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CHAPTER 1
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So the deal is this—any cop who tickets me for a moving violation gets an “attaboy” from the chief and a day off duty, off the books. To their credit, most cops know this is not fair play, but there’s still enough of them out there who like the idea of a day off without their wives knowing about it that I keep a close eye on my rearview mirror and a light foot on my accelerator, careful not to let the speedometer of my Mustang sneak past thirty.

I’ve been on guard against Minneapolis cops since the police chief put a bounty on my “pretty little head” two years ago. He was good and pissed after I did a TV story about some of his officers sleeping in movie theaters and hanging out in strip clubs instead of patrolling the downtown streets. He got even more pissed when I reported other cops falsifying overtime after a tornado blew through town. You’d think by now the man’s job would be on the line, but the chief apparently knows some dark secret about the mayor, who reappoints him to a new term every three years.

I knew all this from a source I was rushing to meet.

When the public thinks source, they think Deep Throat. Don’t get me wrong, for a journalist, a high-level source is the ultimate rush. But you can’t spend your news career waiting for a mysterious cliché in a trench coat to whisper state secrets. A low-level source with remarkable access can do almost as much damage. Give me a secretary with a straight-and-narrow conscience, working for a boss with a crooked soul, and I’ll give you a lead story for the late news.

What bosses don’t understand is that whistle-blowers don’t call reporters first. They call us last. Only when they are completely disillusioned by the knowledge that going through the system doesn’t work do they turn to us: the media. That’s when we turn scandal into ratings and ratings into money. If I sound jaded, that’s a shameful, recent development.

I hit the gas. Speed down the freeway ramp off Lyndale Avenue and onto the interstate. Here’s where I make up lost time. City police don’t usually make traffic stops on freeways and I’m not worried about the State Patrol. More than a year ago, I became untouchable in Minnesota. Every State Patrol officer from International Falls to the Iowa border knows my name and face. If I’m inadvertently stopped, they apologize sincerely and send me on my way.

My name is Riley Spartz. I’m a television reporter for Channel 3. I’m thirty-six years old, but on a good day I look a decade younger. A big plus in a cutthroat business. Beyond the obvious advantage of youth meaning a longer shelf life, strangers tend to underestimate me—thus I’ve broken more than my share of exclusives and won more than my share of awards. But none of that  matters when contract time comes around. Then, all any news director wants to know is “What have you done for me lately?” Being objective, I have to admit, lately I haven’t done shit.

When I first started out in this business, I considered news the stuff that happens to other people. I know better now. I understand why some folks consider news just another four-letter word.

 



I WAS ACROSS the Mississippi River and had already claimed the back row of seats when Nick Garnett walked in the Highland Theater in St. Paul. I gave him the aisle since his legs are longer. The afternoon matinee wasn’t scheduled to begin for a half hour so the theater was empty.

“Been waiting long?” he asked.

“A few minutes.”

“Sorry. I got lost on the way.” A top Minneapolis homicide detective, Garnett was more talented at telling good from evil than north from south.

“Why did we have to meet all the way over here?” I asked.

“So we won’t run into anybody who knows us.”

The overhead lights dimmed on the art deco décor but only Garnett’s boss would consider our meeting illicit.

“Unfortunately that rules out all the fancy-pants hot spots where you like to hang out,” he continued.

“It also rules out all the dives where you mooch free food ’cause you’re a cop.”

I’m always surprised how many restaurants will trade coffee and a burger for police presence.

“Not for long.”

Garnett had a big retirement bash set for tonight.  I wasn’t invited, though we’d known each other nearly half his career. For the best sources, public credit can be hazardous to their jobs. Garnett didn’t relish being reassigned to rounding up drunks for detox, so our friendship remained our secret.

We’d first met when I was a rookie reporter covering a small-town fire in southern Minnesota. The blaze started in an apartment building and consumed city hall, a hardware store, and the town diner before firefighters got it under control. Ends up, the local police chief set the fire so he could rescue his girlfriend, who lived in an upstairs apartment.

She’d dumped him the weekend before and he figured playing hero might win her back. The plan was ending as happily as a fairy tale, except that a security camera mounted on the service station across the street recorded video of the chief carrying a gas can into the apartments moments before the blaze began. Garnett had slapped the cuffs on his boss and done a perp parade in front of the courthouse. A couple years later, Garnett took a street job in Minneapolis, moving up the ranks to homicide.

“I still don’t see why I can’t come to your party,” I said. “I’d like a chance to roast you and toast you. What are they going to do if I show up? Fire you?”

“I don’t need the grief.”

He’d had enough of the inside politics involved in fighting big-city crime. Garnett had landed a lucrative private sector job as head of corporate security for the Mall of America out in Bloomington. So at age fifty, still in decent physical shape, and with just barely graying hair, he was taking an early retirement package. It came with a cushy public sector pension.

