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For my mom—Ruth (Spartz) Kramer—a fan of the Amish





PROLOGUE



The missing face unnerved me. No eyes, nose, or mouth lent personality to the cloth doll clutched by the little Amish girl.


My own Raggedy Ann exuded charm while this toy sported a plain dress and an empty facade. It was spooky, even.


I felt sorry for my playmate, but could express no true condolences because we didn’t share the same language. Instead, I set four cups and saucers on a tree stump for a makeshift tea party.


Our fathers were inside the barn arguing about the price of an old crosscut saw. Mine didn’t want to sell the saw because my great-grandparents had used it to build the house where we now lived. While the dusty tool hadn’t been used in two generations, the saw told a cherished story from our family history.


The other man had immediate, practical plans for the device. The visit ended badly when it became apparent that no deal was forthcoming and the saw would remain behind. Though his beard and wide-brimmed hat masked his expression, he walked like an angry man. Untying the horse, he commanded his daughter to join him. She hurried over, absently leaving her plaything behind.


As I stood to return the doll, my eyes fell to a basket of crayons on the ground. A good deed came to mind. Round black eyes. A red triangle nose. Smiley mouth with center lip. Had there been more time, I would have added red striped leggings.


I rushed the doll over to the other girl and handed it up to her in the black buggy. The fresh face greeted her like a new friend, but instead of a smile of gratitude, her eyes grew wide with dismay.


I watched the pair ride out of our farm yard, never to return.


The next day, when I walked to the gravel road to check the mailbox, something caught my eye. The head of the doll rested among the weeds, the cloth body nowhere near.


I didn’t tell anyone what I saw, not even my parents.


That night, as I tried to sleep, the image haunted me. But somehow, by morning, I had pushed the incident from my mind and didn’t think about it for twenty-five years.





CHAPTER 1



What do you smell, Bowser?”


Josh Kueppers, wearing a neon orange stocking hat and carrying a shotgun, chased after his dog.


“Maybe bear?”


His voice sounded hopeful as he dreamed of returning home with such a trophy. He’d watched the news the night before and seen reports of a black bear sighting in southeastern Minnesota. So while unusual, his goal wasn’t impossible. At least, that’s what he told himself during the pursuit.


The school bus had dropped the ten-year-old off outside his family’s farmhouse. As he dumped the mail on the kitchen table, he found a note from his mother that said she’d been called to work an evening nursing shift.


She instructed him to bike over to an older friend’s place down the road, spend the night, and go to school with him the next morning. Josh smiled at the prospect of fun.


But his mother’s absence also presented another opportunity. For a hunt. So he threw on his camouflage jacket and was out the door.


Josh and Bowser, a tan mixed breed, ran through a lightly snow-covered farm field. The corn had been harvested, but not yet plowed under. An early cold spell had hit just as the calendar touched October. He stumbled a couple of times before reaching a line of trees growing in a depression in the ground.


His dog bayed, just like a real hunting hound.


Josh’s eyes grew wide.


He held the gun steady, finger on trigger, as he glanced around to see what had attracted the animal’s attention. He didn’t want to be ambushed, although theirs did seem to be the only tracks, so he figured they were safe. He looked upward hoping to face off with a raccoon in the branches … but they were empty. No masked opponents.


He didn’t have enough experience to realize that broad daylight was less conducive to hunting wildlife than dawn or dusk. Bowser barked some more and Josh noticed a hole in the earth that looked curious. He hoped for a bear den. He moved closer, his eyes cautiously scanning back and forth for trouble, when the ground beneath him collapsed.


Josh tumbled downward amid a cascade of dirt and snow. Gradually, through a reassuring gap of sunshine, he became aware of his dog still above, sounding an agitated alarm that he feared would go unheard by anyone else.


Something smelled awful, and as his eyes adjusted to the blackness he realized he was not alone in the bottom of the pit. Fumbling for his gun, he aimed the weapon toward the sky and pulled the trigger in a calculated call for help.


Nothing happened.


Then he realized the safety was on, and tried again.


Almost immediately, he wished he hadn’t.


Instead of alerting someone of his whereabouts, the shot caused an avalanche of dirt that buried both Josh and the grisly secret beside him.





CHAPTER 2



Two nurses had called in sick with the flu, so the emergency room was already understaffed when a semitruck smashed a minivan on the highway outside Rochester. Even though Michelle Kueppers was scheduled to be off for the rest of the week, and even though she normally worked days, she answered the hospital’s call for extra hands like a good trouper.


