to on-air personalities, but they can only slash so deep in that direction. Keeping newscasts on the air requires a legion of producers, directors, photographers, video editors, tape-room engineers, and others. Rumors were circulating that unless the May numbers were good, our network owners would demand our budget be trimmed another 10 percent.

And while I wistfully contemplated the days of a 40 share—the equivalent of a TV grand slam out of the ballpark—industry consultants proclaimed those news numbers gone. Only the Olympics and perhaps an American Idol  scandal stood a chance of scoring a 40.

Under the current media meltdown, 30 was the new 40.

Newspapers were sinking even faster. The Minneapolis  Star-Tribune and St. Paul Pioneer Press had cut staff with buyouts and layoffs. Both papers now seemed to be putting their energies into suburban stories they’d normally reject as too soft or too local.

“We need to turn investigations faster and cheaper.” Noreen’s voice had an “or else” tone. “I need more face time from you, Riley.” That meant she wanted me to turn more stories—to get my face on the news more often.

“I understand,” I answered, not exactly agreeing but not wanting to argue, either.

Sometimes a reporter’s value is judged not just by rating points but by the quality of their work. Whether their stories create community buzz; whether they land major journalism awards.

More recently, reporter worth comes down to a basic math formula—story count. Because newsrooms are  computerized, those numbers are easy to run. Simply type in a reporter’s name and search through the last year’s story archives . . . then call them in for a job review.

Noreen had done her math.

“Here’s your story count for last year,” she said, handing me a piece of paper.

I didn’t need to see the number in black-and-white. I already knew I’d had a bad year by that measure. But I also knew that I had a strong finish in terms of ratings. Channel 3 had won November on my back. But I knew better than to bring that up. The previous sweeps are old news.

“I’ll crash on May, Noreen,” I said. “I promise.”

She looked skeptical.

Large-market TV newsrooms from Miami to Phoenix to Los Angeles were slashing expensive investigative units to improve their bottom line. And just because viewership is in decline doesn’t mean station owners are willing to sacrifice profits. A TV station aims for a 40 percent profit margin; a grocery store survives on 1 percent.

“Okay, Riley, I’ll bite, what else do you have for May?” Noreen demanded.

Our conversation was not going well for me. Shep rubbed against my leg and gave me an idea about how to curtail the discussion.

“It’s complicated, Noreen,” I stalled. “And Shep needs to go outside. How about if we sit down tomorrow when we have more time?”

Noreen glanced at the clock. “How about if you just talk real fast.”

So I threw out the wedding-dress story because I really didn’t have much else beyond a rehashed consumer investigation about food manufacturers reducing package sizes to avoid raising prices and hoping consumers wouldn’t notice.

“Let me get this straight.” Noreen leaned over her desk so she could look me in the eye. “The groom vanished more than six months ago, and no one ever filed a police report?”

Hard to believe. And harder to explain.

“That’s how it looks so far. I need to do more research. Everybody seemed to figure he got cold feet and would show up eventually.”

“It’s odd, Riley,” Noreen continued, “but I’m not sure it’s a news story.”

“You’re just saying that because the victim is a man instead of a young woman.”

“I think it’s a little premature to call him a victim.” Noreen paused, weighing the possibility, as unpleasant as it might be, that I could be right.

“If a bride disappeared the night before her wedding, we’d be tripping over network crews,” I said. “The story would be so 24-7, there’d be wall-to-wall satellite trucks.”

It’s a media fact. Missing women get much bigger news play than missing men. And missing white women get the biggest play of all. I knew better than to bring that up with Noreen because it’s a statistic that newsroom managers are quite sensitive about. According to the FBI, more than 50,000 American adults are missing. Almost none get the household-name status of Natalee Holloway, Laci Peterson, and Chandra Levy.

“Even if something did happen to this guy,” Noreen said, “we’re a little late in the game.”

The media, particularly 24-hour cable news networks, like to jump in early on missing person cases and ride them to their happy or unhappy endings.

Crimes that are solved immediately don’t garner the ratings that an ongoing mystery does. Anytime there’s a fresh tip on missing Iowa anchorwoman Jodi Huisentruit,  the cameras swarm. And it’s been nearly fifteen years since Jodi’s red pumps were found scattered near her car after she failed to show up for her early-morning news shift.

“Any evidence of foul play with this missing groom?” Noreen pressed.

“Not so far,” I answered honestly, “but I haven’t looked yet. It does feel suspicious that this much time has passed.”

“What does your gut tell you about the bride?”

“My gut tells me the bride thinks something real bad happened.”