“I’m leaving at the top of my game,” he said. “I don’t  need any whispers. I don’t need any finger-pointing. And I sure as hell don’t need my new bosses knowing about you.” He gave me a look that meant he meant business. “And from now on you can leave your hidden camera home when you step on my turf.”

“What? The Mall of America is my favorite undercover shopping spot.”

The Mall of America is the largest indoor shopping complex in the United States. Something like 520 stores. Fifty restaurants. Fourteen movie screens. Very upscale. Minnesota-based Northwest Airlines even offers special rates for day trips so shopaholics from as far away as Tokyo can afford to fly in for a holiday spending spree. An added bonus: no sales tax on clothing purchased in Minnesota.

I used the mall as a backdrop for several consumer investigative stories. I often shoot undercover video with a hidden camera, just one of the modern tools of the TV trade not available to Edward R. Murrow. Early on, I’d mounted a bulky black-and-white camera in an oversized briefcase. Next came a lipstick lens in a Coach purse. But technology improved so much that now I’m able to shoot color video with a pinhole-size lens hidden in an ink pen, watch, brooch, button, or even a pair of glasses.

A wire runs from the lens to a small video recorder I carry in a fanny pack around my waist. I tape a tiny microphone to the V of my bra. I’m a B cup, ample enough to hide the mike, but not so voluptuous that the audio is muffled. Luck and a whole lot of duct tape keep the operation inconspicuous. I was not eager to give up the Mall of America. So I told him that.

“Yeah, but I gotta show I’m doing something,” Garnett said, “so in addition to increasing security, I’m going to  cut down on negative publicity about the mall. Besides, you’re going to be too busy working on your next big scoop to have time for stories about shoppers being cheated out of a nickel.”

“Hey! That pricing error story was good TV. It won a lot of awards. My motto is, if you can show ten thousand folks getting cheated out of a nickel, that’s as good as showing one guy getting bilked out of five hundred big ones. Also more relevant to a wider audience. Anyway, I don’t have a next big scoop.”

“You do now.” He pulled a fat file from his briefcase. By now other movie patrons were shuffling around, looking for seats. I considered pretending to make out with Garnett so no one would want to sit by us, but he definitely wasn’t my type, plus that could create a whole new set of problems.

We both acted like we were getting together to celebrate his new job, but we both knew he was there to prop me up. This was no business meeting. This was one friend healing another’s pain. My career was in the toilet. Going from star to slacker wasn’t working for me, and Garnett could tell.

“I know it’s not the same, Riley, but you helped me through my divorce when things got wacko. I’d like to help you.” He paused, then said with exaggerated emphasis, “After all, tomorrow is another day.”

“Vivien Leigh, Gone With the Wind, 1939,” I answered.

Garnett and I were both film buffs and occasionally met in shadowy theaters to pass documents and catch an action flick or drama. Never a date movie. We’d developed a routine of him weaving famous movie lines into our conversations, and me guessing the actor, picture, and year. Not as difficult as it sounds, because I associate  films with historical and breaking news events. For example, Gone With the Wind debuted the year Germany invaded Poland. And Stand by Me came out the same year the Space Shuttle Challenger exploded.

Our rule to avoid reruns: no matter how appropriate the circumstance, Garnett can utter a line only once. The man has patience; in all the years I’d known him, he’d never used Rhett Butler’s scandalous farewell with me. I’m sure there were times he was tempted, but I suspect he didn’t want to waste the line on a mediocre moment.

“My life’s not your life,” I said. “And as for tomorrow being another day, my tomorrow is really no different from my yesterday.”

I shook my head, still bitter about being single again. Angry the way my marriage ended.

An old priest I knew from my farm girl days suggested that forgiving those who hurt us can lead to inner peace. Trouble was, I wasn’t interested in peace. I craved revenge. On my good days, I’m an edgy chick with a temper. I didn’t like that I still didn’t like sleeping alone. I was also embarrassed to admit that I missed my husband, even though I’d found plenty to complain about when he was around.

Garnett pressed the file at me along with a tiny flashlight. “Have a look while I get us some snacks. But don’t look so close you lose your appetite.”

He left me alone with the file. It read SUSAN. I flipped through the police reports and the crime scene photos.

The truth was, I was desperate for a big scoop.

I had just come back to work last week following a three-month personal leave spent trying to get my personal life back together. I worried the time off might have been a mistake. I had always considered the key to keeping my world in order was never letting my personal  and professional lives get out of whack at the same time. Now I was trying to get them both on track simultaneously. An overwhelming challenge.

Garnett returned during the previews with two large plastic cups of soda pop and a giant bucket of popcorn. I took a handful to be polite and got extra butter all over my fingers. Luckily, he brought extra napkins. I said nothing, accepting him for who he is—a man who considers potato chips his favorite vegetable and chocolate-covered cherries his favorite fruit.

“Who’s Susan?” I finally asked.

“Which one?” Garnett pulled a newspaper clipping from the folder. The headline: “Body Found by Lake Calhoun.” He said, “Check the date.”

