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Chapter 1

 


Damn reporters.

Sheriff Mack Witt didn’t bother concealing
his disdain for the press as they rushed forward, tripping over one
another to reach him first.

“Sheriff!” Kendall Puggar shouted from the
back of the pack. He wasn’t about to let TV beat him to the first
question.

The puffy, pushy crime reporter from The
Benton Bulletin was 290 sweaty pounds of conceit, his talents not
nearly as far above average as beneath his own assessment. Kendall
was struggling to catch his breath just seconds after an auxiliary
deputy informed the media pack that the sheriff would take
questions. The deputy had been holding them at bay 30 yards up the
street.

“Yes, Kendall,” Mack called back, thinking it
would stroke Kendall’s ego to be singled out and hoping it would
dampen his obnoxiousness. No such luck. It only fanned the
flame.

The other reporters turned around to watch
the self-styled rising star of Arkansas journalism stride forward,
his tie slung over his shoulder, his camera bouncing on his inner
tube of a gut with every awkward stride. Not yet 30, he was known,
if not exactly celebrated, in northwest Arkansas for his aggressive
reporting. Kendall stepped into the spotlight — or, more precisely,
the streetlight, under which the sheriff stood — determined to
nettle his jealous competitors with a dazzling performance. Behind
his smug mug was the shadow of one who knows something no one else
knows.

“How have you allowed this situation to get
out of control so quickly?” Kendall asked as he pushed past the
others to stand face-to-sweaty-face with the sheriff. It was more
accusation than question. Mack knew the Bulletin would frame the
story as a law enforcement failure, and it peeved him. The sheriff
closed his eyes for a second and imagined driving his fist deep
into Kendall’s fleshy face.

But sheriff had to admit he was asking
himself the same question. He couldn’t remember ever seeing a
routine call so quickly escalate into a crisis. Not since he was
elected Benton County sheriff four years earlier. Not during his
eight prior years as a criminal investigator with the Dallas Police
Department.

When he left the office two hours earlier it
was to simply pick up a parole violator who was ready to turn
himself in and arrange for the offender’s extradition back to
Kentucky. Dylan Bone had served 18 months in prison on a seven-year
sentence for drug violations in the Commonwealth before his
discharge under an early release program for non-violent offenders.
His only known parole violation was leaving Kentucky. To see his
mother. Hardly a threat to the public safety.

This should have been easy. In fact, the
circumstances didn’t require the sheriff’s presence. But sensing
that Bone might panic and flee, Mack decided to handle it
himself.

Besides, Mack was more lawman than
administrator, the kind who maintained his sanity by stepping away
frequently from mind-numbing office tasks to go wherever the action
was. And on this evening, when the EOC dispatcher’s biggest
challenge was the sudoku in the Rogers Morning Post, the only
action was right here in Prairie Creek, an upscale development on
the shores of Beaver Lake. That’s where Fannie Brickle, Dylan
Bone’s widowed mother, lived alone in a townhouse high on a bluff
overlooking the lake.

It was Fannie who had called the sheriff’s
office to say her son wanted to surrender to authorities. But no
sooner had Mack arrived at her front door than Bone bolted out the
back. Fannie invited the sheriff inside, only to discover that her
son — and her billfold — had vanished.

Mack radioed the EOC to dispatch any officers
from any agency in the vicinity. Two park rangers who were
patrolling the Prairie Creek Campground arrived 6 minutes later.
After briefing them on the situation and leaving them to conduct
the search, Mack sat down to interview Fannie Brickle.

With tears, Fannie recounted her conversation
with her son. He was worried that he was getting sucked back into
his old crowd and old ways in Louisville. He needed money to make a
new start in Oklahoma. She agreed to fund his next attempt at
responsible living on the condition that he turn himself in and
clear his record. After considerable coaxing, he agreed, and she
called the sheriff’s office.

Mack, who prided himself on his ability to
read people, left Fannie Brickle’s convinced that Bone posed no
threat to anyone. The sheriff had learned over the years to trust
his instincts; they had never failed him.

Until tonight.

 


Constable Willard Fish, who happened to live
one street over, was monitoring the scanner, as he did most nights
— to the consternation of his longsuffering wife — and heard
Sheriff Witt’s call for backup. This was the moment he had waited
for, prepared for, prayed for. Constable Fish took the sheriff’s
words as a personal call to action, even though the sheriff had no
inkling that Willard would be listening in. Or, for that matter,
that Constable Willard Fish existed, even though they were elected
to their positions the same year. But the constable took his task
as seriously as he took himself, and he viewed this subdivision as
his jurisdiction. He had a sworn duty to protect the citizens of
Prairie Creek.

Authorized in the 1874 Constitution, the
office of constable was a holdover from frontier days when lawmen
were scarce. But it had shrunk into insignificance; nowadays it
served little purpose beyond providing a title of authority,
complete with the right to carry a gun, to men who lacked any
actual authority. And the job came with an added bonus — no real
responsibilities. The office was obsolete, but the Arkansas General
Assembly had never considered it worth the trouble to amend the
state Constitution to eliminate it.

Constables enjoy full police powers and
access to the Arkansas Crime Information Center, with its data
banks on criminal histories, auto registrations and license plates
numbers — which comes in handy when a constable decides to pull
over some teenager speeding through the constable’s neighborhood
with his car stereo too loud. Most constables are not paid; Willard
Fish was proud of the $25 monthly stipend the Benton County Quorum
Court appropriated for his pay, even though it was not enough to
cover the cost of his sidearm, radio and equipment.

Constables are independent of other law
enforcement agencies. A little too independent in the case of
Constable Willard Fish on the night a fugitive was on the loose in
his neighborhood.

Instead of reporting to the sheriff,
Constable Fish took it upon himself to warn everyone for blocks
around that a manhunt for a fugitive was under way in their midst.
First he called his buddies, other easily excitable old guys with
too much time on their hands. Then he began going door-to-door. He
instructed all who answered to lock their doors and windows, and if
they owned a firearm, to make sure it was loaded and placed in a
readily accessible location. “We don’t know a lot about this
convict,” he warned with the air of someone with actual authority,
“but we’re taking every precaution. We’re operating under the
assumption that he is armed and dangerous.”

Word spread quickly. Constable Fish found it
perversely satisfying when fearful residents stopped answering
their doors, because that meant word had preceded him, proving his
alarm network was operating according to design.

In no time, general panic had seized the
neighborhood. Some merely locked their doors, turned out the lights
and closed their window shades, while others jumped into their cars
and fled the neighborhood. One terrified neighbor of Fannie
Brickle’s backed out of her driveway into another neighbor’s parked
SUV, setting off the car alarm. Calls flooded 911 dispatch
demanding to know the fugitive’s whereabouts.

