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To my editor Emily Bestler,
who always says the right thing


KILLING KATE



PROLOGUE


The night began with a teenage dare. She followed reluctantly as he led her by the hand to the shadow of the Black Angel.

A full moon gave them less privacy than she would have liked. Her back now against the horizontal concrete slab, she waited for him to lay his body across hers. Her lips prayed for the encounter to be quick because out of the corner of her eye a raven watched them intently from atop a gravestone.

Unlike most cemetery angels, whose heads and wings lift upward toward heaven, this statue’s face and wings bent downward over the grave it guarded—as if pointing straight to hell. And while angel sculptures are traditionally a golden bronze or white marble, this one’s hue was black. Besides the figure’s sinister posture and color, its stony eyes seemed to stare into hers as if issuing a personal condemnation.

Her feeling of doom was so strong, the girl struggled to move away. But he held her down, pushed her dress up to her waist, and there, at the hem of the Black Angel, they sinned.

The writer paused over the keyboard and reread the scene. Then with a smile, added sensory and sensual details about places the boy was hard and the girl was soft, and how their throaty moans were the only sound of life amid the dark tombstones. A final tweak when the female character closed her eyes tight to shut out the angel’s glare completed the carnal passage.



CHAPTER 1


Waitresses were easy to research. For the price of lunch or coffee he gathered most of the information he needed. First, he’d stall in the doorway of the restaurant skimming the menu. Then he might walk past the tables to the bathroom. Or maybe even pretend he recognized someone sitting on the other side of the room. All were opportunities to scan for a promising target—preferably a blonde—and note which section of the room she was serving.

Once he was seated, the rest came effortlessly. Often she wore a name tag. And if not, her name usually appeared on the bill. So no introduction was necessary. Her job was to be nice to customers. Even those she might give a cold shoulder to under different circumstances. Flirty charm meant the difference between twenty percent of the tab or being stiffed.

He could pretend they were new friends and practice making sociable conversation. Sometimes he even imagined they were married and she was preparing a home-cooked dinner for him after a long day at work. And he always paid in cash, so there was no check or credit card to trace back to him.

While she fetched water or restocked the bread basket, he recorded details in a small notebook to further the illusion his meal was business-related. Name. Physical description. And most important, how he was treated. If he detected scorn, he circled that entry with a red pen. That was his code for which ones needed to learn respect. He chose the color red deliberately.

Once, he stared so intensely at his server that she dropped silverware and backed away clumsily into another diner. He had meant his attention as a compliment. But instead of being flattered, she pointed him out to a coworker and even from across the room he could see her lips mutter “pervert.”

He wrote down the affront. Then circled her name in red.

When she finished her shift, he was waiting in the parking lot to see which vehicle she drove. Women were always cautious going to their cars, and security cameras were mounted everywhere. He knew better than to approach her during that short trek. Home was where they felt safest, and there, it was simple to catch them off guard and out of sight of witnesses.

Patience was paramount.

He knew better than to follow her directly home, because the last thing he needed was a suspicious cop and a police report with his name and vehicle information on file. He stayed on her bumper only long enough to get her license plate number. Later, he popped her address from public records and watched to become familiar with her work schedule. It was important that she be dressed in the role.

To be assured of privacy, he also needed to learn the routine of her household. Whether she lived alone, with a roommate, or had a family. The journey to the end took weeks.

He also hungered for permission. But that blessing now came easily.

So one day when the garage door opened for her car, he followed inside . . . crouching low and close to the side of the building. When he cornered her, he was disappointed that she had no idea who he was, how he had picked her, or why he was wearing gloves and a hairnet.

“Say it,” he told her.

But she was confused and didn’t know what he was talking about. All she could mumble were a few shaky words that sounded like “please” and “don’t hurt me.”

But he’d heard similar stammers before. “Say it,” he threatened her with a club held high.

She covered her head and sobbed, her shoulders quivering. She couldn’t seem to hold eye contact with him. That wouldn’t have changed anything, but he relished the fog in their eyes.

“Say it,” he insisted, “say ‘pervert.’ “ He smashed his weapon against the garbage can, denting the lid.

Finally, she raised her face and repeated the word.

Then he brought the club down. And when she was dead, he arranged her body just perfect and added his special touch. Turning her from devil to angel.

He was their salvation.

He never visited the same restaurant twice. He never cruised places in the town where he lived. He didn’t mind driving long distances because he enjoyed the feeling of control behind the wheel. And on the special nights, he parked about a half mile away, carrying his tools in a backpack. After all, he had plenty of time.

He also had a formula that worked. But it soon grew unsatisfying.

