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O villain, villain, smiling damned villain.

—HAMLET
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JUST JACKIE

The cowboy heard “Hey!” and spun around, but there was no chance to duck as a bucket of dirty mop water hit him in the face, cascaded down his chest, and flowed over his rodeo belt buckle, pooling in his shorts.

“What the hell?” he yelled, furious. And then, he saw her.

In the café doorway a few feet away stood Jackie Johns, holding an empty mop bucket in trembling hands. The cowboy stepped back, astounded. The nicest, friendliest waitress at the Nixa Sale Barn Café had just drenched him in foul water. And he knew he deserved it!

Jackie was smiling, but it wasn’t the dazzling, sunny smile she had used since grade school to charm folks in town. This was a thin, determined victory smile, and there was no mistaking its message. Abashed and scowling, the cowboy left without another word.

For a moment, there was silence when Jackie stepped back into the café. Then a few of her regular customers erupted in laughter, and one old boy who drove a cattle hauler actually applauded. Here was a real scrapper of a waitress, by golly. She could have been fired for dumping water on a paying customer, but hey, she was like them. She wouldn’t take any crap from anybody, and they respected her for it.

The regulars all knew that the cowboy had pursued her for weeks, hanging around, getting in her way. He’d continued to ask her out, not taking kindly to her polite but firm rejections. When she wasn’t looking, he took his petty revenge by loosening the tops on the salt and pepper shakers, then slipping salt into the creamers and chuckling as her customers spit out their food and hollered, “Jackie!”

Yeah, the cowboy had thought it was all a big joke and he’d been making trouble just to get even. Now, the regulars figured he deserved what he got.

Meanwhile, Jackie seemed to savor all the drama. It was like when she and her best friend, twenty-year-old Lisa Fitzpatrick, would drive around in high school in Lisa’s station wagon, nicknamed the “Sin Wagon,” and boys in beat-up cars would give chase as Jackie would yell out, taunting them. Then Lisa would press the pedal to the floor and, with the boys on their tail, the girls would frantically escape into the driveway of Lisa’s parents’ house, where they would both run like crazy for the back door. When they dared look out a window, the boys would still be parked in front, which didn’t really bother them. In fact, Jackie and Lisa would look at each other and burst into excited laughter.

That had been only two years ago.

Now it was 1985, and Jackie was out of high school and working two jobs. At nineteen Jackie was an attractive girl: a former prom queen, slender with dark brown hair that she always kept lacquered in place. She possessed a friendly directness that invited many of the café’s patrons to open up, and they often found themselves telling her their problems and discussing personal issues usually kept private. Her dad teasingly called her “Ann Landers.” Regulars would sit and chat as Jackie rolled silverware in napkins, swept the floors, or filled the salt and pepper shakers, and she’d smile as they talked on and on.

As for what Jackie was really like when she wasn’t being all perky and cute, her boss, Jerry Estes, probably knew her as well as anyone. He often told friends she was like a daughter to him, as she’d worked at the café since she was fifteen years old.

The Sale Barn Café was a small restaurant just fifty or so yards off Highway 160 in Nixa. The diner-sized place was part of Jerry’s much larger cattle operation, based in the auction barn behind the café. Cattlemen and their helpers turn their trucks off Highway 160 onto the narrow side road that runs beside the café to bring their stock to the huge auction barn filled with stalls for the steers. The barn was directly behind the café and down a small hill. On auction days the café would be jammed until perhaps an hour before the usual 10 P.M. closing time.

Jerry recalled that Jackie sometimes said and did zany things, like when she accidentally spilled coffee on a young man and then quickly rubbed at his lap with a towel, mindless of where her hand was reaching. The customer had been shocked at first, but then he laughed at the wide-eyed waitress, who blushed and apologized.

In early 1985, Jackie had decided to drop out of the small Missouri regional college near her home in Nixa that she had attended for only a few months. By the time the days got really hot in June, she was waitressing at the café and working full-time at the customer service desk at a local K-Mart.

Jackie was living with her parents in their trailer in Nixa, a Missouri village of less than two thousand residents. She had no set plans for the future, and when she felt like socializing, she’d meet others her age at the local 7-11 parking lot when they weren’t working or at school.