Mack Witt was baffled by the sudden flurry of
activity — until Constable Fish arrived, like a junior officer
delivering a front-line report to command headquarters, to inform
the sheriff what he had done, expecting commendation.

“You did what?!” the sheriff demanded. “For
the love of … You’ve incited panic, putting more people in danger
and making the job of apprehending the suspect all the more
difficult.”

Willard was crushed. “What do you need me to
do now?” he asked sheepishly.

“Go home,” Mack growled. “And stay out of our
way!”

Sheriff Witt remained convinced that Dylan
Bone was not a serious threat and that the priority now was to calm
panicked neighbors before they accidentally shot themselves or
wrecked any more vehicles. His assessment of the situation changed
the instant he heard the word on his police radio:

Hostages.

The word also caught the attention of
reporters in newsrooms where police scanners were kept on
round-the-clock. Benton County, with its explosive population
growth, was the most competitive news market in the state, and
within minutes, a dozen newspaper, TV and radio reporters were en
route to Prairie Creek. Before a half hour had passed, the
cul-de-sac in front of Fannie Brickle’s townhouse was filled with
nine press vehicles, including three satellite vans, and a restless
mob of reporters.

By then, 14 regular officers from six law
enforcements agencies, along with more than a dozen auxiliary
deputies, were on the scene, and the emergency lights on their
police units lit up the neighborhood. Mack assigned one deputy to
corral the reporters while he organized two-man teams, one
uniformed officer with each auxiliary deputy, to continue the
search since it was far from established that the fugitive was
connected to the hostage crisis.

Sheriff’s office investigators also arrived,
with their entire focus on the hostages. But they were acting
blindly: the caller who reported the hostage taking did not know
where the captives were being held. The woman who made the report
said she had taken a call from her husband, who told her that he
and at least one other person were being held hostage near their
home in Prairie Creek. She said he whispered to avoid detection,
making it hard to understand his words. But from what she could
understand, a lone gunman had entered her home through the sliding
glass doors between the deck and breakfast room, where her husband
was sitting at the table. The gunman ordered him to lie on his
belly, then tied his hands behind his back and blindfolded him
before leading him to a waiting van. He was driven to another
location and forced into a garage. After the gunman left the room,
her husband managed to shake his cell phone out of his breast
pocket and, using his tongue, hit the autodial for her number.

It sounded far-fetched, but Mack had worked
more improbable scenarios in his career.

The caller left her office immediately after
calling 911. The investigators awaited her arrival in the hopes she
would provide more pieces to the puzzle of the hostages’ location.
Mack realized he could not avoid the press any longer and motioned
for the auxiliary deputy to allow them to approach. But now, after
Kendall Puggar’s first question, he wished he had waited
longer.

 


Expressionless, Mack looked Kendall in the
eye. Kendall was not particularly tall, but he was a little taller
than Mack. He stood close to highlight his height advantage. That
was not the most obvious contrast; Kendall appeared even sloppier
than usual beside Mack, with his athletic build, starched uniform,
close-cropped hair and military bearing. He commanded respect.

“I’ll tell you what we know,” the sheriff
said, ignoring the reporter’s question and his tone. “We have a
manhunt under way for a fugitive from Kentucky. Parole violation.
Subject name: Dylan Bone, age 37. A witness reported speaking with
the subject approximately two hours ago, and …”

Kendall persisted. “So, again, would you
characterize the situation as ‘out of control’?”

“We have not yet apprehended the subject,”
Mack said, barely containing his temper. “I guess you could say the
situation will not really be under control until he’s behind
bars.”

“What about the hostages?” asked a radio
reporter.

Mack took a deep breath. “Yes, we do have an
unconfirmed hostage report. We don’t have many details, and we’re
not yet releasing what we do know. We have not determined whether
the fugitive has any connection to the possible hostage situation.
“

“Who else would have taken hostages?” another
reporter asked.

“We have no further information on the
possible hostage situation.”

“Sheriff?” asked Channel Six’s Barbara
Chester. “How many hostages is — what’s his name again, Dylan Brown
— holding?”

Kendall snickered at Barbara for getting the
fugitive’s name wrong. Kendall knew he was so much better at this
than anyone else that he didn’t even have to try. Barbara was all
hair and makeup but desperate to be taken seriously.

“Hey, Barbara,” Kendall said. “The ’80s
called. They want their hairdo back.”

Kendall’s rudeness gave Mack, who was at
first annoyed at Barbara’s question, a measure of sympathy for her,
giving him the patience to answer her question.

“As I said, we have no further information on
the possible …” The thundering report of a high-caliber rifle
stopped Mack mid sentence. It couldn’t have been more than 30 yards
away.

Moments later, a voice so faint that only a
few officers in close proximity heard it cried, “He shot me!”

Mack reached for his radio, and then stopped
and turned toward the reporters, whose eyes were wide. “I’m afraid
we’ll have to continue this interview later,” he said. That was
fine with them. They all made their way back to the vehicles as
quickly as they could. All except Kendall, whose adrenalin was
pumping.

Kendall gave Mack some distance, but
deliberately stayed close enough to make his presence known, to
ensure that no one else would get any information he didn’t. As a
result, he was the only reporter who heard the voice on Mack’s
radio — “Officer down! I repeat, officer down!”

It was already past Kendall’s deadline, but
the Bulletin was moving other elements off the front page to make
room for the fugitive-hostage story. And it just got better
— a police officer had been shot. Kendall was giddy. The story
would be so much better if the officer is dead, he thought. He knew
he could fill the entire front page and then some. He snapped
photos of officers, tight shots showing urgent expressions, while
he awaited the ambulance.

TV bulletins on the manhunt drew a crowd of
curious onlookers and adventure seekers coming to volunteer in the
search. It was a net loss to the operation. Real officers who could
otherwise assist in the hunt were assigned to contain the growing
mass. All heads turned when the scream of the ambulance siren first
echoed through the hills. The red glow of the flashers lit up the
low cloud cover before the vehicle rounded the curve and raced into
view. As soon as it stopped, Kendall moved as close to the
ambulance as he could without being ordered to back up, as officers
directed paramedics between two townhouses and down a ravine to
where the downed officer lay in a pool of his own blood.

It was Constable Willard Fish.

It did not take long for them to carry
Willard’s motionless body up the steep ravine to a waiting gurney
and wheel it across the uneven ground toward the waiting ambulance.
Kendall had never seen so much blood. The constable’s face and neck
and shirt were drenched. The blood looked black in the dim light. A
paramedic held a large compress against the side of Willard’s head.
When he lifted it momentarily, Kendall saw the gaping wound on the
side of his forehead. They aren’t treating him, Kendall thought,
they’re just cleaning up the mess; he’s already dead. Kendall
overheard one deputy tell another that he had been close by when
the constable was shot. “He’s gone,” the officer said.