She tried phoning her son, Josh, at home during her break, but heard ring after ring. He was probably on his way to the neighbor’s. She’d catch him there during supper.


But her shift turned into one during which she saved a life instead of eating or calling her son. The whole floor cheered her like in one of those breathless medical dramas where attractive people in scrubs muscle a cart and IV down the hall in a race with death.


Popular television plotlines aside, directly saving a life was not an everyday occurrence on the job for Michelle. Mostly, she prided herself on her skill for assessing patients to avoid such crises. Staying ahead of trouble was considered smart nursing.


But every once in a while a patient codes, signaling cardiac arrest. That night, lights flashed. Alarms sounded. And suddenly Michelle was kneeling on a hospital bed for better leverage while pounding the victim’s chest and cracking some of his ribs to restart his broken-down heart.


She was sore and sweaty, but looked forward to celebrating a job well done with Josh the next day.





CHAPTER 3



The woman’s cloudy eyes freaked Josh out. Her head was crooked, and parts of her face had black splotches. She reminded him of a zombie from a movie he’d seen once at a friend’s house. But the creatures in the film were billed as living dead or walking dead. He had no doubt this woman was dead dead. And would never walk again.


Because she could not shut her eyes, he shut his. Every time he opened them a crack, she was still there—staring back. The rest of her body remained wrapped in a colorful blanket. Terrified, he stayed on his side of the pit, breathing fast and cringing.


“Bowser!” He cried for his dog, but no answer.


Josh hoped his pet had gone for help. He pulled his stocking cap over his tear-streaked face. That improved the view, but did nothing for the smell. Hours passed and he began to wonder how much time would slip by before he resembled the lifeless woman trapped beside him.


His fingernails hurt from clawing his way free of the dirt. He wished the landslide had buried his companion. Though some of her body had been covered, her head had been spared. Josh thought about kicking soil over her face so he wouldn’t have to look at her. But that seemed wrong.


He pushed his cap back so he could see better to dig, and minutes later he found the shotgun. He was afraid to pull the trigger again, but just clutching the weapon was like holding a security blanket.


Josh sensed the sun going down. By nightfall, he wouldn’t be able to see the dead woman. But maybe knowing she was in her corner was better than imagining her coming at him in the dark.


By now, his body was shivering and his teeth chattering. Rubbing his hands over his arms didn’t help. He decided the corpse didn’t need her blanket anymore, and creepy as the idea was, huddling under it might bring him warmth. He was sure he’d feel safer. He stood, grabbed one end of the bedding, and with a few jerks, tore the cover, dirt and all, from her body.


The back of her head hit the ground, then her body rolled onto its side, and landed facing Josh. And even though the light in the pit was dim, he could tell the woman was naked, and still staring at him. Horrified, Josh crawled under the blanket and pulled it over his head to escape the mortifying view.





CHAPTER 4



Josh’s mother got home just after midnight. She smiled, pleased to see the mail on the table—even though it was mostly junk and bills. Her son was becoming responsible in his father’s absence.


Brian Kueppers was overseas, on active duty with his national guard troop, and wouldn’t be home for about six months. He’d been gone about a week. Eight days to be exact. Every morning she said the new number out loud as she brushed her teeth. Sometimes, if the mirror was steamed up, she traced it with her finger.


Brian’s absence was hitting his young son hard. At ten years old, this was the first season Josh could legally hunt. He’d even received a special slug shotgun on his birthday. Now there was no dad to take him scouting for deer or pheasants.


Even before the actual deployment, Brian was off training with his military unit, so they had little family time. Once, Michelle caught him lecturing their son on acting like a man while he was away. She stayed out of the conversation to avoid a fight. She’d prefer Josh remain a little boy.


Later that night, when she’d brought up not putting so much pressure on Josh, Brian scowled. She’d backed down quickly, not wanting to provoke him. He left the house for a few hours that night, as was their protocol when he became angry. But when he returned, he was calm and gentle. And when they said their goodbyes Michelle felt that she would miss him and that when he came back they would have a fresh beginning. All three of them.


Brian had developed a temper over the last couple of years. Sometimes he blamed Michelle. Sometimes Josh. She had struggled with doubt concerning their future, but their last months together had been much better. Yet she realized this separation was a crucial test for their marriage. She wanted them both to pass.


Michelle had a hard time falling asleep after her shift because the dog kept barking outside. Once she even got up to check for signs of trouble, but the yard was empty except for Bowser.


