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SILENCING SAM





CHAPTER 1

It felt satisfying to leave a funeral with dry eyes.

I wasn’t mourning a young life taken too soon. I wasn’t mourning a tragic loss to senseless violence.

He died old. In his sleep. In his own bed. Just the way we’d all like to go.

For the last decade, he’d been a reliable source of scoops around city hall, so I’d paid my respects. I didn’t stay for the ham-sandwich-and-potato-salad lunch in the church basement; I needed to get back to the station before my boss realized I was gone.

As I reached the parking lot, I heard my name. I’m Riley Spartz, an investigative reporter for Channel 3 in Minneapolis. People recognize me frequently. Sometimes that’s good. But not this time.

I turned and saw a short man with perfect hair and stylish clothes, waving at me from behind the hearse.

“We have nothing to talk about,” I said, continuing to walk—but faster—to my car.

“How can you be so sure?” He ran to catch up to me, his cologne getting stronger as he got closer.

As a policy I didn’t speak to Sam Pierce, the local newspaper gossip writer, but I shouldn’t have been surprised to see him lurking outside the church. He liked sneaking into funerals and later listing in his column who cried and who didn’t. Who wore black and who didn’t.

“Let’s talk about what’s going on in your newsroom,” he said. “I hear that new reporter from Texas started today.”

Sam liked to hit fresh TV blood with some cruel observation in print soon after they arrived. Maybe something mortifying they did at their old company Christmas party—like sitting on a supervisor’s lap. Maybe something embarrassing that happened the first day on their new job—like mispronouncing a local suburb, perhaps Edina—during a live shot. Sam adored branding newcomers as outsiders.

“I heard some interesting things about his marriage,” he continued.

I ignored him. Sam Pierce was a verbal terrorist.

A lot of what he wrote simply wasn’t true. When pressed, he’d admit it, justifying publication with the explanation that, unlike me, he was not a reporter and didn’t have to prove anything was true. He just had to prove people were gossiping about it.

Often he purposely refrained from calling the subject for confirmation or reaction. Otherwise, he might officially learn the morsel was false and have to kill the item. That would create more work, hunting down last-minute trash to fill his gossip column, “Piercing Eyes.”

Sam’s newspaper photo was cropped tight around a pair of intense eyes. The design achieved a striking graphic look for his column, plus it gave him the anonymity that allowed him to show up in places he’d normally have been unwelcome if recognized.

Sam had adopted a media technique used by the newspaper food critic to help keep her face incognito while dining. He appeared as a frequent radio talk-show guest but avoided television interviews like birds avoid cats.

Because I was part of the local press corps, I could pick Sam Pierce out of a crowd but was always surprised how few public figures recognized him. Until it was too late.

“It might be in your best interest to cooperate,” Sam hinted to me. “Think of it as buying goodwill to keep your own transgressions out of the newspaper.”

“You’ve got nothing on me.” I climbed into my car.

“Don’t be too sure. I have my sources.”

“Not only do you have nothing on me,” I said, “you have no sources.”

Then I slammed my car door, drove away, and hoped it was true.





CHAPTER 2

The new reporter Sam was planning to blindside was staring at a giant map of the Twin Cities hanging over the newsroom assignment desk. Tomorrow, he’d be thrown on the street to bring back a story. But today, he was getting to know the anchors, producers, and other behind-the-scenes players at Channel 3.

He’d apparently offered to listen to the police scanner and that pleased the bosses, because for most of us, the constant cop chatter was just more newsroom white noise.

Clay Burrel had been working at a TV station in Corpus Christi along the Gulf of Mexico when our news director, Noreen Banks, saw something special in his résumé tape and brought him north. A nice career move for him. Market size 129 to market size 15. I figured Noreen got him cheap.

He walked like a man who’s good-looking and knows it, not unusual in television newsrooms. More unusual was his footwear, cowboy boots of an exotic gray and white reptile skin.

“Glad to be working together, Clay,” I said, trying to live up to our Minnesota Nice reputation. “I just want to give you a little heads-up …” I started to warn him about the gossip writer when he suddenly went, “Hush, little lady.”

“There it goes again,” he said. “Most definitely 10-89. Homicide.” He pointed to the 10-codes taped on the wall next to the scanner box.

And because his ears heard news gold in a homicide call, within minutes he was on his way to get crime scene video with a station photographer and was soon leading the evening newscast with the EXCLUSIVE story of a decapitated woman—her nude body dumped in Theodore Wirth Park, about ten minutes from the station.