I moved the light beam to the top right corner. “November 19, 1991.” He handed me another article, printed the next day, that identified the victim as Susan Chenowith. “Okay,” I said, “tell me the story.”

“Not yet.” He stacked another clipping on top: “Unidentified Woman Strangled,” it read.

I jerked slightly when he pointed at the date. November 19, 1992. Exactly one year later. “This is sort of weird.”

“Don’t get me started.” He handed me a follow-up article that identified the second dead woman as Susan Moreno. “Okay,” he said to me, “now you tell me the story.”

I paused, my eyes moving back and forth between the two headlines in front of me. “They’re both named Susan. They were both murdered. Same day, a year apart.” Up on the silver screen the movie began, so I lowered my voice. “A serial killer stalking Susans?”

“Don’t go writing your promo before you’ve got the facts,” he warned. “I don’t know what it means. I can’t  prove they are even related, though I spent a few years trying. But I also can’t walk out the door knowing no one else is going to bother. So I’m giving you a copy. Have a crack at it.”

Garnett’s cell phone rang during the opening credits. An older man a few rows in front of us turned to glare. “No cell phones,” the man hissed. He had no clue he was hissing at a cop. Garnett wore a dark suit and tie, nice enough for the street, but not good enough for on air.

He pulled out his badge, shined the light on it and then in our hisser’s eyes. “Police business.”

His phone rang again, the same generic ring tone as the day he bought it. He liked blending in, whether it be clothes, cars, or cell phones. He glanced at the number. Then he flipped open the receiver and I watched as he listened to whoever was on the other end. “Okay. I’m on my way,” he finally said.

I didn’t ask for details. If he could tell me, he would.

“I’ll be back.” He imitated the husky voice of a postapocalyptic cyborg. Pitiful.

“Arnold Schwarzenegger, The Terminator, 1984. That the best you got? You are so incredibly lame.”

“I wanted to start you back slow until you get your confidence. When I’m convinced you can handle block-busters again we’ll move on to independent art films. And since you did so well in today’s competition, I’ll leave you our feast.” He shoved his popcorn my way.

Some feast. A pail of grease. I shook my head and motioned thanks, but no thanks.

“Call me when you’ve had a chance to look through the file,” he said. “I’m interested to see if there’s anything I missed. And when you talk to the department, don’t let them know you have it.”

Then he pulled me close to whisper in my ear. “Be careful on this one.”

I shrugged. “I’m always careful.” But that wasn’t exactly true, and he knew it.

“This is a bad unsub,” he told me. “Unsub” is cop talk for “unidentified subject.” I love cop talk. “Real bad,” he said again for emphasis.

“They’re all bad,” I replied.

“But this one might be a cop.”

Before I could press him further about this juicy little nugget, Garnett grabbed his briefcase and his greasy popcorn and left me alone in a dark theater in St. Paul. Holding a cold case file.




CHAPTER 2
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A garbage man found Susan Chenowith’s body in the alley behind a two-million-dollar mansion on Lake Harriet. The date was November 19, 1991. The sky was more dark than light that morning. He put the brakes on his twenty-five-ton rig and got out to examine the bundle blocking his route. His breakfast beat the sun up that morning. The garbage man staggered to a back door. Began pounding. Then he heaved again.

The crime scene photos made me flinch as I paged through the file, now spread across my desk at Channel 3. I shut my office door so the rest of the newsroom wouldn’t see what I was working on. The photos were in color as well as black and white. The color pictures were to preserve evidence: the crime scene and the body as it actually looked when it was discovered. The black-and-white copies were backup, in case the murder went to trial and the judge ruled color to be too inflammatory for the jurors—an argument defense attorneys routinely make.

Susan Chenowith’s discolored face and protruding tongue screamed strangulation. I scanned the death certificate and read the words “asphyxia” and “homicide.”

Susan was twenty-six years old. She worked the day shift as a waitress at Peter’s Grill, a landmark Minneapolis diner that serves comfort food to downtown crowds. On that salary she still lived with her parents in south Minneapolis. Her parents told investigators she had never come home after her shift. It wasn’t typical for her to stay out all night, but it sometimes happened. So they hadn’t worried about her—until it was too late to worry about her.

Dark hair. Blue eyes. But no beauty. Certainly not now, but not even before her fatal encounter. I picked up a snapshot the cops probably showed witnesses as they tried to retrace her final steps. On her best day, Susan was fairly ordinary looking. That might explain why no one reported seeing her after she got off her shift. People tend to remember beauty or the beast. Folks in between can count on a degree of invisibility. Good for villains; bad for their victims.

The medical examiner’s report detailed bruising around her vagina and concluded she had been raped even though no semen was found. No semen meant no DNA. If the killer had left a little something behind, this might have been a whole different case. Garnett could have sent a sample to the state crime lab, where nearly forty thousand felons have their DNA on file. And not voluntarily either. DNA is a biological blueprint that can lead to a name, which can lead to an arrest, which can lead to a conviction. Hell, without semen, the cops can’t even be sure the killer is male.