The telephone woke her the next morning. On the other end of the line was the school attendance office.


“Hello, Mrs. Kueppers. Just calling to confirm your son’s absence. Is Josh sick today?”


“What do you mean? Josh isn’t home, he’s in class.”


But the professional voice on the other end insisted Josh was not present. “If he’s playing hooky, he will be disciplined.”


That put his mom in a panic. “I need to call you back.”


She scrambled out of bed and rushed down the hall. Josh’s bed hadn’t been slept in, but his backpack lay on top of the covers. Downstairs, his coat hung in the closet. She dashed out the front door, calling his name wildly. The dog was barking and chasing after her. She looked in the shed. Josh’s bike was parked inside. She ran to the barn, the garage, and two other outbuildings. By this time she was screaming for her son.


She knew that kids in the country were vulnerable to perils ranging from rusty nails and grain bins to strange cars along open roads. Not a mother in Minnesota didn’t know that Jacob Wetterling was still missing more than two decades after being kidnapped while biking home from a convenience store with friends.


She rushed back in the house and grabbed the phone. First she misdialed and got a wrong number. Finally, she reached the grocery store where the neighbor who had agreed to watch Josh worked.


“Did Josh go to school?”


The other mother seemed puzzled. “We didn’t see Josh last night. He never showed up. We thought your shift must be tonight.”


Michelle slumped against the wall as the strength left her legs. She slid to the floor in a crouch.


“Are you there? Michelle, are you there?”


“Josh is missing.”


She said the last word softly. Because “missing” is such an urgent word. And saying it with a lack of urgency makes it less likely to be true.


Her friend couldn’t understand her. “What did you just say?”


Michelle breathed deep and spoke fast. “Josh is gone. I need to call the police.” Then she hung up, dialed 911, and forced herself to pretend she was on duty at the hospital, calmly discussing a patient’s prognosis and not the fate of her only child.


“Fillmore County Sheriff’s Office,” the voice said. “What is your emergency?”


“My son is missing. He didn’t go to school and appears to have been gone all night.”


“How old is the child?”


“Ten.”


“Do you think he might have run away?”


“No.” Her attempt to stay professional failed. “I know something bad has happened to him. Please find him. Now.”


She told them when she had seen him last, what he was wearing, and answered all their other questions.


“No, he doesn’t have a cell phone. He’s only ten.”


“No, he hasn’t been upset about anything.”


The dispatcher on the other end persisted. “Have there been any recent changes in his life? A divorce, perhaps?”


“No, nothing like that.” Michelle paused for a few seconds. “His father left for Afghanistan a week ago. But Josh understands that he’s coming back.”


Then she remembered one other thing worth checking and opened the door to a back hallway closet. Josh’s coat, bike, and backpack were all in their usual places. But his gun was gone.


She almost dropped the phone as heartbreaking theories flooded her mind, but she briefed the dispatcher about the missing weapon and was assured that someone from law enforcement was on their way.


“Please locate a recent picture of your son.”


Michelle glanced at the kitchen clock. She hadn’t seen Josh in more than twenty-four hours.





CHAPTER 5



The house was full of photographs of Josh. School. Sports. Holidays. Some clipped under refrigerator magnets. Others mounted in frames hanging on the entry wall. Several buttons pinned to a kitchen bulletin board featured Josh wearing basketball, baseball, and soccer uniforms, holding each matching ball. Michelle also had a stack of scrapbooks starring the blond, freckled boy. She grabbed a current school picture and stuck it in the front door in case the cops got there before she got back.


The dog kept barking and getting in her way while she tried to concentrate on where best to search for her missing son. And suddenly Michelle realized she’d been stupid all morning.


“Come on, Bowser. Where is he? Where’s Josh?”


The dog let out a howl and started running toward the farm fields, eager for her to follow.


“Good boy. Take me to him.”


She vowed that if Josh had run off, she would hug and not yell. “Just let him be safe,” she prayed. She said “safe” louder than the other words. Because “safe” is such a comforting word. And saying it with a ring of confidence made it more likely to be true.


Soon, she noticed a trail of footsteps on the ground—mostly beast, but definitely some boy feet had passed this way, too. She was relieved the dog stuck to the path of tracks in the snow.


The last signs of her son.





CHAPTER 6



Josh woke cold, scared, and hungry. He had been dreaming of breakfast when he realized he was still trapped in the pit. The thought of another day underground with a dead body was unbearable.