Wirth Park has a bird sanctuary, a wildflower garden, and a woodsy lake and creek framed by lush fall colors this time of year. But it also has a reputation for danger that’s stuck with it for the last decade or so after two prostitutes were found murdered there. In all fairness, their bodies were dumped. So they could have been killed anywhere, even the suburbs. And frankly, unless you count unleashed dogs and occasional complaints about sodomy in the bushes, the crime there isn’t any worse than in any other Minneapolis park.

Yet, when the news hit that another dead body had been found in Wirth, all across town, folks nodded knowingly.

Minneapolis Park Police had been waiting for this day to come and had installed a surveillance camera in the parking lot to record any future criminal suspect’s vehicle. But there was apparently a problem that night and the machine malfunctioned. So authorities had no video leads in the grisly slaying.

I was impressed—okay, I’ll admit it, jealous—as Clay Burrel broke one scoop after another regarding the homicide, starting with the fact that the woman’s head was missing.

((CLAY, LIVE))

WITHOUT THE VICTIM’S

HEAD … IDENTIFICATION IS

DIFFICULT UNLESS HER DNA

OR FINGERPRINTS ARE ON

FILE … AND SO FAR,

AUTHORITIES ARE COMING UP

EMPTY ON THAT END.

Besides making it problematic for the police, I’ve often found that without the victim’s name, face, or history, it’s difficult to get viewers to care about a specific murder amid so much crime.

So at first, it didn’t bother me that I was missing out on the missing-head case. The way news assignments generally work, if you claim a story, it’s yours. You eat what you kill. Clay found the story; Clay owned it.

But interest in the murder continued to escalate as our new reporter explained that the victim had a nice manicure and pedicure, thus eliminating homeless women and making the deceased seem a whole lot like all the other women sitting home watching the news, doing their nails.

Or maybe it was simply curiosity about Clay Burrel that made them click their remotes in our direction.

With his Texas background, he was a little more flamboyant than the rest of the Channel 3 news team. Though he didn’t wear a cliché ten-gallon hat, he had several pairs of distinctive cowboy boots. (I suspected he wore them to appear taller. With the six-foot-five-inch exception of NBC’s David Gregory, many TV news guys, like Clay, tend to be on the short side—and self-conscious about it.) But viewers seemed instantly enamored with Burrel’s faint drawl and Texas colloquialisms as he chatted with the anchors about the status of the mystery.

((CLAY/ANCHOR/SPLIT BOX))

SERIOUSLY, SOPHIE, WITHOUT

THE WOMAN’S HEAD, POLICE

STAND ABOUT AS MUCH

CHANCE OF SOLVING THIS

MURDER AS A GNAT IN A

HAILSTORM.

I could see him becoming as popular as Dan Rather once was on election nights.

Noreen was thrilled with her young and hungry new hire because for the first time since she had taken over the newsroom four years ago, her job was on the line.

Channel 3’s market share was tanking after Nielsen installed a new ratings-measuring system in the Twin Cities—electronic people meters. The media-monitoring company claimed the devices were more accurate than the former handwritten diary system and could reveal ratings year-round instead of just in designated sweeps months.

This was supposed to take the drama out of February, May, and November, when television stations artificially stacked their newscasts with sensational stories of sin and scandal. In reality, newsrooms were now finding every month becoming a sweeps month.

“When it’s done, it airs,” Noreen had told us in a recent news meeting. Which introduced, in my opinion, an unhealthy—even desperate—speed-up factor to news investigations.

“I’m not interested in philosophy,” she responded when I tried to discuss the matter. “I’m interested in results.”

Not these results. How many people are watching the news isn’t as important as which people are watching. And women viewers ages twenty-five to fifty-four are the prize demographic.

Under the new ratings system, Channel 3 had fallen from a normally close second in that coveted tier to a distant third. That audience drop made our newscasts less attractive to advertisers and meant our sales staff couldn’t charge as much for the ads they did land. Barely six hundred people meters are used in the Minneapolis–St. Paul market to gauge the television habits of three million viewers. The station’s owners cried foul over how the new Nielsen households were selected. But Nielsen didn’t care.

Then Clay Burrel came along with tantalizing tidbits of murder and mayhem, and overnight, the numbers started shifting.

I was in the station green room, pulling a ceramic hot iron and styling brush out of my cubby for a quick touch-up before leaving to shoot a standup about identity theft. As I gazed in the mirror while I flipped my hair under, I appreciated the decades of history the green walls reflected.

Besides news talent, famous guests—presidents, athletes, even a rock star fond of the color purple—signed their names on these walls. I noticed a fresh addition, larger than the rest, as conspicuous as John Hancock’s on the Declaration of Independence. The sweeping signature read “Clay Burrel.” I actually wasn’t surprised, as I’d heard more than once over the last couple of days that everything was bigger in Texas.