Kendall learned Fish’s identity from a Rogers
police officer who knew him. The officer also told him the
constable lived nearby; Kendall would verify the address later. He
watched as the ambulance pulled away from the curb. No lights. No
siren. No hurry. That only happened when the patient was either
dead or not seriously injured. It was obviously not the latter.

When Kendall Puggar trotted back toward his
Jeep, it suddenly occurred to him — no reporter from the Morning
Post had ever shown up. He knew radio and TV would get the facts
wrong, and the Post was asleep at the wheel. He couldn’t believe
his luck. Yet another scoop. The Benton Bulletin would be the only
newspaper with the story. And they would play it big. Fugitive.
Hostages. Officer shot and killed. This story was sure to add to
his collection of Arkansas Press Association awards; he already had
14.

Kendall almost hadn’t taken this assignment.
The city editor had given him a choice between covering the hostage
crisis or the Bentonville City Council meeting. The meeting
wouldn’t have been as mundane as most council meetings; a minor
scandal was brewing in the mayor’s office. I broke that story, he
reminded himself, and anything more is just details. He gambled
that the hostage report would not turn out to be a false alarm —
and hit the jackpot.

The other press left after the ambulance
disappeared into the darkness. All but Barbara Chester. Kendall
stopped to listen as Barbara delivered her third and final live
report of the night: “The massive manhunt continues for a fugitive
from Kentucky who is now the prime suspect in the slaying of a
police officer tonight at Prairie Creek. The officer, whose name is
being withheld, died from a gunshot wound to the head.

“The deputy was one of more than two dozen
officers involved in the search for Denny Bone, who is also
suspected of taking multiple hostages at gunpoint just hours ago.
The fate of those hostages is unknown; authorities fear the worst.
Bone, still at large, is armed and considered very dangerous. Watch
the Morning Show tomorrow morning at 7 for new developments in this
story. For Channel 6 News, this is Barbara Chester.”

Kendall was glad he stayed a few minutes
longer to hear Barbara’s report. He laughed when she again got the
fugitive’s name wrong. “Dylan, not Denny, you airhead,” he said out
loud. He was thrilled to learn about Willard Fish’s death, knowing
the ambulance service would not release any information and the
hospital would not confirm the death until the next day, too late
for the morning paper. But Kendall was perturbed that the sheriff
had given Barbara the exclusive on the officer’s death. Mack Witt
is going to pay for that snub, he thought. All of Benton County
will know in the morning what a screw-up occupies the sheriff’s
office. And he had information Channel 6 News didn’t — the dead
officer’s identity. Perfect.

The next day was going to be huge for Kendall
Puggar, a day he had been looking forward to for years. And it had
nothing to do with this story. The story — the fugitive still at
large, the hostages still not found, and the dead cop, oh,
especially the glorious dead cop — would just be icing on the
cake.

He pictured the headline in the Morning Post:
“Bulletin scoops Post.” Nah, that happened so often it wasn’t news
anymore, he told himself. But it would make a fitting epitaph.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Grayson McLeod glanced at his watch as he
raced down the front steps of Bentonville City Hall. One hour to
deadline, and he was 20 minutes from the office. He would have to
write the story in his head as he drove back to the newsroom. He
snatched a cigar from his shirt pocket and slid it between his
teeth. He always gnawed an unlit cigar when he wrote, even when he
was writing only his head.

I already have the lede, he told himself:
“The Rogers Morning Post is once again covering last week’s news
this week in its continuing effort to play catch-up with the Benton
Bulletin. And in a related development, the Post’s disorganization
has destroyed Grayson McLeod’s love life.”

Grayson wasn’t even supposed to be working
tonight. He had already filed three stories today — clocking out
after eight hours because of the Post’s no-overtime policy, then
working another 90 minutes on his own time — and was on his way out
through the mailroom when Hillary caught him in at the back
door.

“Not so fast,” she said. “You’re covering the
Bentonville City Council tonight.”

“The council doesn’t meet on Thursday.”

“Really? Hell, I’ve only been city editor for
16 years — how come no one ever told me? It’s a called meeting,
genius. They just notified us this afternoon. The special audit’s
in, and the mayor’s in deep shit.” That was hardly news. The Benton
Bulletin had broken the story of Mayor Bentley Rutledge’s expense
report scandal six days earlier. The story had been all over the
Bulletin front page for four days straight, causing such a stir
that the aldermen knew they couldn’t wait until the next regular
meeting, still two weeks away, to address the problem. The Morning
Post tried to respond the way every respectable newspaper does when
it gets scooped — downplaying the story by putting it on page 3,
pretending it wasn’t as big a deal as the Bulletin made of it. But
this really was a big story, and all the Post could do now was try
to keep pace with the Bulletin. It was embarrassingly obvious.

“Go find out what the auditors have to say,”
Hillary ordered. She was tall, almost as tall as Grayson, and her
severe, angular features heightened her ability to intimidate most
reporters. But not Grayson.

Don’t do it, he told himself. He had made
reservations at Loch Lomond Yacht Club in Bella Vista, where he
hoped the romantic setting would help him smooth things over with
Veronica for all the other times his job had ruined their plans.
“Not this time, Hillary,” he said. “I’ve got plans.”

“You’ve just had a change of plans.” Like
every veteran city editor, Hillary thought reporters, as subhuman,
were not entitled to personal lives.

“Nope. The plans remain firmly in place.”

“Did I mention that Lance wants his old job
back?” she said. “Now he was a hell of a reporter. Worked whenever
he was needed.”

“Well, how can I compete with that? You’d be
a fool not to hire him. Guess I’d better hang it up. Can I just
give you my two-weeks notice here and now?”

She wasn’t going to beg. But she wasn’t going
to give in either. “Look, Grayson,” she said, “we both know you
don’t have a life.”

“I might if you would quit sabotaging
it.”

“Be honest — you don’t have anywhere to go
tonight. You sure as hell aren’t getting laid.”

“Charming.”

He started to turn toward the exit, but she
grabbed the rolled-up cuff of his sleeve. “Come on,” she said.
“Just give in and quit wasting my time.”

“The answer is still no.”

“What else could a dork like you possibly
have to do tonight?”

“If you must know, I’ve got a date.”

“A date?” Hillary asked with feigned
surprise. “I thought you were gay.”

Hillary favorite pastime was baiting
reporters, at least when she wasn’t whining about the glass ceiling
or bemoaning the general incompetence of everyone she had the
misfortune of working with. He wasn’t taking the bait.

“Gays date, you know,” he said.

“Even ugly ones like you?”

“Ah, flattery. Who could resist that?”

“So you’ll do it?”

“Well, since you put it that way — not a
chance.”