Susan died wearing Kmart clothes. I don’t mean they  were necessarily bought at Kmart, but they looked like average, run-of-the-mill clothes. The kind Martha Stewart wouldn’t be caught dead in. Tan pants made of a poly-cotton blend. I examined a photo that showed a full body shot. There was a dark stain, maybe blood or maybe mud, near her crotch. A royal blue button was missing from her brown and blue striped sweater. Her shoes were black loafers. The police report noted a shoulder bag found near her body held a black skirt and white shirt, which her mother explained she always changed into at work.

Garnett had run a search under her name and date of birth. An NCIC search. That’s a national crime identification computer that can call up a national rap sheet. Criminals can run from their past, but they can’t hide from it. Her name came up blank. No drugs. No prostitution. No criminal record whatsoever. Susan Chenowith stayed away from trouble, but trouble had found her anyway.

 



EXACTLY ONE YEAR later, a man walking his dog found Susan Moreno’s body slumped against a small pine tree near the beach on Lake Calhoun. She wore a raincoat over a short denim skirt and a purple tank top with spaghetti straps.

A vice cop was the last known person to see her alive. Nine hours earlier, he had stopped her for soliciting near the corner of Franklin and Chicago. He ordered her into the backseat of an unmarked car, but she raced off, disappearing into the Phillips neighborhood, a rundown part of town frequented by runaways. Each block has CONDEMNED signs on deteriorating duplexes with peeling paint and broken glass. That doesn’t stop  squatters from moving in when they need a temporary place to crash.

Many of the residents are Native American, drifting back and forth between the poverty here and the poverty on the reservations in northern Minnesota. Children in the Phillips neighborhood have a higher incidence of fetal alcohol syndrome and lead poisoning than anywhere else in the state. Many skip school. The ones who don’t, show up for the free lunch, not the free education.

Susan Moreno’s rap sheet was long for a teenager. Prostitution. Theft. Drugs. I searched through the pile of papers and found her juvenile mug shot. Sixteen years old with tangled blonde hair. A hard life, but a soft smile. The crime scene photos were a harsh contrast. This Susan had also been strangled. Her face was Viking purple and she had some sort of ligature around her neck. Her eyes were rolled back into her head. One photo showed a close-up of a tattoo on her shoulder. Susan ♥ Sam.

Sam seemed like a good place to start. The police apparently agreed. I flipped through several sheets about a man named Sam Fox, age twenty-three. Arrested for burglary, assault, drugs, DWI. Damn. I felt like crumbling the pages when I got to the part about him being in jail on the date of the murder. November 19, 1992. No alibi is as ironclad as a man behind iron bars. The cops had interviewed him anyway. They noted he seemed saddened and stunned by his girlfriend’s death. He had no idea who might have wanted her dead.

Neither did her father. He hadn’t seen her for four months, and then only because she’d drifted back home one afternoon looking for money. I read a brutal line in the investigative report where her dad told police, “The street swallowed her up because she was unholy.”

Most likely she had fallen victim to a violent john. With no public outcry, police are less likely to devote resources to low-life cases. A fact of the street.

Susan Moreno had also been sexually assaulted before she was murdered. Again, no semen. She was wearing a leopard print thong under her skirt, but no bra under her tank top. I shuddered as I read that her matching bra was actually the murder weapon. Occasionally the forensic guys can pull a print off skin, but it was hours too late for that in either of the SUSAN cases.

In both of the murders, police recovered microscopic fibers on the victims’ clothing, but analysis of the fibers showed them to be different so they couldn’t link the two cases. Without a suspect for comparison purposes, the fiber evidence was fairly useless. As years passed, the murderer or murderers were likely to buy new cars, move to different apartments, tear out old carpet, and destroy any forensic connection they once had with their victims.

These murders were also difficult to solve because the police had only one crime scene in each case, yet clearly more than one crime scene existed. What the cops actually had was the body disposal site. The Susans had been killed elsewhere, the bodies transported in motor vehicles. That meant possibly two additional crime scenes that might have yielded better evidence, if only they’d been located.

I’d covered enough murders and read enough crime manuals to know that homicide cops classify murderers two ways: organized and disorganized. This was an organized killer, able to plan, escape, and keep his mouth shut. The homicide closure rate is much easier with disorganized killers, who typically leave loads of clues in one place and will often confess when confronted.

I set the papers down, feeling energized for the first time in months. SUSAN had stopped being a file and started being a story. A compelling story even if I didn’t find any new evidence. A story could bring tips. Tips could bring answers. The beauty of that, then you had another story. I glanced at my watch, checking the date. October 17, 2007.

I started writing the story in my mind. “A deadly anniversary is approaching.”


I charted the cases with black marker on white boards.