As if on cue, Clay walked in to powder his nose and share with me the news that he was about to go on the air and inform viewers that “sources now tell” him the victim in the missing-head case was a natural blonde.

I congratulated him on his legwork. Then he started grumbling about how, when he accepted this job, he thought he was joining one of the top news teams in the market. Instead, by the look of things, he was the top.

“I guess what they say about Texans and bragging is true,” I replied, a little miffed he was acting like a star right out the gate.

“If you’ve done it, it ain’t bragging, little lady.”

“Stop calling me that.” The moniker was as condescending as a pat on the head.

“Sure don’t mean anything by it,” he said. “Just keep hearing what a hotshot investigator you are and so far I haven’t seen much investigating. Makes me wonder if you’re all hat and no cattle.”

I threw him a much-practiced If Looks Could Kill glare but instead of shutting up, he told me I was about as “cute as a possum.”

That was when I vowed to steal the headless murder story from him and make it mine.





CHAPTER 3

The next morning I got a news tip of my own and was on my way in the station helicopter to the Minnesota-Iowa border with Malik Rahman, my favorite cameraman. I’m not crazy about flying, but for this story, aerials were a big bonus.

An hour later, we were over an unusual crime scene.

The corn in the farm field below us was flattened into an odd shape, but unlike crop circles (the first of which discovered in the United States was actually found in Minnesota thirty years ago), there was nothing graceful or mysterious about what had caused this crop damage.

A giant wind turbine, part of a recently developed wind farm, lay flat on the ground, its trio of propellers spread wide. Dozens of other turbines stood in straight rows, spinning with no concern for their deceased comrade.

Minnesota ranks fourth in wind power production, following Texas, Iowa, and California. As the national debate over energy becomes more urgent, wind has become a valuable and controversial crop.

Malik zoomed the camera lens to the base of the turbine. Charred and mangled, it appeared to have been blasted from its cement foundation.

The chopper landed on a gravel road where a group of local farmers, including my father (who had called me when he heard the breaking news), stood around, uncharacteristically unsettled by the sabotage. A young boy in bib overalls clutched the hand of one of the men.

While wind turbines have attracted organized opposition in other parts of the country, for the most part, folks living here have taken to the idea of “farming the wind” and leased chunks of their land to energy companies. This part of the state hasn’t seen so much economic growth since Hormel invented Spam. And the money is welcome insurance against cyclical catastrophes familiar to rural America such as floods or locusts. Besides, the lofty turbines don’t seem that big a leap from their own agricultural ancestors, the windmills that not too long ago ground corn and pumped water.

“Someone’s making some kind of statement,” I said to Malik after we interviewed people at the scene. “But what does it mean?”

I gazed at the symmetrical rows of turbines, appearing smaller as they got nearer the horizon. Was some modern Don Quixote on a melodramatic quest to bring down these giants? Perhaps from a misguided sense of chivalry? While the entire world wants to boo bad guys, it’s important to remember that every villain is the hero of his own story.

Some resistance to the wind industry has come from environmentalists who claim turbines harm birds. But so do airplanes, cars, and even patio windows, and no one’s protesting them.

And there are plenty of complaints from people who claim wind turbines ruin their view. But at a time when America is challenged for energy, Not In My Backyard is not a particularly patriotic argument.

The only other time there’d ever been an explosion in this county was some twenty years earlier, when a grain elevator accidentally blew. This was different. And the rural crowd wasn’t sure what to make of the toppled turbine. I tried to get some reaction on camera, but Minnesotans are generally not an excitable bunch and are more comfortable expressing pessimism than optimism.

“It could be worse,” one farmer said.

“You betcha,” another responded.

And because things can always be worse, the rest all nodded in agreement and didn’t have much else to say about the situation, except for “Whatever.”

Malik, an outsider to this manner of conversation, gave a little growl of exasperation, because he knew we had little usable audio and even less chance of getting any.

“You can figure out what it means later,” he said. “Let’s shoot your standup and head back.”

I noticed a monarch butterfly paused on a milkweed plant. Most monarchs are almost in Mexico by now. A late bloomer, apparently. I closed my eyes and imagined the magnificent migration of orange and black wings against green jungle.

“Come on, Riley, let’s roll.”

The monarch still sat there. “You better head south,” I advised it, snapping my fingers. The butterfly scattered.

Malik positioned me about forty feet to the left with the broken turbine in the background centered between a row of spinning blades while I practiced my scribbled standup.