•   •   •


Michelle heard a gunshot.


The noise seemed to come from the direction the dog was headed. Her heart pounded as she moved faster, uncertain what she would find.


A few minutes later, she grabbed Bowser’s collar and pulled him back before either of them slid down the hole where the tracks ended.


So while the dog woofed their arrival, she dropped to her knees hysterically screaming “Josh!” “Hello!” and “Are you down there?”


It wasn’t until her throat grew sore and she grew quiet that she could hear his small voice.





CHAPTER 7



My name is Riley Spartz and I’m a television reporter in Minneapolis—one of the most competitive news markets in the country.


The tip about the trapped boy came from my mother.


She was always calling with local gossip she hoped might qualify as news in a bid to get me on the phone for a long chat. I almost ignored her call because most of the time her ideas were more of a nuisance than they were news.


But not this time. This time she had something good. “A kid the next county over fell in a sinkhole.”


A phone call to the Fillmore County Sheriff’s Office confirmed they were trying to rescue a young boy, but provided few other details.


I was supposed to be reporting about why so many Minnesotans—Walter Mondale, Hubert Humphrey, Eugene McCarthy, Harold Stassen, Tim Pawlenty, and Michele Bachmann—have run for the White House. That idea came from my new boss during the morning news huddle. Even though I thought the assignment lacked originality (every four years the station seems to broadcast a version of it) I had volunteered for the story to try to get off to a good start with him on his second day as news director.


There was still a risk, though, that I could work my butt off and he might still think my story sucked. A career in news had taught me that bosses never think their ideas suck, just the execution of them. But I had enough confidence in my reporting skills to take the chance. I was supposed to be picking the brains of political analysts from various universities when my mother called about the trapped child.


News value has to be high these days to merit Channel 3 sending a crew more than a hundred miles. Media is in a recession meltdown and cost of coverage is a real factor on what events make the news. I had to sell my boss on a game change. That happens all day long in the news world; better stories come along and push others out of the lineup. But he balked over me hitting the road.


“I’m not convinced yours is the better story.” Bryce Griffin was overseeing the redesign of his news director’s office—making it his own turf. “By the time we get there, the news could be over.”


That was a risk for any story. Talk like his made me miss my first news director. He ran the station under the Child Struck Directive—meaning anytime anyone hears a report of a “child struck,” they run. “I don’t care if you’re interviewing the governor,” he used to say. “Drop the mic and race to the kid.”


“We have a child in jeopardy, Bryce, and if we wait, he’ll be someone else’s lead story. Don’t you remember that little girl who got trapped in that well in Texas?”


Bryce didn’t react. And I realized he was probably no older than “Baby Jessica” herself when the live video coverage of the well that almost became her tomb mesmerized a nation for fifty-eight hours and made CNN a household name.


I tried a more recent example. “Don’t you remember the Chilean miners?”


That example got his attention. Every news manager in the business knew that covering that particular life-and-death story was sixty-nine days of ratings gold.


“Do we have this alone?” he asked.


At least he appreciated the value of an exclusive. “A local source tipped me. And the sheriff gave no indication that any other media had been in touch.”


Bryce chewed on his lower lip before nodding affirmatively. “Bring me back some news.”


He held his hand up for a high five and even though the gesture seemed cheesy, I obliged. Mostly because no one else could see us and roll their eyes.


Previous news director Noreen Banks had insisted on keeping a close eye on all that happened in the newsroom, so she had her office walls replaced with glass. With such a transparent policy, we could observe her as well, but that often proved demoralizing as we watched her intimidate our colleagues over perceived news-judgment lapses.


Bryce’s first act as boss was to order the office walls boarded up. Clearly he preferred to keep those kind of conversations private. And having been verbally beaten down numerous times in Noreen’s fishbowl, I saw some benefit to this change.


While her departure was most cruel and unfair, Bryce had nothing to do with her being gunned down on the job. So I was willing to give him a chance to repair our battered morale following the recent shooting spree by a wacko pissed over our news coverage.


Bryce was much younger than me. He’d come with a hotshot, whiz-kid reputation for turning around a foundering TV station out west. The network had snatched him up to perform the same magic with us.


I suspected more changes were coming to Channel 3, but I figured he couldn’t be any worse a boss than Noreen. Of course, I’d only worked for him a couple of days. I hoped Bryce would take things slow and get to know the market—and us—before unveiling grand ideas while we were still emotionally walking wounded. But I also knew—and so did he—that the average tenure of a television news director was about eighteen months.