“Look, Grayson,” she said, finally resorting
to pleading. “I really need you to help me out with this one.”

“It’s not my beat.”

“Like anything ever happens on your
beat.”

“Check the budget. Three bylines. And a
sidebar.”

“Great work. That’s why I’ve got so much
confidence in you.”

“Mm-hmm. And that’s why I know my job is
safe, despite your lame threats.”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re the greatest. Here’s the
deal, Jerry’s out of town and Lynn is sick …”

“Brandy?”

“She’s covering the governor’s speech to the
Democratic Women’s Club banquet. You’re all I’ve got. Don’t leave
me in a lurch.”

Grayson sighed and looked at the floor,
shaking his head.

“You might have tried that tack to begin
with,” he said, reaching for his timecard. “But you’re paying me my
overtime.”

The meeting wouldn’t start for another hour
and twenty minutes, almost as much time as Grayson had already
donated. He had plenty of time to eat on the way, as well as beg
forgiveness from Veronica one more time.

 


The Bentonville City Council went into
executive session immediately after coming to order. The city
clerk, who despised the mayor, was all too happy to supply each
member of the press a copy of the audit to peruse while they waited
for the council to return to open meeting, as required by
statute.

The audit report confirmed what everyone
already knew — the taxpayers of Benton County were funding the
mayor’s gambling addiction. But it also contained some explosive
revelations. The mayor had been attending “conferences” in Vegas
and Tunica with increasing frequency, running up enormous motel and
entertainment tabs and expensing it all. He had been doing it for
years, but he was better at disguising it at first. Lately he was
getting careless. He had actually submitted a receipt from an
escort service and another for a strip club, in both cases writing,
“entertaining prospective city contractor” in the notation line on
the expense report.

He was history. And he’d have to call in all
his political IOUs to avoid jail.

The council did not have the authority to
fire the mayor, although they could remove him for malfeasance. But
the council took no action when they reassembled. The mayor did not
resign. His face was ashen as he took his seat, and he sat stone
silent. The second the meeting adjourned, Grayson hurried forward
to question the mayor before he could slip out the back door of the
council chambers. The mayor curtly referred all questions to his
attorney.

Grayson could picture the front page. A bold
headline with the words “mayor” and “strip club” would boost single
copy sales by 2,000.

He knew that Rusty, the night copy editor,
was holding space for the story — 8 inches and a mug on page 1
above the fold, with up to 6 inches on the jump page if he needed
it. He could easily write 40 inches; 14 would be a challenge.

 


The newsroom was quiet when Grayson entered.
Brandy was working on her story on the governor’s speech. Grant was
writing a football preseason story on the Rogers Mounties while
listening to the Cardinals game on the TV in the sports office. The
copy desk was vacant; Rusty was apparently on break. The police
scanner was silent.

Grayson went straight to his computer and
started striking the keys: “Bentonville Mayor Bentley Rutledge
refused to comment on yesterday’s release of an audit of his
expense reports that included receipts for an escort service and a
strip club in Las Vegas.” The story wrote itself.

When he hit “save” for the last time, 19
minutes later, the story was 13.8 inches. Perfect. And with time to
spare. He slid the soggy cigar back into his pocket.

He called Veronica but got her voice mail.
Caller ID, he thought, and she doesn’t want to talk to me. He left
a message: “Hey, Sweetie, I’m finished with the story. As soon as
Rusty takes a look at it I can leave. Wanna go get a drink?” He
sighed and put his feet up on his desk.

“Who turned this off?” demanded an angry
voice behind him. It was Rusty, just returning from break. He
flipped on the scanner. It was buzzing.

“Uh, I did,” confessed Brandy. “It was so
noisy I couldn’t concentrate.”

“Noisy?” he bellowed. “What do you suppose it
means when the scanner is noisy?” He was so agitated that spit was
flying from his mouth with every word. Rusty was excitable all the
time, but Grayson had never seen him quite this worked up. “Never
mind that we’ve got a major story breaking — poor Brandy can’t
concentrate!”

Then Rusty noticed Grayson. “And why aren’t
you out there?” he asked.

“Out where?”

“Prairie Creek. You need to get moving.
Now!”

“I’d really love to, Rusty, but I’ve already
been here 12 hours and written more stories than will fit in the
paper. Why would I write another?”

“How about — it’s the biggest story of your
life?”

“Oh?” Grayson answered skeptically. “And what
would that be?”

“An armed fugitive, a massive manhunt, a cop
shot in the face, hostages — who might also be dead — panicked
citizens running through the streets. Anything in there sound like
a story?”

Grayson didn’t bother to ask why Brandy
couldn’t cover it. What they all knew was left unsaid. She was
hired for her looks, not her reporting. A leggy blond with a killer
smile, she possessed barely adequate English skills. Her news
judgment was weak, and she was the slowest writer on staff. Even
though she was actually relieved not to get the assignment, it
still hurt her feelings that she was not even considered. Grayson
knew he was the only option. Besides, he thought, he wasn’t about
to let someone else have this one. It really was the story of a
lifetime. His adrenaline was already pumping.

And just that quickly, he forgot about
Veronica.

 


Grayson passed Kendall Puggar at the Prairie
Creek sign. Kendall had a particularly self-satisfied grin on his
face. He didn’t notice Grayson as he sailed past.

Sheriff Witt was sitting in his squad car
talking on the radio when Grayson parked behind him. Mack motioned
for Grayson to wait. It was eerily quiet. As Grayson stood outside,
leaning on the car, he watched another officer walk up, get into
his pickup and drive away. A couple more officers also emerged from
the darkness of the woods behind the row of townhouses, waving at
the sheriff as they walked by, then drove off. Three more arrived
but lingered under the streetlight talking — and laughing — for a
few minutes before casually climbing into their pickups and
leaving.

A uniformed deputy stopped beside the
sheriff’s car and spoke briefly. He overhead Mack tell him to stand
by.

This was not the atmosphere Grayson had
expected. Had they captured the fugitive? He looked around for some
sign of the chaos Rusty had described. It didn’t add up.

Twenty minutes passed before Sheriff Witt
motioned for Grayson to get into the car. “Decide to wait for the
real story?” Mack asked, smiling, as Grayson closed the door.
Grayson shrugged. He didn’t know what the sheriff was talking
about. Mack Witt wasn’t crazy about any reporters, and he
absolutely detested Kendall Puggar, but he didn’t mind Grayson,
whose coverage had always been fair and accurate, even when it
exposed sheriff’s department mistakes.

“The lesson here is to trust your instincts,”
Mack said. Then he began recounting the events of the last three
hours. He was interrupted repeatedly by radio calls, and after each
he relayed the information to Grayson, who wrote furiously in his
notebook. At the end of one call, 20 minutes into the interview, he
said: “Roger. I’m en route.”