Jackie had a boyfriend, twenty-three-year-old Cody Wright, and was even considering marrying him, but she wasn’t really sure about tying herself down permanently. Like Jackie, he worked for Jerry Estes, but rather than waiting tables, Cody handled the chores associated with selling the big steers, animals that could weigh 1,200 pounds or more. He worked in the auction barn and sometimes even slept there in a bunkhouse if he finished late and was exhausted.

And then there was Jackie’s cash flow problem. Although she worked two jobs, Jackie always seemed to be short of money. Once, she’d been so desperate, she’d even borrowed from her boss Jerry to pay for her books at college.

When she dropped out of school, her friends weren’t too concerned. They knew Jackie would just plow straight ahead, cheerful, optimistic, and charmingly free-spirited.

Besides, Jackie was still Nixa’s most popular young woman. She was known as the town’s “It Girl.” In high school, Jackie had been a homecoming and prom queen and a cheerleader. Then, a year after graduation, she’d won a local beauty contest. The improbably titled Nixa Sucker Day festival drew thousands each May from all over southwest Missouri. It was a crazy event: Buy a mug of beer and eat a fried filet of sucker, one of the lowliest of river fish. There was even sucker soup! The event featured rides and games and a street dance to entertain the celebrants.

When Jackie was crowned “Sucker Day Queen,” she and her friend Lisa treated the whole thing as a joke. As friendly rivals for the title, the girls had told friends that if they voted for them and one of them won, they would dress up in homemade fish suits and parade up and down Main Street. When Jackie won and Lisa was the runner-up, they were thrilled—and then laughed as they told their friends to forget it, they weren’t dressing up like fools in fish suits!

Old folks—that is, anyone much over thirty—still stopped Jackie when they saw her on the street to ask, “How are things going?” They told Jackie she was such a promising young woman and so polite; such a refreshing change from most young people. Yes, she was certainly on her way to a better life, they all agreed.

Jackie’s answer was always the same. “Things are great, and thanks for asking!”

While she was freewheeling in many ways, she was obsessive about her looks, and her hair, in particular, had to be just so. In fact, she bought Aqua Net hair spray nearly as often as she bought cigarettes.

Her obsession with tidiness didn’t extend to her beloved 1976 black Camaro. In fact, its red interior was so littered you couldn’t see the floor mats. Still, it was a hot car, as the local teenage boys told her all the time.

Jackie just smiled and took it all in. Life was good.

But her closest friends knew there was another side to Jackie Johns. There were times when she shed her sweet, girl-next-door demeanor and let loose. She could smoke and drink with the best of them, and when she uttered an occasional obscenity, her friends would laugh because it seemed so out of place coming from her.

Jackie even had a stolen I.D. and liked to show it off. The I.D. allowed her to buy an occasional six-pack of beer at a store up in Springfield where people didn’t know her. Other friends knew she had dated a married man who had a big job at a shopping mall, but that turned out to be just a brief fling.

Nixa’s downtown consisted of only a few blocks. It had seemed like a big place when Jackie was growing up, but now that she was close to turning twenty, she confided to close friends that she wanted more than life in a small Missouri town. The problem was, she didn’t know what she wanted, or how to get it.

She told a close friend that sometimes she dreamed of loading up the trunk of her Camaro with clothes and lots of cold beer and just driving, maybe to Arkansas or to Mexico. But her roots were strong, and held her there in Nixa.

On this night at the café, she had wielded a mop bucket like a magic wand. It had been so satisfying to douse that smug bastard, but afterward, Jackie couldn’t stop shaking. She had been so scared and angry. She’d never done anything like that before—dumping water on a customer. What would Jerry say if he found out?

But when she calmed down, she said she felt so good she wanted to jump into her Camaro, turn the radio to blasting, and just drive. Anywhere.


CHAPTER 2
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A FOGGY NIGHT

Jackie grabbed the ringing phone just as she arrived for work at the customer service desk at Springfield’s K-Mart. “I like what you got on today,” the male caller said. “You look really sexy.”