Madeline had sobbed, telling me her story. The dress actually had been worn, just not down the aisle. She’d waited for her betrothed, along with three hundred guests, until it became clear the nuptials were off. Because she hadn’t been married in the gown, Madeline still considered it a virgin, even if she wasn’t. She was selling the dress because she couldn’t bear to see it hanging in her closet anymore and feared her mother would explode if she simply threw it out.

“And she’ll go on camera?” Noreen asked.

“Oh yeah,” I bluffed. Actually the going-on-camera part of my discussion with Madeline remained unresolved.

By that I meant that I figured there was still a fair chance of me talking her into a television interview even though she’d already rejected the idea. She wasn’t opposed to Channel 3 investigating her fiancé’s disappearance; she just didn’t want to be included in all the lights, cameras, and action.

“Madeline wants to know what happened to Mark,” I said. “She also needs to know she did everything she could to find him. Even though you’re right, Noreen, it is a little late in the game.”

Time is everything in a missing person case. The exception being a kidnapping for ransom. Otherwise, it’s pretty  much a no-brainer that the victim’s family goes public right away. The more time that passes before a break, the less likely the mystery will be solved. Of course in this case, we couldn’t even be sure we had a case.

“She better cry,” Noreen warned.

I knew she meant the bride.

I’d done enough missing person stories to know viewers need to connect with the victim and the best way to make that happen is to show a family in pain from the limbo each new day of uncertainty brings. A single tear falling down a cheek can be more visually powerful than uncontrolled sobbing. Easier to watch, too. The former can mesmerize viewers while the latter can make an audience squirm.

Some viewers cry exploitation when an interview subject breaks down on camera. What they don’t understand is that sometimes interviewees need to cry and no one else can bear to listen. Their circle of friends and family might feel uncomfortable if they get emotional and might admonish them to keep their feelings inside. Yet I’ve seen tears bring catharsis, even gratitude.

Journalists are allowed to reassure interviewees that it’s okay if they cry; we’re not allowed to tell them it’s actually  better if they cry. Because if viewers care enough about the missing person, they might call in with tips that can help the investigation.

Noreen also maintains that tears spike the overnights.

“She’ll cry,” I assured my boss, knowing it would be tough to get a five-minute-plus block in a May newscast otherwise.

“Hmmmm.”

Noreen touched a pen to her upper lip as she contemplated a desk-calendar version of the large May strategy  board—which stories were running what nights—hanging in the closed-door conference room around the corner. The board was one of the most closely guarded secrets in the newsroom; only key employees had access. This made Channel 3 less likely to be scooped by our rivals on enterprise stories.

The journalistic quality of a television news station can be judged two ways. The most obvious is how it handles the Big Story of the Day. The story everybody in town leads with. And it’s pretty easy to stack up the competition and see who landed an exclusive interview or who got the money shot or who simply beat the pants off everyone else.

Less obvious, but perhaps more telling of a station’s personality, is how it handles discretionary news. Those are stories it’s not obligated to cover but chooses to make time for anyway.

Many nights it’s insipid drivel, but occasionally a station breaks a story that brings acclaim and leaves viewers breathless. What’s difficult for die-hard newshounds to accept, is that either option—drivel or critical acclaim—can be ratings magic.

And drivel is definitely cheaper to produce.

So Noreen waved her pen like a magic wand over the half-dozen still-empty slots in May as she silently debated whether to write down NEVER WORN, the inconclusive story of a wedding dress, a reminder of heartbreak.

She tapped a Sunday in May, always an important night because the network’s blockbuster lineup leads into our newscast, giving us prime-time promotional opportunities to hold that massive audience and translate it into ratings, which translate into ad revenue.

I smiled in anticipation, welcoming the pressure, wanting to prove myself—until Noreen slammed her pen down and  leaned back in her chair, her arms crossed. And just like the fabled Wicked Queen ordered the huntsman to bring back the heart of Snow White, Noreen gave me my assignment.

“Show me her tears. Then we’ll talk.”




CHAPTER 5


I had just learned another reason for pushing the wedding-dress story: Shep.

Toby was on his way out of town to an animal rights conference in California. He’d always been a sucker for a furry face, but lately he’d grown interested in the politics of animal rights. He’d only be gone two days, but we decided it would be less disruptive for Shep if he just stayed in one place, my place, until his K-9 trainer recovered enough to care for him.

So I’d stopped at a pet store and stocked up on Shep’s favorite dog food, some dried pig ears, and a tennis-ball squeaky toy. Since the missing-groom story was centered in my White Bear Lake neighborhood, letting the big dog in and out of the house was easier if I was chasing clues closer to home than if I was chasing news in downtown Minneapolis or beyond.