 



SUSAN CHENOWITH 1991 SUSAN MORENO 1992

 



 



In life, the victims didn’t seem to have had much in common beyond their name. A sixteen-year-old hooker versus a twenty-six-year-old waitress. One blonde, the other brunette.

[image: 003]

In death, however, the two women shared much. Under each name, I wrote the murder clues:

[image: 004]

Another parallel seemed obvious: both women had disappeared from one of Minneapolis’s poorest neighborhoods; both were dumped in one of the city’s wealthiest. Maybe the killer was trying to send a message.




CHAPTER 3

[image: 005]


The vocabulary of TV news tends to be morbid. “If it bleeds, it leads” is the philosophy in many news-rooms for determining which story gets the best play. To name a story is to “slug” it. Unwanted silence during a newscast is “dead” air. If you don’t want any audio, you “kill” the sound. Unedited videotape is called “raw.” To edit it, you “cut” it. And you don’t just take pictures of something, you “shoot” it.

I headed for the tape “morgue,” the archive where television stations store old news tapes. Even without that name, it’s a spooky place. Especially at night.

Usually the only video that gets saved are the scenes that actually make it on the air, a fraction of what is shot each day. The raw tapes are recycled after a week, used over and over again until they’re too ragged to shoot new stories on. Tape costs money, so news directors are always pressuring reporters, producers, and photographers to dump used tapes back into circulation. Typically the only tapes spared are those the station attorney has decreed  must be packed away for years in case of a lawsuit. These are often sensitive, sometimes sensational, investigative stories we might need to defend in court someday. I’ve got about thirty boxes of tapes and notes stashed away, but I haven’t been sued yet. That gives the newsroom bean counters a false sense of security, so occasionally they try to get their hands on those tapes and I have to rat them out to our lawyer.

Every once in a while an enterprising video editor bucks the system and starts a tape box for big stories, or little stories that might get big. After all, it would be a bummer to find that a serial killer has been piling up corpses while the cops kept quiet; but it would be an even bigger bummer to find out that the only video your newsroom has of the murders is a couple of fifteen-second shots of a body bag surrounded by police tape. Or worse, a couple of fifteen-second shots of a wooded area surrounded by police tape. Or even worse than that, fifteen-second shots of boring cop cars parked on the street.

I knew that was about all I’d find in the on-air tape, so I was hoping for raw tape. Besides providing more video for my story, raw tape might contain clues from the crime scenes. About five years ago, I got lucky and found raw tape of the funeral of a family killed in a house fire. When police arrested the arsonist a year later, bingo, I matched his mug to one of the mourners.

If bystanders gather at a murder scene, the police routinely photograph the crowd because they know killers sometimes become gawkers.

It was a long shot, but I scanned the back shelves for a cardboard box with a promising label. I’m no intern—I never expected a box labeled SUSAN MURDERS to jump out at me, and it didn’t. But I didn’t find anything even  remotely promising, like LAKE HARRIET HOMICIDE or FRANKLIN AVENUE HOOKER.

 



The light was dim; tape morgues don’t get windows. They’re typically basement corners, or interior storage rooms nobody else wants. Invariably, they have bad fluorescent lighting that buzzes and cuts in and out. After about fifteen minutes, my eyes ached. I was ready to reach for the doorknob when I noticed a battered box on a top shelf. IRON RANGE FIREBOMB. It was dated well over a year ago.

Suddenly I felt a chill, as if I was standing in the county morgue amid dead bodies, not dead tapes. I never covered the firebombing story, yet I was familiar with it, like almost every journalist in the country.

No surprise the box existed. After all, the story had won nearly every award in broadcast news from Peabody to Emmy to Murrow. Big-bucks political consultants were using it as a textbook case to teach their clients how not to act in front of TV cameras.

As I pulled the box from the shelf I knew that, for me, it was Pandora’s box.

 



RAW TAPE CAN trigger raw emotions. Top-notch TV news producers know this. They use that power to move viewers to tears. I had been in the business long enough to know that if I put that firebombing tape in a video viewing machine, thirty seconds later I just might be the one reaching for a tissue, bawling my eyes out.

I carried the box down the hall to a closet-sized room and shut the door. I wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t late at night and the newsroom wasn’t empty, except for a college student hired to listen to the police scanners and dispatch a sleepy photographer at the first sign of  spot news. Inside the box I found a dozen videotapes. I was interested only in one.

I put it in the viewing deck and hit play. The tape began to roll.

The camera is on Minnesota governor Rocky Johnson. Voters love Governor Johnson almost as much as the camera does. He’s a large man with thick wavy hair and a professional smile. But he’s not just a pretty political face: his background made him electable and his charm appears to be the ticket to making him reelectable.

Governor Johnson didn’t avoid Vietnam like some politicians. He trained as a Green Beret, though he’s fuzzy on whether or not he actually saw combat. The media has pretty much had to take his word for it, because a 1973 fire at an army storage center in St. Louis, Missouri, destroyed rooms of military records, including his.