She recognized the caller’s voice but had no idea what his name was or what he looked like. She knew him only as the disembodied voice known as “The Jerk.” That was what other young women in Jackie’s circle of friends in the Nixa area called him. Jackie had talked to others who had gotten the calls. They had agreed that the caller sounded like a teenage boy around seventeen or eighteen years old, and his calls were always obscene.

“Know what I want to do to you?” he asked in a low voice.

Jackie laughed and teased, and a coworker had heard her say, “What? What do you want to do?” Then she hung up before he could answer. The cops had been trying to catch the kid for months but had gotten nowhere.

But this time he had called just as she arrived for the start of her night shift at K-Mart, and it was just getting dark. Before, he had always called her home number at her parents’ mobile home in Nixa. Suddenly, she felt nervous. She knew there were pay phones in the parking lot and boldly walked outside to see if she could spot the caller if he was still around. She saw several cars pulling out, and a teenage boy drove past in a minivan, looked at Jackie, and smiled. So did the driver of a Firebird, who looked to be in his twenties.

She walked to the first of the cart corrals and scanned the parking lot. Then she realized it was pointless: Every young guy who drove past would give her the once-over, and how would she know if one of them was “The Jerk”?

Later, when she was in the women’s wear section checking a price for a blouse, Jackie felt as if she was being watched. At first she didn’t look up, and then she heard her employee number announced on the public address system. It meant the cashier out front was getting antsy and needed to know the price. She had to hurry, but she didn’t move. There was no doubt now—she definitely felt someone’s eyes on her.

She whirled around to see a boy of about twelve staring right at her. He held a skateboard and flushed, then turned away and hurried off toward the toy section. “I’m really getting freaked out,” she told herself as she returned to the front of the store.

On a smoke break, Jackie confided to a female coworker her odd feelings lately, like somebody was always watching her. She also told her about a disturbing phone call she had gotten a few weeks earlier on her bedroom telephone. Her friend Dayna (who also waitressed at the café) had been over, so Jackie asked her to answer.

Dayna picked it up and then made a face. It was that creepy guy, Gerry, a regular customer from the café, who had a voice much different than the teenage, whiny voice the young women described to police after they received a call from “The Jerk.” The busy café attracted its share of flirtatious assholes, of course, like the cowboy Jackie had doused. Who among them could resist kidding around with a pretty girl? Jackie had learned to deal with the flirting, but there was one customer who sometimes showed up at the café and gave Jackie and the other young waitresses the creeps not by saying anything, but just by staring at them with his faint, mocking smile.

Gerry Carnahan was in his late twenties, not much older than Jackie, but he was married to an older woman and had a stepdaughter, Sara, who was nineteen, the same age as Jackie. Jackie didn’t really know Gerry, but she had briefly worked at his father’s factory in Nixa. The elder Carnahan was rumored to be the richest man in town.

For some reason, Gerry Carnahan always tried to sit in Jackie’s section, and if there wasn’t an empty table there, he’d act up and behave badly with the other waitresses. The women did their best to ignore him, but when they were forced to take his order, they made sure to call him “sir,” making it clear that he wasn’t one of their favorites. The waitresses always called their preferred customers by their first names.

Jackie, usually unruffled, was disturbed when Gerry called her at home. She had handed the phone to Dayna and whispered that she should tell him she was busy. Then she had gone over and checked outside her bedroom window. All she really knew about Gerry was that his rich father, Garnett Carnahan, lived at the end of a road named after his family, Carnahan Way. Dayna said Jackie couldn’t talk and hung up.

The elder Carnahan’s house was only about a half mile from the trailer owned by Jackie’s parents, but she couldn’t actually see it from her bedroom window. However, the day the call came from Gerry, she quickly closed the blinds on her bedroom window, and after that, she kept them closed.

Lately, because she felt she was being watched, Jackie would park near the store’s entrance when she came to work. She knew this was a rule violation, because K-Mart employees were supposed to park near the back of the lot, leaving the best spaces for paying customers. But Jackie was uneasy about walking that far at night after her shift ended. If the bosses wanted to fire her for it, well, she could always find another job.