So he broke the pattern. Ditched his distant waitress mania, instead focusing on a closer, more deserving target: Kate.

It was hard to admit to himself, because it meant acknowledging he’d made mistakes, but he’d come to realize he hadn’t played fair with the first ones. Those women had deserved to know why he had come. Initially, he had worried that such a warning might alter the outcome, but he also savored the idea of them brooding over who or what or when or where.

Kate’s transgression was plotted, not fleeting; so she had plenty of warning about his displeasure.

But the risk of discovery was worth the expression in her eyes as the club came down.

He would kill to see that look again.



CHAPTER 2


Until Kate Warner’s homicide, it had been a slow news day in Minneapolis.

In the first hours after her body was discovered, media coverage was fairly predictable. Television live trucks and camera crews with tripods camped out along the street because the neighborhood where Kate had lived and died was previously regarded as safe and quiet—the Minnesota ideal of above-average income and below-average crime.

So when her neighbors learned she had been murdered in her own home, Kate’s death became more interesting to them than her life had ever been.

My name is Riley Spartz. I’m a television reporter for Channel 3. Normally I’d describe myself as an investigative reporter, but those glorious days of long-term special projects are diminishing in the news business. While the word “investigation” still has promotional value, newsrooms simply don’t have the budget for the real thing anymore. Now journalists are under orders to turn breaking news into “instant” investigations, hoping the public won’t discern any real difference.

“Keep back, everyone.”

A uniformed officer motioned to the curious to stay some distance from the crime scene tape. The yellow-and-black plastic ribbon was the only splash of color across the dried-up yard. If there were any spatters of blood, they blended invisibly into the grass—brown due to the summer watering ban.

The policeman then directed a terse “No comment” at me and the rest of the media. I made a note of his ID pin, “Stanley,” but didn’t press him further, because as a street cop, rather than a homicide detective, he probably understood little about what had happened inside the brick-and-stucco rambler. He might have secured the scene, but the homicide team would have quickly assigned him to the busy work of crowd control.

A large crowd hadn’t gathered—that typically only happens with brutal crime in public places like parks or malls. Most of these onlookers were pretending not to look.

One man walked his dog up and down the block. A woman kept checking her mailbox. Another pushed a young child on a swing in her front yard even though the toddler made noises about wanting to go inside. And more folks than usual strolled past, feigning appreciation for the hot August weather.

But their eyes were all riveted on the homicide house.

I whispered to my cameraman to casually shoot video of all spectators, because sometimes the killer likes to watch the ensuing commotion. Occasionally the killer even volunteers to be interviewed for television newscasts. Researchers have no solid explanation for it, but know that for some psychopaths, the aftermath is even more rewarding than the actual deed.

“Why Kate?” one woman asked, looking with anguish into my photographer’s camera. Her delivery smooth, as if she’d practiced in a mirror. “Who would want to kill her?”

Both legitimate questions—posed as a perfect sound bite that would definitely make air—but two separate queries that might never be fully answered. Such is the reality of violent death. “How” is much easier to explain than “why” or “who,” and the medical examiner would likely release the “how” answer within a day or two.

Often, but not always, when a woman is slain in her own home, the murderer is someone she knows. From a career of covering crime, I knew the police would be looking for signs of forced entry, robbery, and sexual assault as a means of determining motive and focusing their investigation.

Two men were nailing a piece of fresh plywood over the front picture window when we arrived; while their actions resembled hurricane preparation often seen along the coasts, here in the Midwest they suggested a break-in. Though why an intruder wouldn’t opt for a backyard entry seemed puzzling.

I knocked at the door of the two-story stucco directly across the street from Kate’s place. No one answered, and I was about to shrug off the house as empty when I caught a glimpse of someone at an upstairs window. Most of the neighbors had been neighborly, likely hoping to hear whatever information I had without waiting to watch it on TV. This inhabitant was coy.

A woman a few doors down thought Kate had a boyfriend, but didn’t think the relationship was particularly serious because she’d never introduced them. Once the police got wind of him, I knew they’d be pursuing the idea of a domestic squabble turned savage.

I glanced at a snapshot of Kate that a friend of hers had given me with the promise I’d return it later. I could have simply had my cameraman videotape the photo on her doorstep, but then other media might have landed the same shot. This way, I’d be the only reporter with this particular picture.

Kate’s appearance was ordinary. Her hair brown. Her smile pleasant. No clues there. I weighed what details I had learned about the victim during the last couple of hours and saw no overt reason for anyone to want her dead. The script was practically writing itself. I made notes.