((RILEY, STANDUP))

AUTHORITIES HAVE NO

MOTIVE IN THE DESTRUCTION

OF THIS WIND TURBINE IN

RURAL MINNESOTA … BUT THE

INVESTIGATION CONTINUES.

With a thumbs-up, Malik signaled he was rolling.

((RILEY STANDUP))

AUTHORITIES HAVE NO

MOTIVE IN THE

DESTRUCTION—

Suddenly a blast shook the ground, almost knocking me over. I turned in time to see another wind turbine crash behind me. I wondered whether this was the way an earthquake felt.

“Malik?” I was glad he was shooting with a tripod and not off the shoulder.

“Yeah,” he answered, “we got it.”

Of course, when Noreen heard we had dramatic-explosion video, she sent the satellite truck so I could go live from the scene. Malik also got video of a crying child in the arms of his father, which helped visually emphasize the danger at stake.

The old bachelor farmer who owned the land where the blast had just happened was not crazy about being on TV, but I assured him it would only last a couple of minutes, and my dad, arguably one of the most popular men in the county, helped talk him into it.

Gil Halvorson was a bit of a rural survivalist, but in an adorable sort of way. He had a shy smile, a power generator, a propane tank, a private well, and a stash of ammo in the root cellar for when the end came near. No kids of his own, but lots of nieces and nephews.

Back at the station, Sophie Paulson sat at the anchor desk, reading a narrow column of print off the teleprompter. It’s typed about two inches wide, so anchors can read it without their eyes darting back and forth. Producers like it because it times out to about a second a line, making it easy to estimate story length.

((SOPHIE CU LIVE))

RILEY SPARTZ GOT CAUGHT IN

THE MIDDLE OF SOME

BREAKING NEWS TODAY

DOWN IN SOUTHERN

MINNESOTA. TAKE A LOOK AT

WHAT HAPPENS NEXT.

News control rolled the video for viewers to watch the smash.

((RILEY REPLAY))

AUTHORITIES HAVE NO

MOTIVE IN THE

DESTRUCTION—

((BOOM, CRASH, SCREAMS))

((ANCHOR DOUBLE BOX))

RILEY JOINS US NOW FROM

THE SCENE WITH THE

LATEST.

Then news control went full-screen with Malik’s close-up shot of me as I recapped what little information had been released about the explosions. Because of the immediacy of the situation, neither law enforcement nor Wide Open Spaces, the energy company that owned the wind farm, had given an official statement.

On my cue, as I introduced Gil Halvorson as the landowner, my cameraman pulled wide to include him for a live interview.

((RILEY/GUEST/TWOSHOT))

WHAT DID YOU THINK WHEN

YOU HEARD THE BLAST, GIL?

((GIL/LIVE))

SOUNDED LIKE A FREIGHT

TRAIN.

Those first words out of his mouth are the ultimate cliché in broadcast interviews: It sounded like a freight train. The sound tech back at the station marked the audio booth wall with a check each time the “freight train” phrase aired. The tradition dated back years and the marks covered an entire wall.

((RILEY/GUEST/TWOSHOT))

THEN WHAT, GIL?

Though I expected him to give me the inevitable It could have been worse, I pressed him for something a little more original and he sure gave it to me.

((GIL/LIVE))

THEN I SAW IT CRASH AND

THOUGHT, FUCK, THERE GOES

THE NEIGHBORHOOD.

Suddenly news control voices were screaming in my ear as I tried to wrap my guest.

“Fuck” is a word stations aren’t allowed to broadcast because the airwaves are owned by the public. Radio has a seven-second delay, but not local TV news. The Federal Communications Commission is prone to levying big fines for such indecent utterances. And in the current economic turmoil facing the news business, Channel 3 can’t afford potty-mouth talk.

Because I was reporting live from the field, I couldn’t see the ensuing chaos in the news control booth. Later I learned the station had gone black. That’s one of the worst things that can happen during a television newscast. Someone, maybe a producer, maybe a director, decides they can’t risk staying live and utters the command, “Go black.” That sends the station off the air and into a commercial break. Or even worse, puts a slate on the air that reads “Technical Difficulties.” The fear is that viewers are immediately switching channels, especially when this transpires during the first minute of a newscast.

“Do you have any idea how much the station might have to pay?” Noreen yelled at me when I got back to the newsroom. “And even if we challenge the FCC and win, the attorney costs could be staggering.” Noreen hollered some more; the rest of the staff could hear as well as see the fireworks through her glass-walled office. What she sacrificed in privacy she made up for in sending a message to the rest of the troops.

“This wasn’t my fault, Noreen,” I insisted. “The guy never said the F-word once during our preinterview.”