The election is a few months away. On the tape he exudes the confidence of an incumbent and front-runner. The previous week’s poll put him fifteen points ahead of his challenger, Lester Muller, a family farmer from southern Minnesota with character but no charisma. So far his campaign slogan, Les Is More, had earned him less support and more ridicule.

Free publicity is on Governor Johnson’s itinerary today. A Channel 3 camera crew is following him, shooting cover of backslapping and baby kissing for a behind-the-scenes campaign piece. Governor Johnson is touring the newly opened Iron Range Regional Center, which he touts as a “cooperative venture between public and private forces.” The Iron Range covers much of northeastern Minnesota. Since mining went bust, the area’s future is financially bleak. But the Range got a fat government grant for this “building of the future,” and Governor Johnson is here  to take credit. It’s a shrewd political move because the Iron Range is the strong arm of the Minnesota Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party.

There’s a saying in state politics: as goes the Iron Range, so goes the election. The Range was the last area in Minnesota to switch from hand-counted ballots to electronic tabulation. Because of that, their returns always came in last. The joke was, the Rangers are still waiting to see how many votes they need.

The Iron Range Regional Center is located outside the small town of Finland, population 603. Rugged and isolated, it’s in one of the last parts of Minnesota to be settled. Immigrants from the old country founded it in the late 1890s and kept the name so they’d never forget their roots. The town’s biggest attraction before the Iron Range Regional Center was a purple and green wooden statue of Saint Urho who, legend has it, chased the grasshoppers out of Finland.

The Center houses a day care center, a senior center, a coffee shop, a barbershop, a bait shop, and a county licensing bureau where folks can get marriage licenses, auto licenses, boat licenses, fishing licenses, and, most important, hunting licenses. In northern Minnesota, every pickup truck has a gun rack and the right to bear arms is the only right anyone within a hundred miles gives a damn about.

Governor Johnson is greeting veterans at a reception in the senior center. A thin old man in a loose-fitting World War II uniform offers him a moose burger and they kid each other about war. The governor gives the crowd the standard “All veterans are heroes and our nation must never forget them.” The camera pans the knotty pine-paneled room as the vets applaud. The décor is early  hunting lodge: deer and moose heads mounted on the walls along with Minnesota’s state fish, the walleye. Governor Johnson pauses between handshakes to point his thumb and forefinger at the head of a twelve-point buck. “Bang, bang, bang,” he says. “Get you next season.”

The camera catches Sergeant Hugh Boyer, the governor’s bodyguard and driver, breaking his usual stoic stance to roll his baby blue eyes.

I rewound the tape and watched it again. Boyer and I shared enough off-the-record chats about Governor Johnson that I know that he knows the governor is so very full of shit. The only one who doesn’t know that is the governor. Even so, Boyer should be smarter than to let it show in public.

Boyer used to be the state’s top highway crash investigator and having him babysit Governor Johnson was a waste of talent. He was temporarily drafted for the bodyguard job a year earlier when the gov’s main muscle got caught driving drunk one weekend. The State Patrol bosses suspected that Boyer was a media source, though they preferred to call it violating the Minnesota Data Practices Law, an act punishable by a thousand-dollar fine and up to ninety days in jail.

“They’re just doing this to flush you out,” I told him. “They’ll set you up with an irresistible but fake tip to see if it shows up during sweeps month. Then they’ll have the proof that you’re a leak.”

“You’re probably right, Riley,” he said to me. “But it’s a chance to get out of writing up fatals for a few months.”

Protecting the state’s highest elected official is just a minor duty of the Minnesota State Patrol. Their most visible role is cracking down on speeders, but officers also investigate fatal traffic accidents. Boyer, their best  accident reconstructionist, could read skid marks like a TV anchor could read a teleprompter.

We had met four years earlier after a rock star’s stretch limo hit a school bus. I could see how tracing small body outlines in chalk on blacktop roads might start to wear on a guy, but I was still sore when Boyer decided that the best way to avoid being caught leaking stuff to the media was to stop leaking stuff to the media.

On the tape, the governor moves down the hall. So does the camera. A sign reads BILL’S BARBERSHOP. The shot is wide and wobbly because the photographer, Chuck Hudella, is trying to get ahead of the group by walking backward. He doesn’t notice, in the far corner of the screen, Governor Johnson carelessly giving press secretary Poppy Jones a little squeeze on the ass. Bodyguard Boyer apparently does and gives a slight shake of his head toward the governor, who responds by briefly flashing what looks like his middle finger. None of this made news because what happens later on the tape made everything else irrelevant.

The governor gives a high five to a three-year-old boy getting a crew cut. The kid is perched on a board across the top of the barber chair. Suddenly the boy slides out of frame as an explosion rocks the room.

The camera shuts down briefly. Screams are the only thing heard when the tape rolls again. It’s dark and dusty.

“What’s goin’ on? Anybody know what’s goin’ on?”