He turned to Grayson. “I’m going up the
street to pick up our fugitive,” he said. “You stay in the
car.”

“Pictures?”

“OK, but not until I have him back here in
cuffs. He is one scared rabbit, and he might bolt again.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


Fugitive
surrenders

Constable injured in manhunt
as rumors fly

Grayson McLeod, Staff Writer

ROGERS — Dylan Bone hid on the roof of his
mother’s townhouse in Prairie Creek for three hours last night,
crouching in the shadow of a dormer, bewildered by the chaotic
scene unfolding below and too frightened to come down.

He did not know that he was the cause of the
commotion.

A parole violator from Louisville, Ky., Bone
was trying to work up the nerve to turn himself in when a
multi-agency police operation broke out in the neighborhood
surrounding the home, a manhunt for a fugitive rumored to be “armed
and dangerous.”

Bone, 37, was neither armed nor dangerous.
And he was stunned to learn that police thought he had shot an
officer and taken hostages at gunpoint.

No officer was shot. No hostages were
taken.

“I didn’t mean to cause no trouble,” Bone
said after he surrendered to Benton County Sheriff Mack Witt
shortly after midnight. “I was just scared.”

Constable Willard Fish was injured in the
manhunt, and authorities initially thought he had been shot in the
side of the head. The sheriff said Fish’s head injury actually
occurred when he stumbled into a tree limb as he ran through the
woods behind a row of townhouses in search of the fugitive.

An armed homeowner, whose name was not
released, heard a noise behind his house, went outside to
investigate and saw Fish running through the woods. The homeowner,
aware of the manhunt and fearing the constable was the fugitive,
fired a warning shot into the air, apparently startling Fish, who
tripped, hit his head on the ragged end of a broken limb and fell
to the ground.

Fish suffered a deep gash on his right
temple. Disoriented and feeling the blood running down the side of
his face, he cried out to fellow officers that he had been shot
before falling unconscious.

Although he lost a lot of blood, the
constable’s injury was not life threatening. He was held at St.
Mary’s Hospital overnight for observations and his condition was
listed as stable.

“He’s taking some good-natured ribbing from
fellow officers,” Witt said. “He’s a good sport.”

The homeowner who fired the shot was not
charged.

Witt also said no hostages were taken. The
hostage rumor began as a prank a Prairie Creek homeowner played on
his wife after hearing a report on the manhunt on television. An
unnamed Prairie Creek homeowner allegedly called his wife at her
workplace and told her that he and at least one other person were
being held hostage at an unknown location.

“She did the responsible thing and called
911,” the sheriff said.

The woman did not attempt to call her husband
back for fear that it would alert the hostage taker, Witt said,
adding that neither would be charged with filing a false report or
impeding a police operation. “The woman acted in good faith, Witt
said. “And her husband, well, he made an error in judgment but
didn’t break the law.”

The sheriff also said that some Prairie Creek
residents panicked after other neighborhood residents spread the
word door-to-door about the manhunt. Those delivering the warnings
embellished the facts, Witt said.

Dylan Bone was expected to waive extradition
to Kentucky. He is being held in the Benton County jail until
Kentucky authorities arrive to transport him back to Louisville for
a parole hearing.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


The Morning Post news rack outside the Speedy
Mart on Walnut was empty when Grayson stopped in for gas at 8:25.
Even the window copy was missing. He was curious to see the story
in the Benton Bulletin, but that rack was also empty.

He couldn’t take the morning off, as he
certainly would have after the marathon of the previous day, but
the publisher had called a mandatory staff meeting for all
departments. He didn’t know what it was about, but these meetings
were never good news. At the last all-department meeting, held
seven months earlier, HR had announced that the company was
changing its health insurance provider as a cost-cutting measure.
Naturally, the new insurance cost employees more and provided less
coverage.

And on top of whatever bad news the publisher
dropped in their laps today, he would add insult to injury by
making the meeting far longer than necessary and painfully
dull.

Grayson flipped on KIXX radio as he pulled
onto Walnut. The news reader recited Grayson’s story verbatim from
the Post. No attribution. He didn’t care, but he knew Hillary would
be livid.

Grayson had watched the Morning Show on
Channel 6, where the morning news anchor led with the story on the
manhunt: “The Morning Post is reporting this morning …” He followed
with the story on the Bentonville mayor: “The Morning Post is also
reporting …”

Grayson stopped at the coffee shop two blocks
from the office. He needed the caffeine after lying awake until 4
a.m., running through the events of the previous day. His emotions
conflicted. He had, with the help of the Post, really screwed
things up with Veronica. He hoped she would be able to put it in
perspective. But the day had been a rush — the last part at
least.

Lynn, the Post society editor, was just
leaving the coffee shop as he entered.

“Hey, Lynn,” he said. A look of embarrassment
on her face, she managed only the faint smile one wears when caught
doing something wrong.

“It’s been nice knowing you,” she said with a
devious grin and then quickly exited.

Wonder what that’s all about, Grayson
thought. She made no secret of her dislike for Grayson or the
reason for it — he was widely regarded as the best writer on staff,
a distinction she coveted.

Four old guys were at a table loudly arguing
the fate of Bentonville Mayor Bentley Rutledge as if they were the
jury deliberating his sentence. One was holding a copy of the Post
in one hand and slapping it with the back of his other hand as he
made his points. They all agreed that the mayor must go, it was
just a matter of how much he should suffer for his deeds. One, the
libertarian, thought Rutledge’s personal foibles were no one else’s
business; he should be forced to resign and repay the county, with
no other repercussions. Another, the Republican, thought the mayor,
who was also a Republican, should go to jail on top of repaying the
taxpayers. A third, the Democrat, thought Rutledge should be drawn
and quartered. And then shot. And then hanged. The fourth just sat
back and laughed at the others.

A young couple in line was arguing about the
fugitive story, specifically the hostage prank. “If you ever did
that to me, I swear I would kill you,” the woman said.

“It WAS funny, you gotta admit,” said the
man.

“No, it was not funny. It was a sick joke.
How is she going to face her co-workers now? Everyone will think
she is gullible.”

“She IS gullible,” he said.

“Or maybe she’s just a loving wife who cares
about her husband and trusts him. I guess she’d have to be gullible
to marry such an ass.”

“I think the police should have charged him
with something,” chimed in a lady behind them.

“Charged him with what?” replied the man.

“Being a jerk!” she retorted. The woman
nodded her assent.

“Well, that’s not against the law,” he
said.

“It should be,” said the other woman.

“If being a jerk was against the law, every
man would be in jail,” interjected the clerk behind the
counter.

“Got that right,” said the woman who had
first butted into the conversation.