“Well, Riley, we need stories that will get ratings but won’t get us in trouble with the FCC. Sure the explosion video was cool, but who really cares about windmills anyway? What else have you got?”

I remembered the monarch butterfly and suggested going to Mexico and covering the migration. As cold weather approaches, our audience enjoys warm-weather tales.

“Minnesotans love nature news,” I said. “And the video is guaranteed to be spectacular.”

Noreen was especially fond of stories about animals—even fish. But that affection apparently didn’t apply to bugs. She nixed the butterfly idea in about two seconds flat.

Too much money.

“Not in today’s economy.” She shook her head. “We need more close-to-home scoops like that headless murder.” She pointed through her glass office at Clay Burrel, typing away at his desk. “That’s what people are talking about. The police chief even called up screaming about our coverage.”

I smiled, imagining the chief’s fury—having lived through it during a story or two myself. “But, Noreen, I thought our station image was warm and fuzzy. Channel 7 is the blood-and-guts station.”

A look of regret passed over Noreen’s normally Corporate America face. “Riley, we can’t afford warm and fuzzy.”





CHAPTER 4

I saw an unattractive close-up photo of myself with my mouth open when I paged through the newspaper early the next morning.

Sam Pierce had frozen a shot of me from yesterday’s wind story for his gossip column, apparently just as I’d realized that my guest had uttered the F-word. No surprise, Sam made a big deal out of how much trouble I was in for the gaffe.

Then he took a cheap shot and wrote how some local TV reporters had made a better transition to high-definition TV than others, while I was starting to look my age. After our confrontation the other day, I expected some kind of dig like that.

But the next line made me almost stop breathing: “Sources also tell me Riley Spartz appears to have recovered from her husband’s hero death quite nicely and is finding comfort in the arms of a former cop—which raises the question of just when this relationship started and how good a wife she was when she was a wife.”

I wanted to heave just then, but my stomach had twisted into a tight, uncomfortable knot.

When my husband, Hugh Boyer, died in the line of duty nearly three years ago … well, I nearly fell apart with grief. Only a handful of people know how close I came to killing myself. If Sam ever found out, he’d probably attribute it to guilt, not grief, and lead with it.

The journalist part of me noticed that the gossip writer didn’t name my companion, Nick Garnett, probably because he didn’t meet the standard of a public figure. But as a TV reporter, I was considered fair game.

I dialed Garnett. He’d left a cushy security-director job at the Mall of America and moved to Washington to work for the Department of Homeland Security. The phone rang four times before he picked up. I stumbled a couple of times before I could explain the problem.

“I’ll get a flight back right away,” he said. “I’ll hold you tight and pound that gossip guy hard.”

“No. You’ll just make things worse.”

As much as I craved his consolation, I also dreaded the finger-wagging of others. And I hoped no one showed the “Piercing Eyes” gossip column to my parents. While they knew I was “seeing someone,” the timing had never seemed right to introduce them to Garnett.

“Maybe it’s best we cool things a bit.” He couldn’t see it, but my eyes were damp as I said the words. “Us in tandem simply gives credence to that article.”

“We’ve done nothing wrong.” He reminded me our romance had not started until recently, nearly two years after Hugh’s death.

“I know. But I still want you to stay in DC. I think this chatter might die down faster if we aren’t seen together for a while.”

He didn’t agree with my decision but had no choice.

When I got to work, Noreen came over to my office to tell me the article was definitely unfair.

“Except for that part about your appearance,” she said. “I’ve been thinking maybe you should take a look at airbrush makeup now that we’ve gone digital.”

Colleagues tried to cheer me with examples of their own victimization by the gossip writer.

We all knew Sam was not above blackmailing local personalities into inviting him to their weddings or giving up dirt about friends and colleagues for amnesty themselves.

Because Minneapolis has fewer and lower-level celebrities than places like New York or Los Angeles, fairly minor indiscretions by fairly unimportant people that otherwise would be shrugged off get blown into headlines.

Anybody who complained to Sam’s editors about the coverage went on his shit list and got bombed harder the next time. And there always was a next time.

The newspaper knew he was trouble (they’d quietly paid out some settlements) but the editors didn’t want to fire him because his “Piercing Eyes” column generated more web hits than even Minnesota’s most beloved sportswriter. And these days, hits are money.

I needed reassurance, maybe even forgiveness, so over lunch, I drove to church in downtown St. Paul to visit Father Mountain, my childhood priest, who’d long since been promoted from rural pastor to urban clergy.

He agreed with Garnett’s take on our relationship.

“You can’t let bullies determine the path you take in life,” he said.