So he was up against a deadline of his own.





CHAPTER 8



My photographer, Malik Rahman, slept most of the drive south. I could have woken him to chat, but I had plenty to think about these days and didn’t mind pretending I was alone for a couple hours.


My mind kept flashing back to the newsroom horror. As journalists, we’d all covered breaking news of rampage killers opening fire in schools, post offices, and shopping malls. We just never thought it would happen at Channel 3, but the target of a story made us targets of his rage during a surprise shooting spree. He’d made news after leaving his dog locked in a car on a hot day. It wasn’t my story that made him come after us, but our anchor’s live interview about his dead pet.


I’d urged Noreen not to let the man in the building. Not because I suspected him capable of murder, but because I thought meeting with him would be a waste of time. “Let him sue,” I’d said. “Tell him we’ll see him in court.” Because of my negative attitude, I’d been banned from the meeting. And that decision probably saved my life.


The police labeled the killings as one of those cases in which the perpetrator apparently “snapped.” But I disagreed. Our assailant didn’t surrender to impulse, but came armed and ready for revenge in the guise of threatening legal action over a story gone wrong. Minutes later, bodies on the floor gave fresh meaning to the TV term “dead air.”


If I hadn’t been on a highway going nearly eighty past farm fields just then, I would have closed my eyes to shut out the memory of him shrieking outside my locked office door, while I cowered behind a desk, trying not to confirm my presence by breathing too loud.


I didn’t pull the triggers that killed anybody that day, but I felt plenty of survivor’s guilt. As did all my colleagues who lived through that fatal afternoon. The dead were dead physically; but the rest of us were dead emotionally. Especially the guy who stepped in and executed our attacker. Once upon a time, he and I were in love. But that seemed so long ago.


The first week after the station rampage, Channel 3 had broadcast the news from its State Fair building using a remote truck to transmit the signal. The Minnesota State Fair functions like an entire city for twelve days a year. Each of the local media outlets—newspapers, TV, radio—has its own building on the fairgrounds. The station retreated there, broadcasting newscasts on schedule, until the network managers could determine how best to react to the shoot-out.


Police had cleared the murder scene almost overnight. There was no “whodunit” drama surrounding this triple homicide. Crime scene decontaminators were brought in to remove all forensic traces of my coworkers and their attacker.


But still, business couldn’t possibly run as usual. As long as any of the staff working that dark day continued to be employed at Channel 3, hints of the ambush would linger. I still remembered the shots and screams vividly. And nobody wants to stand over the spot where a colleague bled to death, even if the carpet has been replaced.


Physically altering the newsroom might be the only way to begin to help us repair emotionally. So the floor plan was remodeled, and the anchor desk where Sophie Paulson lay, a bullet in her brain, was thrown out. A new one was designed and moved to the opposite end of the space. Noreen’s news director’s office was also torn down and her formerly prime office space became a copy center/storage closet that no one liked to enter.


If we needed copies made, we asked an intern to perform the task.


Some of the newsroom remained unchanged. The assignment desk, where Ozzie had crouched on the floor with a telephone and a 911 operator tight to his ear, looked just the same.


Maybe because my office is down the hall from the murders, there are moments when I forget the violent assault. But each day, when walking into the newsroom for the morning huddle, it still feels like a chamber of death.





CHAPTER 9



By the time Malik and I arrived on the scene with a camera, the little boy was safe.


My first reaction was that in missing the rescue shot, Channel 3 had made a long drive for nothing: my new boss would be pissed, and I would be toast.


Then I was ashamed of myself. It wasn’t that I wasn’t rooting for a happy ending. But a happy ending this early in the news cycle decreased suspense, and hence viewership.


Audiences love stories of lives in peril, but they need to get to know the victims before they begin to care about their fate. Right then, neither they—nor I—knew anything about Josh Kueppers.


It had taken a while to find the location. Unlike in cities, where addresses are precisely marked with street signs and house numbers, out in the country, drivers must rely on landmarks like a red barn or a broken windmill.


A large brown sign in the small town of Fountain caught my eye. It read: Sinkhole Capital of the USA. I pulled over on the side of the road and shook Malik awake, then pointed the unusual slogan out to him.


“Weird,” he said. “Are they bragging or warning?”