I grabbed Malik Rahman, my favorite photographer, as well as good friend, and we drove to Madeline’s place to put her on camera before she could change her mind.  Madeline lived in a waterfront condo near White Bear Beach. Several of her neighbors, mostly rich retirees, watched from their porches and patios as we followed her inside, carrying the camera gear. They may have been curious, but they were also raised to mind their own business. So no one questioned us about what we were doing or which station we were with or when this was going to run.

Madeline had debated whether or not to be interviewed. In her social circle, appearing on the news was as gauche as waving one’s arms in a crowd shot at the Minnesota State Fair.

She finally agreed after I pointed out no one was looking for her missing fiancé. Not family. Not law enforcement. And frankly, the trail was cold. Years from now, if he was never found, she might wrestle with guilt and regret unless she was able to assure herself she did what she could when it mattered.

Malik lit the room to add some dramatic shadows. He draped Madeline’s wedding gown over the couch, artistically panning the camera from hem to neckline. Then he hung it from a doorway and shot front to back while I tilted the dress. Photographing their engagement picture, he started tight on the couple’s faces and pulled wide. For the invitation to witness the marriage he used a rack focus, first shooting blurry before bringing the image into focus with a stylish camera move.

Finally he dubbed home video from the rehearsal dinner so we’d have a copy of Madeline and Mark gazing into each others’ eyes as the whole room applauded. Warm-ups to get Madeline used to us and the camera. Also, if the interview went bad and she threw us out, at least we’d have sound and pictures.

These were the last pictures ever taken of Mark. He wasn’t  your cliché tall, dark, and handsome groom, but he was presentable. He wore a black shirt, gray pants, and a narrow silver tie with dark stripes. He moved comfortably through the crowd, meeting and greeting guests. His face looked a bit peculiar with his bushy eyebrows, mustache, and hair, but his manner seemed pleasant.

Again, my eyes were drawn to his scar. I wanted to ask about its origin but kept quiet, fearing I might upset the bride. Despite his odd appearance, Mark seemed a class act until he wove a mother-in-law joke into his toast to his bride, which he read off a blue note card.

It occurred to me that comedians often have distinctive physical characteristics. Fat-boy Louie Anderson. Jay Leno with his big chin and two-tone hair. David Brenner’s nose. Mae West and her impressive . . . talent. The best of them use their looks to make us laugh at our own flaws, physical or not. For all I knew, Groucho Marx was Mark’s professional idol.

Later I watched him wrap his hands around Madeline’s waist and drop a kiss on her neck. Knowing that this might have been the final time they touched made the casual buss erotic and made me feel like an intruder.

She seemed a different Madeline on tape than the person in front of me now. I couldn’t quite tell how until she flashed a smile for the camera and I recognized it as the kind of smile that could launch a toothpaste commercial. TV reporters are very cognizant of smiles and I knew Madeline had never smiled that way for me. These pictures might be the last pictures ever taken of a joyous Madeline. And Madeline’s face, which I once thought was merely pretty, now looked stunning.

During the interview, I pressed her about that night, the last time she saw Mark, whether anything seemed unusual.

“With him?” she asked.

“Yes, or anybody else in the wedding party.”

“No. Everybody seemed happy for us. So very excited.”

“How about Mark? Is it possible he was having second thoughts?”

“No.” She was adamant, closer to indignation than tears.

“How can you be so sure?” I tried coaxing some on-camera emotion. I didn’t use the word “jilted” because I didn’t want her to clobber me with the tape rolling.

“Because he loved me.” She looked at me, unwavering confidence in her gaze and tone. “I could see it in his eyes. I could hear it in his voice. I could taste it on his lips.”

That was some lyrical sound bite she laid on us. And the way she said it was almost vampirish.

As she leaned forward, I leaned back to give her space. Her fists were clenched. Her delivery flawless. “That was supposed to be our beginning, not our ending. Something’s wrong.”

I tried to lighten the mood by asking her how Mark proposed. She struggled to answer before emotionally describing a magical night of romance on bended knee in the moonlight.

But to my surprise, Madeline Post was too tough to cry on camera.

 



WHEN IT COMES to a missing person, it’s often an inside job.

Sometimes the culprit is even the missing person themselves. Like the runaway bride from Georgia. Or the missing coed in Wisconsin. Both women staged their own disappearances for reasons that were never very well explained.

When a child vanishes, it’s frequently a parent. Sometimes a custody dispute. Sometimes a cover-up when an abusive  relationship goes too far. Occasionally an accidental death the parent can’t face.

When a woman goes missing, her man moves to the head of the class of suspects. But the reverse is seldom true; girlfriends rarely become suspects. And Madeline didn’t fit that category for several reasons.

First, she was allowing media scrutiny. And guilty girls don’t usually do that. If she had anything to do with her fiancé’s disappearance, all she had to do was keep her mouth shut and she’d be home free.
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