I can’t see who is yelling, but I recognized Chuck’s voice. The old-time photog had a reputation among the reporters at Channel 3 of being difficult to work with because he disliked using a tripod—a fault that sometimes resulted in shaky stand-ups. Stubbornly, he’d brace his elbow on the hood of a car and call himself a human  tripod. But no cameraman’s shoulder could have withstood that blast.

I easily pick Chuck’s voice out of the din, louder than the others, because he’s closest to the microphone. “You people, clear out.” Somehow he manages to keep the camera rolling.

Boyer pushes the governor into the hall. “Move it.” His deep command echoes through the pandemonium. Barber Bill is carrying his young customer. The little boy’s face is bleeding, his haircut half finished. “Everyone, keep moving.” Boyer’s voice grows urgent. My heart starts to beat faster.

They are about fifteen yards away from the door and their escape when a wall caves in. More dust. More screams. High-pitched and frantic. The camera swings wildly. Under a pile of debris I see Poppy Jones’s shapely ass, but not much else of the press secretary.

“Back.” Boyer coughs. I can’t see him because of the heavy dust.

The governor knocks the old veteran down as he tries to move farther from the rubble.

“My hip!” the old man cries.

The camera follows Governor Johnson around a corner. A young woman is surrounded by children—none looks older than five. She’s holding two kids in her arms and more are pressed against her legs.

“The day care’s on fire!” Her face is streaked with dirt and tears. The children, wide-eyed, tremble.

Boyer, still broad and strong from his days as a high school linebacker, heaves the old veteran over his shoulders. He motions for everyone to head in the other direction to the senior center. As they move down the hall, sunlight from a picture window shines through smoke.

“Stop,” the day care woman cries. “Becky’s missing. There’s supposed to be nine kids. We’ve got to go back.”

“Which way?” Boyer asks.

The governor shoves him. “We can’t go back, we have to get out.”

“You get them out. I’ll find the little girl.” I note the nonnegotiable tone in his voice. Gently, Boyer sets the old vet down and makes a promise. “I’ll come back for you.”

“No! You have to stick with me.” The governor thrashes his arms. His speech turns shrill and desperate, almost on the verge of a tantrum. “It’s your job to get me out. So go do your job.”

Boyer pushes him against the wall and a rifle from a Civil War display about the First Minnesota Volunteers falls down. “You want out. I’ll get you out.” He picks up the antique firearm and smashes the window, then knocks Governor Johnson backward through the broken glass. The ground is about twenty feet below.

He instructs barber Bill and the day care lady to lower the kids out the window. My throat tightens as Boyer disappears back into the smoke.

“Hurry.” The woman sobs. “She’s only two.”

The tape continues to roll on chaos and confusion as the kids are dropped outside. “Run,” the grown-ups tell them. “Get away from the building.”

“Him next.” Chuck puts his camera on the floor to help lower the old vet down. They don’t realize he’s already in cardiac arrest. For the next ten seconds, all I see are feet.

Another explosion. Then all I see is black.

A few seconds later the tape goes to snow. That’s what TV journalists call it when the pictures suddenly stop and all that shows on the monitor is white-and-gray static.  I reach for my purse and pull out, no, not a tissue—I have no tears left.

What I pull out is a wallet-sized wedding photo of Hugh Boyer and me.

 



THE NEXT DAY searchers found my husband’s body in the rubble, a dead toddler clutched in his arms.

Perhaps now you understand why I have what amounts to a get-out-of-jail-free card from the Minnesota State Patrol.

They also found the bodies of the day care lady, barber Bill, and Chuck Hudella. His crumpled camera lay nearby, the videotape inside.

Now you understand why Governor Johnson got what amounts to a get-the-hell-out-of-office card from Minnesota voters.

Minnesota has a national reputation for the highest voter turnout. It’s a matter of state pride. While the rest of the country struggles to get 40 percent to the polls, Minnesota can count on at least 75 percent of its voters to do their patriotic duty. On the Iron Range, the figure is closer to 90 percent.

This election set two state records: highest turnout and lowest showing by a major-party gubernatorial candidate. Governor Johnson finished the night with just 17 percent of the vote.

Voters might have been able to forgive him for acting like a coward while campaigning as a war hero. But they could never forgive him for being a big fat liar.

You see, a few hours after the building collapsed, the governor figured the only surviving witnesses to his meltdown were all under the age of five and would probably remain traumatized through grade school. With his press  secretary dead, he held a news conference that was carried live by every TV and radio station in the state, as well as by CNN, FOX, and MSNBC.

Tape of that news conference was in the box, too. But I didn’t bother looking at it. I remembered the sound bites, which played over and over on the news. The governor had worn a sling on his arm and tears on his cheek. He had sobbed about his own survivor’s guilt.

“I should have perished inside with them. But my close personal friend, Hugh Boyer, forced me out. He told me, ‘Governor, my job is to keep you safe.’ And he literally pushed me out the window to keep me from helping evacuate the children.”

That scenario meshed with what witnesses saw from the parking lot; so that scenario led the newscasts—until Channel 3 got Chuck’s camera back.