And then another guy from the café did the weirdest thing. A few days after Valentine’s Day, Jackie showed up at 5 P.M. for her regular shift at the Sale Barn. To her dismay, she found that this guy—whom everyone called “Dub”—had left a single red rose and a big, expensive heart-shaped box of chocolates in a paper bag with her name on it.

Folks at the café knew Jackie’s boyfriend was Cody Wright. But insiders also knew that the relationship was getting tense lately because Cody had begun seeing his ex-wife again. Although the couple had been legally separated when Jackie and Cody first became an item, now, with this new development, Jackie wasn’t sure where their relationship was going. But Cody would later sign a sworn statement to police that while he had met with his former wife, there was no romance going on.

So what was up with this “Dub” guy? He was clearly not in Jackie’s league. In fact, nobody talked to him about much of anything, so he wasn’t likely to know about Jackie’s problems with Cody. He was also a bit slow-witted. He chewed tobacco and spit it out in a jar he kept in his jacket pocket, a practice that so grossed out some of the waitresses, they wouldn’t serve him. But he had never been rude to any of the girls. And Jackie, of course, had been polite to him, even if his habits did make her skin crawl. Dub was just this big old guy who left nice tips for the waitresses—he was hardly considered dating material, being in his midforties and kind of scruffy looking.

And then, that day, there it was: a big paper bag with “For Jackie” scrawled on the outside. Some of the girls peeked inside, and Alice, the cook, a big smile on her face, said, “Why Jackie, you have a secret admirer.”

Inside, Jackie found the rose, the heart-shaped box of chocolates, and a Valentine’s Day card with a signature she didn’t recognize. One of the regulars told her it was Dub’s real name.

Jackie pitched the rose and after work made a beeline straight to Lisa’s house, where they devoured the chocolates and laughed about Dub. It was mean, they knew, but they weren’t really mean girls. They would never have laughed in his face. But Dub as a boyfriend? Come on!

“Give me a break!” Jackie had laughed.

And then a few days later, one of the café customers said that Dub had just been released from the Marian Center, a privately-operated mental hospital. That news necessitated another trip to Lisa’s house, but this time Jackie was worried. Could she be in danger from a loony tunes guy?

However, Dub was never seen again, and word came a few weeks later from a long-haul trucker that he had been arrested down in Newton County. The trucker said he didn’t know exactly what police had charged Dub with, but they thought he might have shot someone.

Throughout the first six months of 1985, Jackie spent a lot of time hanging out with Lisa and Dayna. It seemed as if they were always together, although Lisa tended to avoid the Sale Barn Café. The cattle auctions that Jerry Estes held in the big barn out back just weren’t her thing.

It was the same with Jackie. The café was one thing, but she never walked along the path leading down the small hill to the auction barn. And she refused to go near the cattle.

Dayna, who worked part-time for the on-call vet in a small office at the back of the auction barn as well as waitressing, thought Jackie’s reluctance had something to do with the visiting veterinarian who occasionally had to lethally inject an animal because of an injury suffered during shipping. Jackie avoided anything to do with animals suffering and was nervous about being near the rambling auction barn, especially at night when the stalls were empty and the low-lying barn in back of the café was often shrouded in fog.

Dayna was an animal lover, too, just like Jackie and Lisa, but she had the mental toughness to do what was necessary when an animal was hurt. She actually wanted to be a cop, and had already enrolled at the local police academy, where she attended classes.

Jackie had tons of friends and was rarely alone. When she wasn’t with Dayna or Lisa, she was at the parking lot of the 7-11 on Highway 160 just outside Nixa. It had a pay phone in the parking lot and was convenient in case she needed cigarettes or Aqua Net.

But on a chilly, rainy night in May, just before midnight, Jackie found herself alone in the 7-11 parking lot. When forty-one-year-old Jewell Glotta pulled in at the convenience store just outside Nixa on her way to work near midnight, she saw what appeared to be a distraught teenage girl sitting coatless on a cement curb with the rain dripping off her hair and mascara running down her cheeks. The girl sat beside a black Camaro and was leaning her head against the driver’s door and weeping.

Glotta had no idea that this girl was Nixa’s own “It Girl”—the promising, desirable Jackie Johns, the girl with the golden future.