We used the opportunity to grab thirty seconds of video for the story and switch places in the van. I knew we were getting close to the action and wanted to be free to take notes. For the next several miles we veered from one country road to another, slowing once to pass an idyllic scene of a horse-drawn Amish buggy, driven by a bearded man with a boy wearing a matching straw hat beside him.


The area has one of the fastest-growing Old Order Amish communities in the country—a population of more than a thousand plain folk. The public was very curious about their conservative faith and quaint customs; thus a successful tourism industry was helping the region economically.


A farm girl myself, I was familiar with the simple ways of the Amish, and had long envied them their peaceful lives … especially now that my own life was beyond complicated. If not for the edict that women part their hair in the middle, going Amish was tempting.


Malik was Muslim and had never encountered Amish before. He wanted to stop for video. I nixed that idea, explaining that Amish do not like being photographed and further had nothing to do with our story at hand.


“Someday we’ll come back and do a timeless feature on the Amish,” I promised. “But right now, we need to concentrate on this trapped kid.”


Just then we spotted several emergency vehicles with flashing lights and determined we were in the right place. And that we were the first media on the scene.


A yellow backhoe loader—a piece of excavating equipment—was parked near some trees, away from the road, its bucket extended as far as the arm would reach. I noticed it because my parents kept one on their homestead. Backhoes came in handy for carrying, digging, or reaching.


While Malik sprayed the scene for video, I chatted up Sheriff Ed Eide, who delivered the news that we were too late. I immediately concluded the worst. “I’m so sorry.”


But he quickly corrected me. “Not that. Got the kid out more than an hour ago. Story’s over. You might as well move along and head on back to the Cities.”


I pried Josh’s name out of him, but was surprised the law wasn’t more enthused to see us. Sheriffs, as elected officials, are generally congenial to the media. They appreciate their voters watching them on TV doing their job. Especially when they’ve apparently done it well. Sheriff Eide seemed almost reluctant to gloat about his successful rescue.


And that seemed odd.


Malik started moving toward the clump of trees—and backhoe—but was ordered to keep away from the action.


“How about telling us what happened here, Sheriff?”


I purposely referred to him as “Sheriff” because professional and personal experience has taught me law enforcement types appreciated being called by their title—our way of acknowledging that they outrank us. Even if he had asked me to call him Ed, I never would. And he didn’t.


“Soon as we get the story, Sheriff Eide, we can be on our way.”


Another problem with rural news events is that fewer witnesses are generally available to interview out in the sticks than in the city. And the sheriff made it clear no one on site except him was authorized to talk to the media. And he wasn’t in a very talky mood.


“We can wait while you finish up.” Malik set up a tripod and smiled like we had all the time in the world. Only he and I knew we didn’t. I purposely kept from checking my watch to avoid appearing impatient.


The sheriff looked peeved that we weren’t packing up. “All right, media miss, let’s get this over with.”


I clipped a wireless microphone to his uniform, not bothering to ask him to run the cord up under his shirt. I just draped it over his shoulder and down his back, figuring, good enough.


Being so near his holster made me nervous. I didn’t like being around guns anymore after the newsroom massacre. Even though I knew the sheriff’s weapon was part of his uniform, the steel on his hip made me tense.


Meanwhile, Malik continued fussing, framing the shot, and holding a reflector to improve the light. I was anxious to get the interview under way, but he wanted perfect visuals.


We’d argued about this numerous times. I’d say, “In color and in focus. Let’s go, Malik.” And he’d say, “Patience, Riley.”


Finally he signaled ready.


“So Sheriff Eide, what happened here today?”


The sheriff swallowed before speaking, almost as if he was uncomfortable being on camera. “A local woman called to report that her son was trapped in a sinkhole. By the time we arrived, she had moved that piece of equipment to the scene.” He pointed to the backhoe and Malik followed his gesture by panning with the camera.


“Did she dig him out?” I asked.


The sheriff shook his head like I was crazy for even asking. “The ground is too unstable. It had started to collapse around the boy. We tied one end of a rope to the scoop and made a loop on the other. She lowered it into the ground. The child grabbed onto the line, she pulled him up, and we untangled him.”


Fast thinking and smart. I looked forward to interviewing the mother. Our female demographics would be torn between cheers and tears. “Sounds like a team of heroes.”


The sheriff nodded, but gave me nothing verbal.


“Not too many people can be that sharp in a crisis,” I said. “You must see a lot of cases that end badly. How does this one compare?” I was trying to get him to elaborate on the mom hero angle.