Then he pulled out a Bible and quoted various verses about the harm of gossip, including Romans 1:29: “They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, and malice. They are gossips …”

Father Mountain assured me God would punish gossips and slanderers.

“I might not want to wait for God,” I said.

“We all must wait for Judgment Day,” he replied. “Patience is a virtue.”

He handed me the Bible, reassured me the Lord was on my side, and offered to take my confession if I had any real sins.

None that I wanted to share with him.

After work, I headed to an old bar where the newspaper people hang out and ordered a glass of wine. While I waited for a word with Sam, I spent the next twenty minutes or so marking with sticky notes Bible passages condemning gossip.

All my attention was focused on my own grievance, so I didn’t notice Rolf Hedberg until he pulled out a chair and sat down across from me. He was the kind of guy who looked fifty when he was twenty-five, and now that he was fifty he looked older than Larry King.

He had his own reason to hold a grudge against the newspaper. Until six months ago, he had been their political columnist. In the latest round of budget cuts they’d shoved a buyout down his throat—not caring that losing him meant losing much of the newsroom’s institutional memory.

The bosses told him news was more important than opinion, so they were getting out of the political commentary business. For him it was either take the money or take the overnight shift.

He publicly groused to any radio station that would put him on the air that he was canned because of his liberal slant. And there might have been some truth to that, except a conservative columnist was also cut.

Rolf’s bitterness wasn’t reaping a lot of requests for repeat appearances—much less his own radio show—so now he’d lost his platform as well as his paycheck.

“Let me buy you a beer, Rolf.” I waved over a waitress and she brought him whatever was on tap.

He raised the glass in a toast in my direction and told me he was surprised to see me.

“Especially here, Riley. Especially after that ‘Piercing Eyes’ column. You know this place is newspaper stomping ground. Sam walks in, there’s just going to be trouble.”

“Maybe he deserves trouble,” I answered. “Maybe he deserves the wrath of God.”

I showed Rolf my list of biblical gossip quotes and he rolled his eyes like I was some kind of religious fanatic. I tried to explain, but he cut me off before I could tell him that today was the first time I’d held a Bible since last year, when I’d used one as a weapon to slow down a serial killer.

“Just walk away,” he advised me. “Can’t you see Sam’s rolling in clout right now? Don’t you think every morning when I open the paper I ask myself why they kept a dirtbag like him and axed me? Don’t you think if there was anything I could do to change that I would?”

“Well, Rolf, I still want a word with him.”

“Don’t bother,” he insisted. “Sam always gets the last word.”

He slugged down the rest of his beer and waved good-bye as I pondered the inevitable truth of what he’d said—the downside of picking a fight with people who buy ink by the gallon.

His wisdom sank in and I was about to abandon my reprisal mission when in walked Sam Pierce himself. I smelled him before I saw him, his cologne so potent, I glanced around the bar to locate the source. Sam spotted me at the same time, and the next minutes unfolded like they came off a movie script.

He sauntered over and sat down in the same chair Rolf had occupied minutes earlier. But instead of the look of a broken newsman across the table, Sam had a proud “gotcha” look on his face.

“Come to trade some secrets for future clemency?” he asked.

I didn’t offer to buy him a beer and any thought I had of shrugging away the whole encounter disappeared when he flashed a smug smile.

“No, Sam, I came to rub this in your face.” And I opened the Bible and quoted Psalm 34:13: “Keep your tongue from evil and your lips from speaking lies.”

He laughed. “What does the Bible have to say about adultery?”

I should have thrown the book at him; instead I threw my drink.

Unfortunately, it was red wine and stained an expensive peach-colored sweater he turned out to be particularly fond of. And unfortunately, because most of that day’s news copy was already filed, there were plenty of witnesses in the bar.

Apparently, under Minnesota law, throwing a drink falls into the category of battery, so even though I never actually touched Sam, I was charged with misdemeanor assault.



CHAPTER 5

I had to get a criminal lawyer because there was no way for Miles Lewis, the station attorney, to argue that the First Amendment guaranteed me the right to fling alcohol in public.

So in a gesture of extreme overkill, I hired Benny Walsh, the top criminal attorney in town. Usually he defended big-name murderers, embezzlers, bank robbers—more interesting cases than mine.

“So you’re saying I should just plead guilty?” I asked my lawyer. “What about what he wrote about me?”

“Well, you could sue him civilly, but, to be honest, you might lose. And it would cost you plenty because no one will take it on contingency. I sure won’t. My advice is to end this and end it fast.”

Benny convinced me that because it was a lousy misdemeanor, if I committed no other crimes in the next year, it would be erased.

The deal was I’d get community service.