Kate didn’t dress to attract trouble.

“Very modestly attired,” said an elderly woman who cherished the deceased because she drove her to doctor appointments.

Kate sang lead in the church choir.

“A voice like an angel,” said a man who regularly attended the same Sunday service.

If Kate had money, she didn’t flaunt it.

“Frugal,” said a woman in Kate’s book club. “She preferred waiting for the paperback.”

They confirmed that Kate worked at home as a medical transcriptionist, so it wasn’t as if she upset retail customers or annoyed office colleagues. She didn’t even have a dangerous commute.

Hers was a common case of Girl Next Door Gets Murdered. We all want to believe if someone dies violently, they must have done something to deserve it. That makes the rest of us feel safer. But a career of watching body bags being loaded in the back of medical examiner vans has taught me that nice people are sometimes killed for no good reason.

While it’s not something we tout, the media appreciates a good murder, particularly if the motive contains some mystery—a disputed inheritance or a covert celebrity lover can bring an audience to a broadcast in numbers that robbery or rape can’t.

If a case isn’t solved right away, that can be okay as long as there are fascinating follow-ups and indications it will eventually end in an arrest. Cold cases frustrate families, police, and the public.

And, to be honest, we newshounds also want endings to our stories. You can argue that we don’t care whether it’s a happy ending or a sad ending, just as long as it ends. And that might be a fair assessment; we can’t cover the same victims year after year without craving closure ourselves.

Our interest isn’t just professional. Even we have a personal need to know what happened to the missing, whether it be eleven-year-old Jacob Wetterling, abducted two decades ago on a rural Minnesota road, or Iowa TV anchor Jodi Huisentruit, vanishing fifteen years ago on her way to work. Instead we settle for anniversary stories reliving the crimes.

So that night on Channel 3, I told viewers everything I could substantiate about Kate Warner’s death. No sense in holding back a juicy fact for later, because you’re only likely to get beat by your competition and reamed by your boss.

Right then, none of the other newsies in town seemed to have an inside track on the murder investigation, so I was sitting fine journalistically because it wasn’t clear yet whether this homicide would have staying power with the media and the public. That status of a victim becoming a household name is awarded to only a handful of the more than ten thousand Americans murdered each year.

I didn’t know yet that Kate had led a secret life, and that her secret did not die with her.



CHAPTER 3


Homicides were among the news stories my boss had recently banned me from covering, so Kate’s murder wasn’t assigned to me. More like I assigned myself, even though I suspected that move could bring me trouble.

Even reporters get tired of recounting heartache, so each morning I prayed for optimistic news stories to break. Maybe a cure for cancer. Or a solution to the state budget deficit. But miracles seldom happen, and most days the media has to get realistic and settle for a dog being rescued from a sheet of ice floating down the Mississippi.

In the midst of a deepening recession, happy news gets harder to come by.

Today was no exception. Earlier, a thousand miles west, a disgruntled man had piloted his small airplane into a government building, sparking a massive explosion and national debate on just what defines a terrorist. I’d been assigned to report that staple of local journalism: Could it happen here?

Newsrooms get a lot of mileage out of that question. A few phone calls later, I’d discovered yes—if someone’s willing to crash his own plane into a building, then it’s no more a security breach than any of us taking our car out of our own garage. Certainly less difficult than hijacking a jumbo jet. I was on my way out to shoot the story at a small airfield when the assignment desk yelled out the address of a homicide just coming over the police scanners.

“What was the location again, Ozzie?” I asked.

The last few killings I’d covered finished badly for me. I’d started off in my investigative journalist mode, then ended up a homicide suspect, and in one case, almost a victim myself. Those developments had taken some of the luster out of covering If-It-Bleeds-It-Leads crime.

It wouldn’t have occurred to me that I even had a choice. My news director Noreen Banks was the one who suggested a change might be best, though she could have phrased it more diplomatically.

“Riley, you’ve become my biggest newsroom headache.”

I was certain this was what being fired felt like, so was surprised she saw an alternative.

“We need to put you on less perilous stories,” Noreen said. “You are becoming a distraction to the news we cover.”

So she assigned me to white-collar crimes like embezzlement, Ponzi schemes, and fraud. And luckily, with the economy tanking, there were plenty of those to report—some even concerning public figures in the Twin Cities.

So when the word “homicide” was being tossed around the newsroom that day, I could have held tight to my airplane security story and steered clear of up-close violence.

But the address of the crime scene sounded familiar. I was fairly sure I’d been on that block before. And deep down, I wondered if I’d been inside that very house. Curiosity, and even a sense of duty, beckoned—not to the news of the day, rather a friendship of yesterday.