He shrugged and said, “Sometimes we get lucky on the job.”


And some people just aren’t very good interviews. I wondered how Sheriff Eide had ever gotten elected. So I stopped going for color and went for nuts-and-bolts questions that would help flesh out the tale.


“How deep was the pit?”


“At least fourteen feet. Maybe more. Some of the walls caved in.”


“Tell me a little about the sinkhole, Sheriff. Was it already there and did Josh slip in? Or did it open up suddenly and trap him?”


“It appears to have been there for some time, but was overgrown. Locals apparently once used it to dump trash. The boy fell in while chasing his dog.”


Viewers love dogs. I made a mental note to get a shot of them together. “How did Josh seem when he got out?”


“Scared. Real scared.” That was the most emotional I’d seen the sheriff. He almost seemed scared himself. The camera does that to some people. “And cold. He spent the entire night in the hole.”


He filled in some details about why Josh wasn’t reported missing until morning.


“Which hospital was he transported to?”


I wasn’t sure if Winona or Rochester was closer. I hoped Rochester, because that particular highway was on our way back to Channel 3 and would save us time.


“No hospital.” Apparently the mom was a nurse and the family had waived all medical attention. “The kid just wanted to go home.”


That wasn’t a half bad sound bite, I thought to myself. We all want to go home. Viewers would relate. “Where’s home for Josh?”


The sheriff glanced at a farm in the distance before quickly shutting down the interview. “That’s enough here. We need to get back to work. We have to secure the scene.” He started to walk away, but Malik stopped him to unclip the mic first.


“We just need one more thing, Sheriff.” I eyeballed the direction where he had been heading. “A shot of the hole.”


“Nope.” Sheriff Eide held his hand in front of the camera lens. “Can’t let you out there. Too dangerous.”


“We’ll take our chances,” I said. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Malik mouth “We?” with a disapproving look. If anyone’s going to get hurt covering the news, it’s usually the photographer.


But returning to the station without a picture of the hole would doom the story. After all, this was TV. And that shot was basic journalism.


“How about if we climb one of those trees and get a shot from above,” I offered.


Malik gave another disapproving look while the sheriff continued to shake his head.


“We have a telephoto lens,” I continued. “We don’t have to get real close.”


“Good,” he said. “Because this is as close as you’re going to get.”


Figuring he might ease up later, I handed him my business card and asked him to call if he learned anything useful. I told him I’d let him know what time the piece would air.


“Are you going to fill in the hole?” I asked. “So no one else gets trapped? We might want video of that.”


The sheriff said no decision had been made, then turned and walked toward the rest of his team. He glanced back once to make sure we weren’t following. Subconsciously perhaps, he slapped his gun as if checking to make sure he was armed and ready.


I had to settle for taping a standup of me with the sinkhole far in the distance, for insurance, since we didn’t know what direction our story might take. Quickly, I scripted a standup.


((RILEY STANDUP))


SOUTHEASTERN MINNESOTA IS


KNOWN FOR SINKHOLES, BUT


NOT KNOWN FOR TROUBLE LIKE


THIS. WHERE THAT GROVE OF


TREES DIPS IS THE SCENE OF


TODAY’S DRAMATIC RESCUE.


As far as standups go, the content and visuals were fairly lame. Especially for a story of salvation. “Dramatic” might end up being an exaggeration. I was banking on the interview with Josh making this tale memorable and viewers weepy.


But I knew that goal might be a journalistic long shot. Some kids are good talkers, but most aren’t, uttering one-word answers and looking down during the interview. We set out to meet Josh and hear his tale of spending the night in a dark and dirty pit.





CHAPTER 10



The good thing about chasing news out in the country is that the only posted signs banning trespassers apply to hunters. And they don’t generally count those of us hunting facts.


So Malik and I headed toward the homestead a mile from the sinkhole. The one the sheriff seemed to eye without thinking. The mailbox indeed read Kueppers. A tan dog announced our arrival and stuck to our heels as we approached the front door. We knocked confidently; me armed with a smile, Malik with a camera.


A woman answered, then cut us off when she realized we were media. “He’s fine,” she blurted, closing the door in our faces.


“Maybe he’d like to thank his rescuers?” I suggested in a loud voice I hoped could be heard beyond the porch. “Maybe you would? Mrs. Kueppers?”


I was a little surprised at another negative reception. Happy-ending stories usually result in happy interviews for all parties. Victim expressing gratitude, hero murmuring how it was nothing, really. Hugs for all.