The poor man was outnumbered. The woman with
him stood with her arms folded in a gesture of disgust. The woman
behind him glared and muttered something under her breath. The
clerk looked at him with pursed lips and shook her head, as if he
had played the prank.

Grayson wondered how many unsuspecting men
would be subjected to the collective wrath of womankind over
breakfast tables and water coolers and employee lounges today — and
all because of one guy putting his Y chromosome on full display.
The bewildered guy in line, desperate for consolation, turned to
Grayson: “I’d sure like to get my hands on the dumb-ass reporter
who wrote that story.”

“Uh, yeah,” Grayson said. “What a moron.”

When he got to the front of the line, Grayson
noticed that no more copies of the Post were left on the counter;
the coffee shop had sold out too.

Grayson recalled how his first editor defined
news: whatever they’re talking about in the coffee shop. It was an
argument against dry reporting on “important” matters like budgets
and policy and long-range plans. It was also an argument for
including state and national news on the front page when it was
more interesting than anything on the local front. The boisterous
old guys who sat around the table solving the world’s problems in
coffee shops across the country were just as likely to be
complaining about the president as the mayor. But in such a
competitive media market as northwest Arkansas, with 12 newspapers,
four TV stations and 10 radio stations all vying to scoop one
another, the news was all local, all the time. Editors preached it
ad nauseum. “We give readers something they can’t get anywhere
else” — except at 11 other newspapers, four TV stations and 10
radio stations. It sure didn’t bother Gannett; USA Today sold like
hotcakes in Benton and Washington counties where national news was
relegated to the inside pages of the local papers.

But today it was the local stories that had
captured everyone’s attention.

 


“Hell of a job last night,” said Hillary, as
she climbed out of her black Volvo next to Grayson in the Morning
Post parking lot. “Both stories. Almost perfect.”

“Almost?”

“You could have written a little tighter,”
she said, sitting back against her front fender. “Too many quotes —
they didn’t add anything. And you did a little bit of
editorializing with those damned adjectives. But, hey, I’m not one
to nitpick.”

“It’s not in your nature.”

“Exactly right,” she said. “The bottom line
is, you are the most seasoned reporter on staff, much as it pains
me to say so. That’s saying a lot since you’ve been here, what, two
years? No one else on staff could have written those stories. Of
course, that isn’t saying much, since the newsroom is populated
with idiots.”

Grayson smiled. “I think there was a
compliment hidden in there somewhere.”

“Yeah, well, don’t let it go to your head.
You’re still a pain in the ass.”

“I do my best,” Grayson said. “You know, I
wouldn’t have been around to cover the fugitive story if you hadn’t
sent me to the city council meeting.”

“No need to thank me.”

“I wasn’t.”

“Admit it now, you’re glad you got the
story.”

Grayson just nodded. Hillary was rarely so
chipper. Suddenly her features seemed less severe. “Striking” would
be a more apt modifier.

“Did you see the Bulletin?” she asked.

“No, it was sold out everywhere,” he
replied.

She reached through her car window and pulled
out a copy of the Bulletin she had picked up on the way to the
office. A six-column 60-point headline across the top proclaimed:
“Deputy slain; suspect at large.” Grayson laughed out loud.

Grayson scanned the story. It focused on
mistakes by law enforcement, with Mack Witt looking especially
inept. Paragraph three read: “Witt admitted he had lost control of
the situation, endangering the lives of not only his confused
deputies but the residents of Prairie Creek.”

“I wish I could see Booger’s face this
morning,” Hillary said, referring to Kendall Puggar. “That lard ass
must be shitting his pants.”

Grayson wished no ill will toward anyone, but
he allowed himself a moment of schadenfreude in Kendall Puggar’s
embarrassment. In a craft bursting with bloated egos, Kendall made
everyone else seem humble. It was satisfying to see him get his
comeuppance.

But Hillary could not have been more mistaken
about Kendall’s mood that morning, as they would both soon
discover.

“You gotta tell me,” she asked. “How the hell
is it that you’re the only one who got the story right?”

Grayson recounted the chronology of the
previous evening, from the time he arrived back at the office after
covering the city council meeting until he left the scene. “It was
an accident of timing,” he said.

“Unbelievable. I’ll bet Rusty was pissed when
he had to rebuild the front page an hour after deadline.”

“It was nearer two hours, but Rusty was
actually pretty excited. When he got the color proof he tacked it
on the wall above his desk and said, ‘Now that’s a newspaper!’ The
pressmen, on the other hand, were a bit surly, but that may have
been because the carriers started showing up and they were getting
restless. The carriers always blame the press crew when the paper’s
late.”

“It’s usually their fault,” Hillary said.

“Come on, they’re holding the presses
together with duct tape and baling wire. You can hardly blame them
for the fact that our Medieval machinery breaks down every other
day.”

“Whatever. The presses ‘break down’ because
they don’t know what the hell they’re doing. On any given night,
half the crew is in jail and the other half is high.”

Grayson knew Hillary was right about
that.

As they started toward the employee entrance,
he noticed that the parking lot was half empty and it was 5 minutes
to 9. When he pointed it out to her, Hillary stopped and looked
back. The chipper mood vanished.

She scanned the parking lot. “I don’t see
Brandy’s Vee-Dub. Or Lynn’s …”

“Yeah, I ran into Lynn a few minutes ago at
the coffee shop. She said something cryptic: ‘It’s been nice
knowing you.’”

Hillary’s eyes opened wide, her mood
instantly turning. “Those sorry sons-of-bitches!” She turned and
stormed into the building through the employee entrance like
someone looking for a fight.

Grayson followed. He looked around the
newsroom as he entered. The managing editor was not there yet.
Neither was Brandy or Lynn. Jerry was sitting on Hillary’s desk —
until she barked, “Move your ass!” Rusty was there, looking half
asleep. He was still wearing the same clothes he had worn the night
before. Probably slept in them. Two of the four on sports staff
were there. Everyone else in the room was from other departments.
Grayson guessed that half the staff was absent. A stack of empty
cardboard boxes was lined up neatly against the wall. He suddenly
began to feel uneasy.

Charlie Hubble, publisher of the Morning
Post, walked into the newsroom precisely at 9 a.m. Two people
followed him, his executive assistant, carrying a stack of white
9-by-12 envelopes, and the company security guard.

Charlie wasted no time. “Yesterday, the
Benton Bulletin purchased the Rogers Morning Post. The two
newspapers will be merged. The staff that the Bulletin intends to
retain is meeting at this moment in the Benton Bulletin offices. As
for all of you — your services will no longer be needed.”

No one spoke. Except for a few gasps, stunned
silence followed the news. Some in the room had worked for the Post
for more than 20 years. Rusty had been there 35.