So I handed my airport notes off to a rookie reporter and to the surprise of our assignment editor, volunteered to check out the killing.

“Give it to me,” I insisted.

Ozzie glanced toward Noreen’s office, knowing our boss might disagree.

“I’ll be done with the story before she even knows,” I said. “Plus, I might have an inside line on this case.”

The latter won Ozzie’s collaboration because anything that gives us an edge over the competition is worth a minor misunderstanding with management.

When I arrived on the scene, I recognized the brick rambler, even though I hadn’t been inside for more than a decade. I knew the layout as well as my own home, and wondered where the body rested.

“Please,” I prayed silently to myself in the Channel 3 van parked at the curb. “Let them have moved.”

“Come on, Riley, what’s taking so long?” asked my cameraman, Malik Rahman. “We need to get going. Hit the dirt.”

I’d been so eager to claim this story, Malik was puzzled why I was uncharacteristically slow getting out of the van.

“Just a second,” I told him. “I need to focus.”

“No, Riley, focusing is my job, the photographer’s. Your job is to snoop. Now go nose around.”

So while Malik sprayed the scene with video, I reverted to reporter form, knocking door to door until a woman holding a long-haired cat answered. She recognized me from TV, and I waited to see whether that carried pluses or minuses.

In this case she had enjoyed a story I did a couple weeks ago about owners who groomed and painted their dogs and cats for art shows. The fur certainly made an interesting canvas, but to me, the animal’s eyes looked sad.

“Thanks,” I said, accepting the compliment without debate. “It was my boss’s idea.” Noreen was fixated on animal stories as a way to win viewer loyalty . . . and station ratings.

“Be sure and tell her I liked it,” the woman said.

“I sure will.” Like hell. Noreen didn’t need any more encouragement for fluffy features.

I craved sympathy for having to work for a rigid manager like Noreen, but these days of growing unemployment, almost anyone who still had a job hated their boss. And those out of work hated the bosses who’d fired them.

“Too bad you have to cover a murder,” the neighbor said. “That’s got to be rough.”

“Yep.” I nodded. Not the kind of consolation I was looking for, but I played along. “I wanted to cover that northern Minnesota story about the lost baby bear being reunited with its mother, but another reporter snatched it first.”

Technically, that was a lie, but telling people something they like hearing often makes them more agreeable sources. Commiserating also allowed me to point to the crime scene and casually ask her the last name of the family.

She answered, “Warner.”

My heart sped up at the familiar name, and I wondered, Which one?

But then she went on to say that Kate lived alone. “Do you think it was her?” she asked.

“No word yet.” I got the neighbor’s phone number by promising to call her if I learned anything—an effective technique to staying in touch with eyes on the block.

A half hour later, when Detective Delmonico confirmed that next of kin had been located, I officially learned that Kate Warner was the murder victim.

I’m ashamed to admit I felt relief. And then I felt guilt that I didn’t feel more sorrow.

I had nothing against Kate. We’d first met when she was twelve. Her older sister had been a college roommate of mine.

Normally journalists steer away from stories in which we might know the players, because that can affect our judgment. Though having inside sources can sometimes trump conflict-of-interest concerns.

During our college days, Laura Warner and I were as tight as Barbie and PJ or Bert and Ernie. Then we had a . . . rift. I hadn’t seen her or any of her family members, including her little sister, in years. I juggled the math in my head and was surprised that it might have been as many as fourteen years without any contact. Didn’t have her cell phone number. Or email address. Didn’t even know where she was living these days, or what she called a job.

But I always sensed our paths would cross again, probably on Facebook or some other social networking site. I just never guessed it would be at a crime scene. And even though our friendship had ended badly, I knew that with her sister’s death, Laura would need me.

The investigators remained tight-lipped that afternoon, confirming only what they legally had to under the Minnesota Data Practices Act: that a homicide had occurred, the victim’s name, date of birth, and that no arrests had been made.

As far as murders went, it seemed routine.



CHAPTER 4


He enjoyed reading and clipping their obituaries.

He learned more about them there than from the news accounts. He was most interested in their genealogy. Who their parents were and whether they had children. He liked to sketch out as complete a family tree—spouses and siblings included—as he could for their files.

As for the murder scene, there was nothing a reporter could tell him that he didn’t already know. Sometimes he watched TV newscasts to feel superior, other times to relive the crime in his head.

The hard part was waiting for the documents. They completed the project. He forced himself to wait at least a month before applying for the birth and death certificates of his victims.