Since we missed the riveting rescue shot, video of the boy was crucial to the story. And heading back to Channel 3 with a big fat nothing was not going to sit well with the new boss.


“Technically,” Malik said, “we haven’t been ordered to leave the premises.”


“That’s exactly what I was thinking.”


Years working a job together can keep you on the same page whether you’re caught in a moment of drama or comedy. And lately, in the news business, it’s becoming harder to tell the difference.


Each year Malik and I covered thousands of miles of news together. We’d seen each other at our worst, but liked each other anyway. The trendy thing was to call us “work spouses,” and that was definitely an accurate title for us.


So I slipped my Channel 3 business card under the door and we perched on the edge of the white covered porch waiting for Josh’s mother to change her mind and welcome us or direct us off her property pronto.


Apparently used to us by now and unaware we had been spurned, the dog stopped barking and started sniffing us. The animal’s wet nose reminded me that I am also a new dog owner, and Husky was probably out being walked by the neighbor boy.


I was still hoping to get video of Josh and his pet together, but Malik shot some solo dog footage for backup.


The early coating of snow clashed with the brilliant autumn colors still in wide view. A combination of sunny days and unseasonably cool evenings had made this season’s hues the best in years. We appreciated the vivid contrast with a fir tree grove that functioned as a farm windbreak.


Because Malik fancied himself an artist and not merely a photojournalist, I was guiding his gaze to an unusual quilt hanging on a clothesline by the barn when a small piece of paper blew across the porch.


I bent over and picked up a photo of a freckled face with a gap-toothed grin. Josh, perhaps? He was adorable. Viewers would love him. Just then I heard the front door opening again, so I quickly stuck the picture in the pocket of my jacket.


The woman exited cautiously, making it clear that we were not being invited inside. She was unhappy to see we had lingered. She looked right at me, and read my business card out loud.


“ ‘Riley Spartz. Reporter. Channel 3. Minneapolis.’ Do you have any children, Ms. Spartz?”


That was a sensitive question, and certainly unexpected. Part of me was tempted to point out that my motherhood status had nothing to do with her son’s sinkhole accident, but another part of me sensed that my answer mattered to her and to my chances of landing the interview.


Twice, I’d thought kids were part of my future. Once, with my now-dead husband, Hugh Boyer. He had been anxious to be a dad and even had a baby-name book he kept in his squad car for amusement during speed traps. Later, with my ex-fiancé, Nick Garnett. He had already raised two boys, but would have embraced fatherhood one more time for me. We’d had the talk.


Now, out in the news field, was a bad time to be reminded that I lived alone and would probably die alone, too.


Malik realized I was stumbling for an answer and jumped into the conversation. “I’ve got a little boy and girl and they’re sure a handful.” He pulled out his wallet and was in the process of flashing a proud parent picture from some holiday gathering when she interrupted. “Not you, her.”


My moment to lie had passed. Moms didn’t need a minute to remember if they had children.


“No. I don’t have any children,” I replied.


She nodded like that was what she expected. “Then you’re not going to understand what’s at stake. My priority has to be protecting my son, not going on TV.”


I was more confused than ever. People who have survived a crisis sometimes have reasons to avoid the media. Guilt. Holding out for a book deal. None seemed to apply here.


“But your son is safe.”


Now she was the quiet one, staring into my eyes with a daunting intensity.


“Josh’s accident is now part of your family history,” I continued. “He will always remember what happened underground. Why don’t the two of you sit on the couch together and tell us the story? You can save the video to remember this day years from now.”


“Remember?” she said. “Remember this day? I need Josh to forget what he saw down that hole.”


By the time I’d processed her answer, the door had slammed in our faces again. Her next words came muffled, from inside. “And I need you both to go away.”


And because we’d been ordered to leave, we did. Without interviews of victim or family. Without pictures of the hole. Yet even empty-handed, I was now convinced we had stumbled upon a potentially more interesting story than a trapped boy.


Malik and I headed back to the scene, determined to find out what Josh saw down in that hole.





CHAPTER 11



Back at the site, one of the state’s crime labs on wheels was parked near the backhoe. High tech and low tech side by side. Several technicians stared down at the ground. The presence of the van told me complicated evidence collection and analysis was taking place while we watched.


Deputies had strung yellow-and-black Police Line Do Not Cross plastic tape to keep people back in case any showed up. The hole was no longer the backdrop of an unfortunate accident, but the scene of a possible crime.
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