“You can give disadvantaged kids a tour of the TV station and be done with it,” he said.

Begrudgingly, I agreed.

“So what are you going to wear to court?” he asked.

“Don’t worry, Benny, I’ll pick out something suitably appropriate for a court of law.”

“Pink,” he said. “I want you to wear pink. And not an aggressive pink, either. A delicate, harmless pink.”

So on the advice of my attorney, I bought a pale pink, feminine-cut blazer that the salesperson guaranteed made me look “pretty.” I figured I could always wear the soothing shade when I had to interview crime victims or their families.

But when I got to court, and the clerk called my name, Benny’s cushy deal didn’t exactly fall together.

Apparently Judge Tregobov harbored some rancor against the media. And she wasn’t fooled by the color pink, either.

“Since you journalists enjoy garbage so much, your community service will be picking up garbage somewhere in the county, location to be determined later.”

My attorney tried to argue, but the judge cut him off.

“You heard me; trash for the trash. Keep quiet or I’ll find you in contempt.”

But when the prosecutor wanted to talk, the judge allowed him to request a protective order keeping me a thousand feet away from Sam Pierce. I was given no opportunity to point out that anyone who compared our body of work would easily see who regularly wrote trash and who wrote award-winning public-service investigations.

But with a bang of her gavel, the judge consented to this last piece of humiliation. And that’s the way it was. Whether Walter Cronkite would have agreed or not.

“What just happened?” I asked Benny. He gathered up his papers and mumbled something about the unpredictability of the legal system.

Sam was snickering in the back, waiting to goad me as we walked out.

“I thought you wanted me to stay away from you,” I said. “Get lost.” I wanted to give him a little shove, but if throwing booze got me hauled into court, pushing and shoving would probably land me in jail.

Benny stepped between us and told me the order for protection didn’t actually start until after we left the courtroom.

Figuring I wouldn’t get another chance, I decided to throw one last verbal barb at Sam. “Staying away from you will be a relief, you rumormonger. Have I told you how much your cologne reeks?”

Sam smiled with the confidence of a man used to getting the final word. “I just want to assure you Channel 3 will get plenty of column space in tomorrow’s newspaper.”

I told him it just better all be true and quoted another Bible verse about men giving an account on the day of judgment for every careless word they have spoken.

“God doesn’t scare me,” he replied.

“Maybe he will,” I answered.

Something about the tone of our voices, our body language, or maybe just how we were staring at each other made the court bailiff come between us and make sure we rode down on separate elevators.

Instead of going back to work, I went home sick. By the time I got there, Sam’s “Piercing Eyes” gossip column already had the story posted online with a splashing headline: “Let the Punishment Fit the Criminal.” Unfortunately, I couldn’t complain. For once, his report was all accurate.

The only email I had was a message from Rolf Hedberg, commiserating with me and telling me he’d like to throw a six-pack in Sam’s face himself.

Just when I thought it couldn’t get worse, I learned the wire service had picked up the main points, sending the story to radio stations all over the Midwest. My parents, huge fans of AM radio, were sure to be listening.

I let my clothes fall to the floor and didn’t even bother hanging up my new pink jacket. Then I curled up in bed in a fetal position with a pillow over my head. The phone rang a couple times, but I didn’t answer.

Probably just the damn media.



CHAPTER 6

I dragged myself into the newsroom the next morning. Noreen hauled me into her office to wave a copy of my contract in my face and quoted certain sections involving “moral turpitude” and “public disrepute.”

No one else knew what to say to me; I tried pretending their pity didn’t bother me, but while I’m a good reporter, I’m not a good actress. Different tools, except for the voice.

But then Clay stood up, addressed the whole newsroom, and said I ought to be proud I took a stand against that “gossip rascal.”

“I’ve only been here a few days, and he hasn’t written anything nasty about me, but from what I can tell, that man is wolverine mean.”

Everyone applauded, more for Clay than me. But I started feeling better about myself and the new hire.

“You’re right,” I shouted. “Sam Pierce got what he deserved!”

My voice mail light was flashing on my desk. Various messages from other news organizations wanting to know how I felt being compared to garbage. A message from the front desk telling me I had a package. And a message from my parents wanting to know what they could do to help.

That last one was tough; my folks didn’t seem to understand that I’d outgrown the kind of help they could provide. I looked at my watch and figured they were at daily Mass, like clockwork, praying for my salvation. So, knowing I wouldn’t have to be drawn into complicated explanations, I called the farm and left word telling them I was fine and not to worry.

I ignored the media messages. No way was anyone getting quotes from me.