When the mail finally arrived, he felt powerful . . . sliding a letter opener through the government envelope. He stroked his hands and face against the smooth paper typed with the name and official cause of death. Homicide. Blunt Trauma. The records gave him ownership of his deed.

Handsome leather folders finished off his work. Each woman’s a separate color. Bonnie brown. Maggie black. Kathy blue. Kate would be tan. He liked to be organized in all things, whether at work or at home.

The Bonnie and Maggie files were finished and camouflaged on a top shelf with his other books. Kathy’s needed more work. He wanted it to be perfect.

His genealogy hobby revealed from whence his own brutal streak came. What started as a quest to discover his roots became an obsession once he discerned the ancestral pattern of violence he shared. His family tree became his destiny.

His father died on the electric chair at Indiana State Prison for murdering his mother during a domestic argument.

When he reached adulthood, he tried to dismiss what happened in his childhood home as one very bad day. A family can’t be judged by twenty-four hours, he reminded himself. But in the course of mapping his paternal bloodline, he discovered other very bad days that haunted his pedigree.

Generations of other relatives who had killed. In researching their deaths, he discovered sociopaths. Two died in prison serving life sentences for homicide. Others were executed for their crimes. One on the gallows. One by lethal injection. Another perished in a shootout with police. And one in a head-on car crash—trying to escape the cops—slamming into a family of five.

Eight whom society called scum, he called kin.

Plus, a mysterious legend.



CHAPTER 5


Back in Kate’s neighborhood, the crime scene tape was down a few days later. The police cars were gone. Things looked normal except for the sheet of plywood still across the front of the murder house.

Laura was parked outside. I pulled in behind her rental car. The night before, I’d slipped her my business card as I went through her sister’s funeral line.

“Let me know if you need any help, Laura.”

Seeing her for the first time since college wasn’t as weird as I expected. For one thing, she looked about the same. No extra pounds. No graying hair. Still unmarried, if I went by her ring finger. And still distant toward me.

She’d seemed noncommittal about my offer for a favor, so I was taken aback when she’d called this noon, telling me she didn’t think she could go inside her family home alone and didn’t know who else to ask.

“I’ll come over,” I assured her.

We walked to the front of the house in the muggy summer weather and paused while she rummaged through her purse. She pulled out a house key . . . back from the days when she also lived under that same roof, before their parents died. I let her walk in first, but immediately regretted my courtesy.

The crime scene had been cleared, but not cleaned.

A white outline seemed painted on the carpet, just a few feet from where we stood. I bent down to touch the white color and it smudged like chalk. It was chalk.

Laura’s face paled as she realized this spot was where her sister lay dead. Philosophically, she understood that the house would be forever stigmatized by such a gruesome history. But being face to face with the tragedy clearly rattled her.

She made the sign of the cross and prayed. “I believe in God the Father, Almighty.”

I stepped back to give her the illusion of privacy, but actually, I was scanning the room for clues. The outline was shaped like a human, but different. Where the victim’s arms should have been were wide, pointed contours, as if Kate wore kimono sleeves.

“Maker of heaven and earth,” her sister continued.

Near her head was a large reddish-brownish discoloration. A bloodstain. Numerous, smaller spatters had ricocheted over the surrounding floor and walls.

The room was dark because the picture window remained boarded up. Broken glass lay everywhere, and a steel lawn chair flung to one side seemed out of place in the room. I even wondered if it might have been the instrument used to break in. In that case, the killer would have dispensed with much element of surprise.

The next line of the prayer that I heard jarred me from such an interesting hypothesis. “He descended into hell.”

He sure did, I thought. And he put Kate through it, too.

I’d seen bloodstains before, in the aftermath of other murders. Even crushed brain matter. But one thing you seldom see in real life covering crime is an actual chalk body outline. These days they exist only on TV dramas for visual effect.

Homicide investigators don’t use them anymore because they can contaminate the crime scene with hair, footprints, and even DNA from law enforcement rather than a suspect. Photographs and videotape better document the position of the body.

Chalk outlines are done by inexperienced police officers, often the first on the scene. They think they’re being helpful and even feel important as they perform the artistic act. But they play dumb when a ranking investigator arrives and storms about, wanting to know who was playing detective. The investigators even have a nickname for them when no one owns up beyond a shrug.

“Huh, must have been the chalk fairy,” I mumbled.

All this was explained to me by my cop beau Nick Garnett when he pointed out a “chalk fairy” to me once in a crime scene photo, telling me that’s how the officers would razz each other when they’d come across an anonymous outline at the crime scene.