“You will be offered severance as well as
placement assistance,” Charlie said. “You may take 30 minutes to
clean out your desks and clear your offices. When you have
finished, turn in your keys. Louann will hand you a packet
explaining what benefits you are entitled to and the necessary
paperwork for obtaining it. Anyone who has not finished gathering
up your things after 30 minutes will be escorted out of the
building. If you have questions you may submit them in writing to
the publisher of the Benton Bulletin.”

Grayson felt dizzy. He looked around the room
at his colleagues, fellow rejects, all wondering why they weren’t
at the other meeting. No one said a word. No one moved.

After a long, painful silence, Hillary stood
and screamed at Charlie, “Boomer, you weasel! You traitor! You knew
this was coming and you never said a goddamn word! Admit it!”

“Now, Hillary, you know there’s no other way
to do this,” Charlie said. “And there’s a reason why I’m here with
you instead of at the Bulletin; they’re not keeping me either.”

Hillary stood up, her face beet red, her
entire body taut. “This is sexist bullshit! If I had a penis I’d
still have a job!” The argument was unconvincing, since most of the
others in the room possessed the qualifying anatomy. Hillary
realized the absurdity of her statement and hastily added, “You
damn morons deserve to go. Except for Grayson, you’re all
incompetent. I’d have fired you too. But I’m the one who kept this
sorry newsroom functioning! You all know it’s the truth! They’ve
been passing me over for promotions for years. Years!”

She angrily swept all the papers off her desk
and onto the floor, then continued her tirade: “You notice our
esteemed managing editor isn’t here — well, I trained the asshole.
And the bigger asshole before him. They both started working under
me and got promoted over me. And the Bulletin is keeping that
little frat boy who couldn’t spell his name until I taught him.
Goddamn sons of bitches!” At that point she was too angry to
continue but stood shaking like a boiler about to burst.

No one said anything for several minutes.
Finally, Jerry broke the silence. “Well, all I know is I’m glad I
won’t have to put up with Hillary’s bitching anymore.” No one would
have expected that from Jerry, who was the most compliant reporter
on staff, meekly acquiescing to all of Hillary’s demands. This was
a whole new side of Jerry. “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” he
said, “but god it feels good to know I won’t to have to endure the
daily diatribes of the city editor from hell.”

Hillary had no answer. She just stared as
Jerry picked up one of the cardboard boxes, crossed the room to his
desk, started pulling the drawers out one by one and
unceremoniously dumped the contents into the box. He scooped up the
items on his desk — a scale model of an F-15, a Darth Vader
bobblehead, a couple of family photos — and tossed them into the
box. He picked up his Post coffee mug and started to pack it,
stopped and looked at it, then chunked it into the wastebasket. The
entire exercise took him all of 45 seconds. The others all watched
in silence as he approached Barry and Louann, gripping the box
under one arm as he reached into his pocket with his other hand to
retrieve his keys and tossed them on the desk. He took his envelope
and balanced it over the top of his stuff and calmly walked toward
the door.

Hillary sat down, a look of pain and defeat
and fear on her face. She leaned forward, face in hands, and
started sobbing, her whole body convulsing. It was the first time
Grayson had ever seen any sign of weakness in the fiery editor. The
others glanced at one another with expressions of disbelief, afraid
to speak. Jerry and Hillary had both become negatives of
themselves, their personalities reversing.

Grayson put a comforting hand on her back,
half expecting her to bite it off. She flinched as if she had been
poked by a hot iron, then relaxed a little. He patted her between
the shoulder blades like a baby. Her sobbing subsided but she kept
her face buried in her hands.

The other staff stood up one by one and
walked slowly to pick up their boxes. The humiliating exercise
reduced their years of service to a cardboard box of junk and a
white envelope. They hardly spoke. One of the sports guys kicked a
trashcan across the room. The security guard started toward him,
but Charlie took hold of the guard’s arm and shook his head.

Grayson waited until last. He was vain enough
to be puzzled that the Bulletin wasn’t retaining him. He knew he
was the most prolific writer in the market. All four front stories
in the Post that day carried his bylines. Even Brandy’s story on
the governor’s speech got bumped inside, with only a teaser on page
1. The only writer in the market who came close to the volume or
quality of his stories was Kendall Puggar at the Bulletin, and his
prime weakness — a fiendish compulsion to embarrass public
officials that sometimes resulted in careless reporting — was on
raw display in today’s paper.

When Grayson finally went to turn in his
keys, Charlie said quietly, “Stick around a few minutes. I have
something to talk to you about.”

 


“You have probably figured out why the
Bulletin isn’t retaining your services,” Charlie said after
everyone else had exited. He and Grayson sat on desks facing one
another in the otherwise empty newsroom.

“Not really.”

“Somebody there really, really hates your
guts.”

“Kendall Puggar.”

“Bingo.”

“I do sometimes get under his skin,” Grayson
admitted. “I admit, it’s deliberate. He takes himself so seriously,
I just can’t help myself.”

“I understand completely. He is hard to
take.”

“But they’re keeping Brandy — explain
that.”

“She’s not a bad writer, just slow. I suspect
they’ll move her to advertising. Her writing talents are more
suited to ad copy. Besides, if she flashes that gorgeous smile,
she’ll have car dealers snapping up full-page color ads seven days
a week.”

Grayson laughed. “I do feel bad for Hillary.
She was right about holding things together around here.
Temperament aside, she does know this business.”

“Don’t worry. She’ll land on her feet. I know
of a position in Harrison that would suit her perfectly. I plan to
call her after a day or two, give her time to cool down and start
thinking rationally.”

“She and Kendall would have butted
heads.”

“More than you know. Get this: the Bulletin
is shedding a few positions as well, including Hillary’s
counterpart. Kendall’s getting promoted to associate editor.”

“No way.”

“Yes way. Kendall would have been Hillary’s
boss.”

Grayson laughed as he tried to picture it. “I
guess she’d have to stop calling him ‘Booger.’”

“Yeah. On the day Booger should be fired he’s
getting promoted. And on the day you should be getting promoted,
you’re getting fired. That’s the newspaper business for you.”

“With Kendall running the newsroom, suddenly
I’m relieved they didn’t want me.”

“I thought you’d feel that way. God help
those poor reporters who have to answer to him now.”

“Yeah. Speaking of God, I never thought of
him as a practical joker, but I suspect he’s getting a big laugh at
my expense right now.”

Charlie just shrugged. “That’s a little
deeper than I usually delve.”

“Me too. So what are you going to do?”
Grayson asked.

“I’m ready to slow down. Heck, I’ve been in
this business for 43 years. Frankly, I don’t need to work. I could
retire comfortably. But I’m not quite ready to hang up my spurs.
And a fresh opportunity has come my way. The Arkansas Press
Association needs a part-time lobbyist. The executive director is
an old friend of mine, and he asked if I wanted the job. I might
just take him up on the offer.”