Then she realized she had seen her before. It had been a week earlier in the same parking lot around the same time near midnight. This same girl with the same car was then twenty cents short of paying for two dollars’ worth of gas, and Glotta had been happy to loan her the twenty cents. And when she again ran into her a few days later inside the 7-11, Jackie had repaid her the money.

But what was this? Why was Jackie crying in the rain?

“Are you all right? Are you sick?” Glotta asked her. Jackie shook her head, but Glotta didn’t know what that meant. She didn’t think Jackie had been drinking; at least she didn’t smell any alcohol when she sat next to her. But Jackie kept right on crying. And then a pay phone behind them began ringing. Jackie jumped up, grabbed the receiver, and screamed, “You dumb motherfucker!”

Glotta was so surprised, she rushed into the 7-11, bought her snacks for work, and left. She never saw Jackie again.

Whatever that disturbing phone call in the rain had meant, Jackie never talked about it with Lisa or Dayna. Maybe it was about Cody. But by the time the hot weather arrived in the middle of June, he and Jackie had patched things up. He had given her forty dollars and a beautiful card on her birthday, and she’d put the card in her Camaro on a little shelf under the dashboard. She had turned twenty a week earlier on June 7.

On Saturday, June 15, 1985, Jackie was happily anticipating a day off work with friends. They planned to spend the day at nearby Table Rock Lake, where Lisa’s parents owned a cabin on the water.

But once she was at the cabin, Jackie seemed unusually quiet.

Lisa and her boyfriend, Tony Ledford, and another couple were already at the cabin before Jackie and Cody showed up. They all drank piña coladas and then went down to the water. Lisa’s family had bought her one of the first Jet Skis ever seen on the big lake, and she loved to gun it until the craft leaped over the waves.

Now, she circled just off the narrow beach, and Jackie begged her to be able to try it, but Lisa wouldn’t let her. For some reason, Lisa just didn’t want to share it that day. Later, she couldn’t understand why she had been so mean to her best friend. It might have been something about the way Jackie was acting. She seemed bothered about something but hadn’t talked her head off as usual. Lisa wondered whether they might be growing apart.

As the hot afternoon wore on, Jackie and Cody eventually gathered their towels and street clothes and, without a word, trudged up the embankment to the parking lot. They left without saying good-bye, strange behavior for the usually gregarious Jackie.

The next day, Sunday, Jackie called in sick to K-Mart. That, too, was unusual, as she rarely took time off.

The following morning, Monday, June 17, 1985, Jackie got out of bed early for her morning shift at the café. She gazed into the bathroom mirror and, using a rattail comb, teased her bangs and put on her lip gloss and blush. Then she sprayed a fog of Aqua Net around her. Jackie refused to be seen in public unless her hair and makeup were just right, no matter how long it took.

After the breakfast rush at work, she left to have Sonya, one of the waitresses from the café, cut her hair. She told Sonya it was time for change in her life, and a new hairstyle would be the first step.

An hour later, at 3:15 P.M., Jackie walked through the door of the Tanning Saloon, where she also worked a couple of hours a week in exchange for free time under the lamps.

“How do you like my haircut?” Jackie asked Cindy, the owner, and then, instead of waiting for her answer, she headed straight for a tanning bed. Cindy Hood knew something was wrong. Jackie always became the center of attention when she came into the salon, and she’d always have a joke, a bit of gossip, or a story. And she’d just had her hair cut—and everyone knew Jackie’s hair was her obsession. So it was inconceivable that she didn’t want to talk about it.

Hood thought about asking Jackie if there was something she could do to help whatever was bothering her, but then thought better of it. Later, she wished she had gone with her instincts.

About an hour later, twenty-two-year-old Wanda Smith showed up at the tanning salon. She, too, noticed that Jackie was uncharacteristically quiet.

“What’s wrong?” Wanda asked her.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Jackie said. “I can’t talk about it.”

“Talk about what?” said Wanda.

“Oh, just nothing. Nothing. I gotta go.” Jackie hastily stepped out the front door and then walked to her Camaro. The women in the salon watched Jackie walk to her car, then saw her do an odd thing: Jackie pulled the driver’s seat forward before she got in and looked in the back, as if checking to see if anyone was hiding in the rear of the car.