I wondered who got chewed out for drawing this one. Then thought back to Officer Stanley, the cop who played keep away with me and the crime scene tape. I considered looking him up and joshing him about the chalk fairy artwork, just to weigh his reaction.

Gazing at the wide arms, I realized the shape even resembled the wings of a fairy.

Laura faltered through the rest of the Apostles’ Creed. Rushing down the hall the minute she reached “Amen.” I heard a gagging sound, a toilet flush, then a door shut. While my old roommate was puking up her breakfast, I pulled out my cell phone and took a picture of the chalk body outline.

I felt sneaky doing it, but I also doubted Laura would let a Channel 3 photographer through the door. I told myself I wouldn’t air the picture; I just wanted to have it handy. For research.

I took a second shot as backup.

Then I walked over to the bathroom door, and tapped gently. “Can I get you anything, Laura?”

No answer.

“I’ll just wait out here,” I told her. “Take your time.”

I stared at the mess around the room. A small couch was knocked over. Fingerprint powder was spread in several places. I imagined the detectives put luminol on the walls to check for additional blood spatters under black light. Rubber gloves lay discarded in one corner. The cops must have left the pair behind; if they’d belonged to the killer, they would have been tagged and taken as evidence.

I figured that’s what happened to the sheets on Kate’s bed. No bloodstains on the mattress. No signs of scuffle in the bedroom. But forensic tests would look for semen stains to determine whether Kate had sex recently, and if so, with whom.

I also peaked into the kitchen where I saw shriveled-up veggies on a cutting board and dead lettuce in a bowl. Kate had been tossing a salad shortly before her skull was crushed.

Back in the living room, it felt creepy standing in a place that once held good memories, some belonging to me, but now reeked of terror. I could only imagine Laura’s distress.

I thought back to years ago, me walking through the front door; Kate cheering my visit, acting happier to see me than her big sister.

“I want to sit by Riley! I want to sit by Riley!” she’d chant to tease Laura.

I wondered what her sister had told her when my visits stopped. And just then, I felt Kate’s death more personally than I had at any time since her murder.

A door clicked, and Laura walked out of the bathroom. Her eyes were red and puffy.

Neither of us said anything. I used my body to block the death scene from her view, but that wasn’t even necessary. She seemed to be purposely avoiding looking at her sister’s final resting place. I wasn’t sure what to say, and decided it best to keep quiet and take my cues from her.

Laura took a deep breath, looked straight into my eyes, and spoke. “Riley, will you help me?”

“Of course.” I forced myself to make a small smile that I hoped looked reassuring. “Anyway I can.”

I knew this was the kind of promise that could be trouble later on. But I also knew this wasn’t the moment to negotiate the terms of our reunion.

“I’ll make sure your sister’s death gets publicity,” I assured her. “I won’t let Kate be forgotten.”

“It’s not that, Riley.”

She stared over at the chalk outline, as if she’d decided to play dauntless in the face of heartbreak. Then she turned briskly and opened a hall closet, cluttered with a broom and mop.

“I can’t clean it up by myself.”

The medical examiner had removed Kate’s body from the murder scene to conduct an autopsy. The homicide team took whatever they needed for their investigation, such as blood, fluid, and tissue samples. But lots of grisly things get left behind, things too icky for me to talk about on television.

It’s not law enforcement’s job to clean up the mess after homicides. That’s up to the victim’s family to arrange.

“Neither of us is going to do it, Laura.” This was a job for professionals. “I’ll call someone.”

The expression on her face was a cross between relief and disbelief. “Who?”

“There are people.” I explained that many crime scenes, unless a family was very poor, were cleaned by biohazard crews because of fears of infection from diseases such as HIV or hepatitis.

She shook her head angrily. “My sister didn’t have any diseases. She didn’t do drugs or sleep around.”

“I’m sure you’re right about Kate. But what about her killer? Who knows what kind of scumbag he was? I’m not taking any chances and I’m not going to let you.”

Those words gave her something to think about.

“You’ll call them?”

“Yes.”

Crime scene cleanup is a fairly new occupation—and expensive, often hundreds of dollars an hour. But I knew of other homicides in which homeowners insurance had covered the cost and then there were crime victim relief funds. Otherwise the bill could be paid from Kate’s estate. My guess was, Laura would be executor.

“I’ll call them,” I assured her.

So we locked the front door and headed for our vehicles. As Laura climbed in her rental, I promised to let her know the details for the cleanup.

“You’re going to have to be here to let them in,” I told her.

She nodded, but didn’t look like she enjoyed the prospect.

“You can probably leave them to do their work, Laura, and wait somewhere else until they’re finished. Then lock up.”