 



LIFE WOULD HAVE been easier for Governor Johnson if the firebomb had been an assassination attempt. Then he might have landed some public sympathy. After all, it wasn’t his fault the Iron Range Regional Center collapsed—at least not directly. The person most responsible was Roger Meyerhofer. But he was dead, and folks needed someone alive and kicking to blame.

At the same moment the governor was high-fiving the little boy in the barber chair, Roger Meyerhofer drove his ’83 Ford Ranger pickup through the Licensing Bureau wall on the other side of the building. He had a full tank of gas, plus a full load of chemical fertilizer. Kaboom.

Meyerhofer was fed up with the bureaucrats inside because they wouldn’t give him a hunting license. They told him there was no point in him having a hunting license because, being a convicted felon, under state law  he couldn’t carry a gun until ten years after his probation was up. That wasn’t going to happen until 2011. Meyerhofer had been ticketed for poaching deer that season and was supposed to serve a month in the county jail, starting the next day. Authorities had already confiscated his rifle, otherwise he probably would have shot the place up instead of blowing it up. He died instantly along with three government employees and a pregnant teenage couple who were there getting a marriage license.

There were twenty-three other people in the Iron Range Regional Center that day. They might all have got out alive, except for the person second most responsible for the tragedy: Frank Skaw.

His role didn’t come out until months later when authorities concluded the investigation. Skaw was the beer-bellied Iron Ranger in charge of the construction project. Turns out, he had skimmed part of the grant money and used steel beams that didn’t meet code.

And in a classic what-goes-around-comes-around twist, the investigation also uncovered that Frank Skaw won the bid in the first place because he was a big campaign contributor to Governor Johnson.

So when Roger Meyerhofer crashed his truck, he started a chain reaction through the entire building that ended thirteen lives, one political career, and my marriage.

The person next most responsible was me.

I was the reporter who broke the story about gun-wielding felons and hunting licenses the year before. I’d had our newsroom computer genius cross the state criminal database with the state hunting license database, popping hundreds of names, including Meyerhofer’s. My report clued state law enforcement officials that some  dangerous dudes were packing heat, and put political heat on them to stop it.

So in a way, crazy old Roger Meyerhofer was my fault. Of course, I was the only one who blamed me; but anyone would understand why I’ve been messed up for the last year or so and why the Susan story might be just the thing I needed to rescue myself from the emotional disorder of my life.




CHAPTER 4

[image: 006]


One quick glance in the mirror the next morning and a quick step on the scale confirmed the status quo: I’d let myself go in the personal grooming department. I wasn’t used to looking like the “before” picture. Sallow complexion. Shapeless hair. Drab brown. No highlights. I definitely needed a trip to the salon. But cosmetic fixes are easier than making over damaged psyches. I practiced smiling, closemouthed as well as with teeth.

Knowing the right break could turn today from a research day into an on-camera day, I added powder, blush, and my favorite rust-colored lipstick to my reflection. Mascara around my brown eyes, a dab of foundation over a small scar at the corner of my left eyebrow, and I was ready for air.

Surveying my closet, I selected a loose-fitting vintage jacket made of black wool to hide the fact I was still down fifteen pounds. The loss didn’t bother me, but I tire of people telling me I look too thin. Don’t they know the camera adds ten?

Most days, television reporters need to look good only from the waist up, so I slipped on a pair of jeans and headed out the door.

 



BEING A GEEK is better than being a nerd. Nerd suggests uncool while geek implies shy genius. Lee Xiong wasn’t just any geek. He was an alpha geek.

“I got a job for you,” I told him that morning in the newsroom. He was hunched over one of his computers and didn’t look up.

“I already have a job, Riley.”

Geek isn’t really a job description. Technically Xiong was a news producer, but the bulk of his workload consisted in keeping the newsroom computers running. Just as magicians love pulling rabbits out of hats, he loved pulling clues out of computers.

My trip to the tape morgue the night before had yielded nothing but heartbreak. As I had predicted, the only tape saved from the Susan slayings was what had aired the day after the murders. The camera never got close enough to capture any actual evidence. Just police and police tape. Thirty-five seconds total. Shot from a distance. If I was going to break any new ground, I’d have to look in places the cops hadn’t. I thought I’d start with a kazillion gigabytes of death records.

Like thousands of other Hmong, Xiong had come to St. Paul as a child from a refugee camp in Thailand after the Vietnam War. His parents kept their old country ways, but Xiong was young enough to grow up on Saturday-morning cartoons and American video games. He excelled at computer training and landed a job at Channel 3, where he developed a knack for crunching obscure numbers into meaningful stories.

His most vivid coup occurred a few months back when the I-35W bridge in Minneapolis collapsed during rush hour and fell into the Mississippi River. While most journalists chased heroes and victims, Xiong analyzed bridge inspection data and produced an unsettling, widely copied story about the safety of America’s bridges.
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