Then I went to the front desk, where a spectacular wild-flower bouquet was waiting, and I found myself thinking of Nick Garnett … and how a bouquet might be a reasonable substitute for a beau. But when I opened the card accompanying the flowers, it contained no professions of love. The handwriting was feminine, the message anonymous.

I couldn’t be sure whether it was congratulatory or caustic. “Thanks Alot, Riley, Give Everyone The Disturbing Information Regarding That Bad Ass Gossip.”

I crumbled the note, dropped it in the garbage, and headed back to the front desk to ask where the flowers had come from. A woman, was all the receptionist remembered. No real details.

Heading to the back door, I got the security guard to pull up the lobby surveillance camera. Channel 3 hadn’t upgraded the system since it was first installed more than a decade ago. The only money spent on cameras these days was for on-air cameras. Even convenience stores had better-quality security technology than the station. The black-and-white image of a woman carrying a child and my bouquet resembled those grainy shots of bank-robbery suspects that seldom get identified.

So the mystery woman remained a mystery.

I wasn’t even sure if she was the actual author of my note or merely handling the delivery duties. She appeared to be in her midtwenties, had a dark pageboy haircut, and was dressed in an upscale sweater and jeans. She carried the flowers in one arm, a toddler in another. I couldn’t be sure whether the child was a boy or girl.

I made three copies of the image, leaving one at each station entrance, with instructions to call me if she returned. I pinned the last one on the bulletin board over my desk. I supposed it was possible we’d met. But she seemed a stranger, with no obvious reason to want to creep me out. Though she certainly appeared to bear a grudge against Sam.

Retrieving the note from my wastebasket, I smoothed the paper and pinned it next to her photo. “Thanks Alot, Riley, Give Everyone The Disturbing Information Regarding That Bad Ass Gossip.” Clearly, she wanted to send me a message—not an overt threat, but not best wishes, either. I was certainly curious about what “disturbing information” she was referring to. She must have calculated the note would be more likely, or perhaps faster, to reach me via flowers than the post office. Or maybe she just liked creating a scene.

I inhaled the blooms, but the fragrance was not overwhelming. Seasonal, they might have come from the remains of a home garden or backyard. Dried milkweed pods teased me with dreams of orange and black butterflies traveling south.

I carried the vase toward Noreen’s office. My motive? Twofold: I no longer wanted to look at them, as the sender’s intention seemed dubious; and regifting fresh flowers appeared a prime boss suck-up move for a reporter with a suddenly shaky platform.

“They’re beautiful.” Noreen stretched her hand to fondle a red-colored berry on a twig. “But I can’t imagine what either of us is celebrating. Especially not you.”

My news director seemed to have settled down; at least the morals clause of my contract wasn’t dribbling from her lips. So while Noreen was in a semisympathetic mood, I started whining about how Sam’s order for protection was going to interfere with my life—professionally as well as socially.

“Just stay away from the guy,” Noreen said. “Then you won’t have any problems.”

“Look at it from my point of view,” I said. “Our newsrooms are less than a mile apart. How am I supposed to know where the jerk is going to show up? I’m going to have to give up the turkey special at Peter’s Grill. I’m not going to be able to check criminal records at the cop shop.”

Then I thought of the worst scenario of all. “What if we both show up at the same news event? Am I supposed to leave?”

That possibility got Noreen’s attention. I could tell by the suddenly stern management look in her eyes I’d have been better off keeping the rumination to myself.

“Don’t worry,” I reassured her. “Benny’s going to fix this. A thousand feet is unreasonable; maybe he can change it to a hundred feet.”

I flashed my news leader an optimistic thumbs-up and raced back to my office to call my attorney and plead for results. Benny didn’t pick up, so I left him an urgent message saying, “We need to talk.”

“I hate ‘Piercing Eyes,’” I muttered to myself, slamming down the phone.

I tried thinking of an out-of-town story that would take my mind off the gossip columnist and take my body away from any chance of violating the order for protection. But all that came to mind was Mexico.



CHAPTER 7

Soon after, word hit the newsroom that the royal family of Saudi Arabia, including the king himself, was visiting the Mayo Clinic for medical checkups and spending money around Rochester like it was oil. Giant tips at restaurants. Women in veils buying out boutiques. A caravan of Lincolns with dark windows.

I surprised Noreen by volunteering to cover the city’s economic boon. My phone message light was flashing with voice mails from even more news organizations wanting to interview me about my day in court. I was anxious for an excuse to leave town, even temporarily.

On my way out the door, I stopped in the green room. Clay was staring at the mirror like he owned it. More than a decade in this business had taught me to be wary of men prettier than me. Too many could look smart on air for the necessary minute and a half, but after that, there wasn’t much there.
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