“That sounds best.”

Figuring I had nothing to lose, I asked to bring a photographer to shoot the crime scene for a future story.

She seemed more sad than angered by my question. “No, Riley. This can’t be about that. I know you think publicity might help solve the case, but I’m not sure I want additional media coverage.” Then she slammed the car door and drove away.

Seeing her for the first time after so long had been a little disconcerting for me. Neither of us mentioned the passage of time. She didn’t bring up getting together again to visit or how great it was seeing me.

While sitting in my car, I checked my cell phone and noticed a missed call. My heart gave a pang when I saw the source. I hit Send, and he answered.

“I was just thinking about you a few minutes ago, honey,” I said.

“I like the sound of that, Riley. Hold that thought a couple more days, and we’ll go from thinking to acting.” His voice held a playful tone, and I knew what game he had in mind.

“Not that kind of thought, Nick.” Playing hard to get was easy, a thousand miles apart.

“You said I was to do the thinking for both of us.”

“Humphrey Bogart, Casablanca, 1942.”

In the last year, Nick Garnett had moved from a source of news to a source of affection. We had a long tradition of working famous movie quotes into our conversations and guessing the origin of the line.

“Ingrid Bergman may have put Bogie in charge of the decision making that night in Casablanca, but that hasn’t happened with you and me,” I continued.

“There’s still time,” he laughed. “So what were you thinking about?”

“I was thinking about what a smart cop you are.” I emphasized the word “smart.”

“And here I was hoping for something a little more intimate than intellectual.”

When Garnett turned fifty, he left his job as a homicide investigator to run security for the world-famous Mall of America.

He now worked in Washington, DC, as part of Homeland Security, but we had an understanding that he’d finish up the year on the East Coast and find a job back in Minnesota.

And then if we were still on speaking terms, we might even get married.

“There’s plenty of time for personal later, Nick. Right now I need a biohazard team to clean up a murder scene, and hoped you could recommend someone.”

“Who’d you kill? That surly boss of yours?”

“Nobody you know. Actually the victim is the sister of a long-ago friend.”

He wanted to hear more, but was apparently walking into an important meeting to Keep Our Country Safe. He gave me contact information for a company he’d seen handle similar jobs, then hung up.

Glancing in the rearview mirror, I realized I was smiling, and figured that was a good sign—on a whole lot of levels.

So I set up the crime scene cleanup time and texted all the details to Laura.

“Thanx” was her only response. I wasn’t sure if she expected me to help supervise the work or not. I figured I’d have to wait for her to sort things out, just like back in college days.



CHAPTER 6


Laura and I didn’t start out with much in common other than being paired together as college roommates. Because Laura’s family lived twenty minutes from campus, I gained a second home to celebrate important events like birthdays and making the dean’s list.

We had no classes together, yet shared a coming-of-age time in our lives when experiences were intense and friendships deep. I thought I knew her better than my own sister. We both had dark hair and lanky bodies, and some people even thought we looked like sisters.

Laura had more religious conviction than most of us living in the dorm. I benefited because I had a roommate whose loyalty would not be swayed by trends. On the other hand, her tendency to lecture people she felt lacked her own moral virtue when it came to sex and drugs could be irritating.

As for campus parties, I assured her she didn’t have to drink or make out with anyone.

“Just carry a beer around and blend in.”

“No, Riley, that wouldn’t be honest. That’s not who I am.”

Who in college really knows who they are? That Laura was so sure of her place in life was something I admired as I struggled to find mine.

When the administration demanded the college newspaper retract one of my stories to appease powerful alumni, Laura was there to keep me from changing my journalism major in protest.

Everybody on campus knows what’s going on,” she said. “You’re being made a scapegoat here. Are you going to let them win, or are you going to go on to become a big-shot reporter and someday make a difference in the world?”

So one weekend, while visiting my parents on the farm, I didn’t hesitate to race one hundred twenty miles back to campus after getting a hysterical call. Laura had been raped.

She’d accompanied a friend back to his dorm room, where he’d acted like anything but a friend. His roommate and other chums walked in just as the crime was being consummated and hooted with glee.

She screamed for their help, and wrapped in a blanket she stumbled back to our room in tears.

The man in question insisted their act was consensual. “We both wanted it.”

So for the next week, the campus police conducted interviews, including one with me in which they implied hers wasn’t a “real” rape, rather a “date” rape.

“She’s the most honest person I’ve ever known,” I insisted. “I believe her.”

Laura’s parents got involved and called the “real” police. Sexual assault charges were filed. The man pleaded not guilty. A trial was set.