“I’m happy for you. I think that would be a
nice fit,” Grayson said, standing to leave. “As for me, maybe I can
still salvage a relationship. I’ve been sacrificing Veronica for my
job, and I might have lost both. She is running out of patience.
I’m going to go see her right now.” He stood to leave.

“Uh, about that …”

Grayson looked at Charlie quizzically.

“I didn’t keep you after the meeting just to
chat,” Charlie said. “I’ve got something to tell you.”

Grayson sat back down. “Tell me.”

“You have been offered another position.”

“They forgot to tell me about it.”

“I’m telling you now.”

“Any particular reason they told you instead
of contacting me directly?”

“I recommended you.”

“OK. What’s the position?”

“Managing editor of the White Horse Mountain
Chronicle.”

“Never heard of it.”

“It’s a weekly in Indian Lakes Village.”

“Never heard of that either.”

“Indian Lakes Village is an unincorporated
retirement-recreation community, much like Bella Vista, except
older and not as big. The Village is in Starr County, in the
eastern Ozarks. Five lakes, three golf courses, swimming pools,
beautiful setting in the mountains.”

“So far, so good. What’s the paper like?”

“Awful. Badly written, badly edited, badly
organized. Losing circulation. Losing advertising. Losing money.
The publisher is a good man, but he doesn’t know anything about
running a newspaper. He’s really a business manager. Manages a
variety of enterprises — real estate company, travel agency,
grocery store, insurance agency, boat marina, a half dozen others.
All are making a profit or at least breaking even — except the
newspaper. That’s where you come in. The owner is convinced you are
the man to turn around the newspaper’s performance.”

“Does he know I don’t have any management
experience?”

“He knows you’re a clear thinker. He reads
your work, both your news stories and your Sunday columns, online.
Fact is, he was going to offer you the job even if you didn’t lose
the one you had. Yes, I recommended you, but only to reinforce his
choice.”

“I don’t even know who the owner is,” Grayson
said.

“He wants to keep it that way. Folks who know
him call him Sooner, but that’s not his name. He’s a bit of a
hermit, a wealthy eccentric who has assorted business interests in
California, Idaho, Nebraska and who knows where else. You will
probably never see him, but believe me, he’ll read every word in
the White Horse Mountain Chronicle.”

“Where does he live?”

“He has almost as many homes as businesses,
and in almost as many places.”

Grayson was intrigued. “Give me a couple of
days to think it over while I sort things out, and then we’ll talk
some more.”

“Actually, I was hoping you’d go to Indian
Lakes for a visit.”

“Sure. Maybe. In a day or two.”

“How about today?”

“Today?”

“Rex is expecting you.”

“Rex?”

“Rex Foreman, your new boss.”

“My boss.”

“Yes.”

“And he’s expecting me when?”

“At noon.”

“Noon? Uh, I don’t think I’ll make that
appointment. If I hit the road this second I couldn’t make it.”

“It’s just an hour by plane.”

Grayson knew he couldn’t be talking about a
commercial flight. “Surprisingly, on my salary, I don’t have a
plane.”

“But the owner of the White Horse Mountain
Chronicle does — a Learjet. And it’s waiting for you right now at
the Rogers airport.”

 


 



Chapter 5

 


Penny had packed a lifetime of mistakes into
her two decades on earth. She was about to make one more. Her
last.

“Don’t wait up for me, Mother,” Penny said,
kissing the old woman’s forehead. Her mother said nothing, having
given up admonishing the wayward child about her behavior.

Penny’s heart beat faster as she slid into
the driver’s seat of her Mustang and started the engine, glancing
at her image in the rearview mirror to make sure her hair was in
place before backing down the long driveway. The sun rested on the
treetops across Lake Seminole as she drove along Lakeshore Drive.
When she reached the opposite side of the lake, just across the
dam, she pulled into Seminole Park, a lofty name for a little park
with only a picnic pavilion and a boat launch. She rolled down the
window and turned off the engine. The lake was milky pink in the
fading light of the day, and the air was full of the sweet
fragrance of fresh-cut grass along the dam. The lights of homes
along the far shore and up the hillside were reflected in streaks
across the water’s placid surface. A young family circling the lake
in their pontoon boat drifted by, so slowly it barely left a wake.
She could hear the children’s laughter.

A pair of headlights appeared on the far side
of the dam to her left. There was still enough light for her to see
that it was a pickup. “Maybe it’s him,” she said out loud to no
one. It was a generic “him,” as she had had more than her share of
hims. As the lights approached she sat up straight in mock
anticipation. When the truck reached the near side of the dam it
turned right, its taillights disappeared around the corner. Penny
laughed bitterly.

Soon it was dark. The sky was clear, with no
moon to detract from the stars’ brilliance. Venus shone like a
beacon just above the hills. The lights on the distant hills looked
like stars fallen to earth.

Penny reached into the glove compartment and
pulled out an unopened fifth of bourbon. She unscrewed the cap and
took a gulp. It burned, but she followed it with another. And
another.

She started weeping and dropped the bottle
onto the floorboard where it poured out in spurts like blood from a
severed artery. She shifted into neutral. The vehicle slowly
started to roll toward the boat launch. She checked her hair once
more in the rearview mirror. As the Mustang disappeared into the
black stillness of Lake Seminole and the cool waters engulfed her,
Penny found it not at all unpleasant.

 


Grayson, an unlit cigar in his mouth, stood
behind the desk in his new office at Village Center in Indian Lakes
Village. He took items one by one from a cardboard box and placed
them on his desk or the credenza behind the desk or the bookshelf
on the side. There wasn’t time to organize his office when he first
arrived; he had to hit the ground running with the newspaper. But
now, after a week, he had a moment to get situated. He took out a
picture of Veronica and placed it on the front of the desk facing
him. She was in her pale blue swimsuit leaning across the bow of
the boat he had rented from the marina the previous summer. She
looked fetching in the photo, but not as irresistible as she had
looked that day, with her captivating smile, her graceful motion,
her blond hair blowing in the breeze.

She had not answered or returned his calls in
the week since he had moved across the state, but he was confident
she would cool down and listen to reason eventually.

He noticed the stubby man scurry past his
window toward the newspaper office entrance. He had seen the little
guy before, always carrying tools of some sort and always shuffling
along slowly. But they had never been introduced. Now the man stood
before him.

“They’s a car in Lake Seminole,” he said.
“You best git up there ‘fore they pull it out.” The messenger
seemed to know who Grayson was.

Grayson reached out his hand, “Hi, I’m
Grayson.”

“No time for innerductions. Git your camera
and git movin’. Go straight up ‘at hill and you’ll see th’ sign,”
he said, pointing south.

When Grayson pulled into
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