But a few weeks later, while we lay in our bunks, Laura told a different story. “Technically,” the accused was innocent.

“What?” I asked.

“His friends walked in on us. I have a reputation to protect. I couldn’t let people think my talk about celibacy was hogwash.”

“But what about his reputation?” I asked. “You need to drop the charges before you ruin his life.”

She refused, and I saw a hypocritical side to her. What I thought was righteous principle seemed a veil for selfishness.

“If you don’t stop this, I will. I can’t be part of such a lie.”

“I don’t believe you, Riley. You won’t betray me.”

I insisted I would; she insisted I wouldn’t.

So I went back to the police and changed my statement. The case fell apart; the whole campus was abuzz about the scandal. A few months before graduation, Laura dropped out of college and my life.

I called her so many times because I didn’t like the way things ended. But she either hung up the phone or didn’t answer. My letters were returned unopened, marked “refused.”

The split caused more pain than any of my boyfriend breakups. I think that’s why I have so few gal pals. A friendship gone bad can be a devastating thing. Because while Laura felt betrayed by me, I felt betrayed by her.



CHAPTER 7


A neighborhood liquor store beckoned on my way back to Channel 3. I didn’t crave alcohol myself, though the stress of news competition has driven plenty of journalists to drink.

I was trying to snag a case of elusive Nordeast beer as a welcome home prize for Garnett. Brewed locally, it sells out soon after being unloaded from the truck—if a store is lucky enough to even score a shipment.

The temperature clock on the bank across the street showed ninety-three degrees, hot enough to make a run on cold beer. Even so, I gave a hopeful thumbs-up to the aging owner at the cash register as I walked in mouthing “Nordeast?”

Ed knew why I was there and had told me a couple of weeks earlier that deliveries were unpredictable, but he’d put a case aside for me if they got any. He smiled ruefully as he gave a big thumbs-down.

“Sorry, sweetie, nothing so far. Check back later in the week.”

We chatted about neighborhood crime, particularly a recent headline in the Minneapolis newspaper that essentially told readers that, not counting all the recent murders, crime was actually down in the city.

“Reassuring, huh?” he joked.

Then, because the place was empty, and probably because he was an old man who didn’t get many chances to act macho, he showed me a small revolver he kept handy under the counter.

“Is it loaded?” The glint of metal reminded me that not long ago I weighed carrying a handgun myself for personal protection. But these days, if you want to do it nice and legal, there’s lots of paperwork involved as well as firearms training. I never seemed to have time for either.

Ed’s piece looked like it predated those kind of inconveniences. He flipped the cylinder open and revealed a full round of bullets.

“Ever had to pull the trigger, Ed?”

“Not in your lifetime, dearie.”

“You’re charming, but I’m older than you think.”

“Not old enough.”

We might have flirted back and forth a bit more, but we heard some commotion outside. Then an agitated woman rushed in asking if either of us owned the black pickup truck in the parking lot.

“There’s a dog inside the cab. It was there when I went in the drugstore ten minutes ago and it’s still there now.”

We shook our heads and I followed her outside, even more aware of the heat. The temperature clock had climbed another degree and now read ninety-four. I knew her concern for the animal was valid from hearing Channel 3’s veteran meteorologist annually lecture viewers that the interior of a car parked in the sun can reach a hundred and forty degrees in minutes, turning into a deathtrap for pets and children.

The woman pointed to a black-and-white mixed breed laying across the floor on the passenger side. The animal was panting uncomfortably.

The woman explained she had checked for the driver inside the corner cafe and the hardware store of the strip mall, but didn’t have time to go into the other shops because she had to get back to her job. She wore a cashier’s smock and looked like she might work in the drugstore down the block.

“But first, I’m calling 9-1-1,” she said.

While she dialed the police, I phoned the station assignment desk, explaining the situation. I didn’t own a dog myself, but had a history of turning hounds into headlines. Geographically, we were less than ten minutes from the station, so the odds were favorable a camera crew might be cruising nearby.
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“Snappy repartee, tauntingly written, drum tight in its execution.”
—New York Times bestselling author Steve Berry

“With her newest book, Julie Kramer’s reputation and following ought
to soar. This wonderfully sardonic look at murder is not only surpris-
ingly poignant, but a flat-out tour de force of harrowing twists and
tuns” —~New York Times bestselling author William Kent Krueger

“Julie Kramer’s Killing Kate offers everything a novel should—a most
engaging protagonist, page-turning thrills, plot twists, and a host of
characters that jump off the page. | loved it!”

—New York Times bestselling author Heather Graham
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