Then, she drove straight to her parents’ home and changed out of her shorts and T-shirt into a blouse and jeans. She was due back at the café at 5 P.M.

At around 8 P.M. Lisa got a phone call. It was Jackie calling during her break at the café. “I gotta talk to you tonight. Meet me after work,” Jackie said.

“I can’t go out tonight,” Lisa told her. “My mother won’t let me—it’s too foggy to drive.”

“But you gotta,” Jackie said. “I gotta talk to you about something. I can’t talk on the phone. It’s important.”

Lisa told Jackie to wait and then set the receiver down. She asked her mother if she could go out, but her mother wouldn’t budge. Lisa would never forget what her mother said.

“You’re not going out. It’s foggy enough for murder.”

That night, Jackie wore a red and white striped blouse. Alice, the cook, remembered the blouse because Jackie had traded clothes with a girlfriend from Ozark, and the blouse was part of the exchange. She had been happy to get it.

Her coworkers remembered that Jackie’s shift had been unremarkable except for when Cody’s friend, Kirk Dooms, showed up. He had come to ask for Jackie’s advice about his relationship with his girlfriend. Nixa’s “Ann Landers” was on duty once again.

Alice saw them sitting on opposite sides of a booth. Jackie was leaning in, listening intently as Kirk discussed his romantic turmoil. Alice remembered that they talked for a half hour and then Dooms left.

Other employees would recall that at roughly 10:00 P.M., Jackie shook out the rugs and swept the floor. When she was finished cleaning, she met Cody in the parking lot, and he kissed her good night. Cody, who worked the cattle auction that night, was exhausted and told Jackie he was going straight home.

Jackie seemed happy as she said good night to Cody and drove off in her Camaro into the dense fog. Other waitresses and men from the auction would recall that she turned right on Highway 160, in the direction of the 7-11.

But something very unusual had happened about a half hour before the café closed at 10 P.M. Jackie had told Alice that she was going down to the auction barn, and later a hired hand, who didn’t know Jackie, said he thought he saw a girl in a red and white striped blouse walking down the path to the auction barn.

The young man thought this was odd because there was no one down in the empty barns. The stalls were dark and smelled of cattle. The auction staff had left and buyers were on the road, hauling stock. The vet had closed his office and Dayna wasn’t around. But the hired hand was sure he saw the girl walk all the way down the path and disappear into the first of the barns.

The next day, when Dayna learned about Jackie’s trip to the auction barn, she was puzzled because Jackie had always been afraid to go down there. Why would she go there that particular night? Had Jackie been looking for her? What did she want?

Unfortunately, Dayna would never find out.


CHAPTER 3
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BLOODY MONDAY

Jerry Estes sat straight up and swung his legs off the couch. He’d decided to stay the night at his office at the Sale Barn, and he’d slept deeply after a long day and night running his café and his cattle auction followed by an hour drinking beer with the cattle workers on the back of a flatbed truck in the parking lot.

He heard a pounding coming from the next room. Someone was at his office door. The pounding got louder, like a process server or a cop with a warrant. He pulled on jeans and a T-shirt but didn’t turn on the light.

It was Alice, his cook, at the door. She usually showed up right around 5 A.M. on weekdays, often with Dayna, to get the café’s fryers started. Now, Alice was so excited she was talking too fast for Jerry to understand. Dayna stood right behind her, looking extremely upset.

“Slow down! Slow down!” Jerry told Alice. “Start again.”

It had something to do with his waitress Jackie Johns and her car, her precious Camaro. Nobody was inside, and it was sitting abandoned on the highway. The milkman had spotted it, too.

Now, Alice took a deep breath, her eyes wide with fear for her friend.

“Easy, honey,” Jerry said, waiting until she could speak. He didn’t dare think about what all this could mean.

“It’s Jackie’s car,” Alice said. “It’s out on the road with the door open and I didn’t see Jackie anywhere. You’d better not wait, Jerry. You’d better go. Maybe she’s hurt or something!”

A heavy fog still lingered that morning, but Jerry sped along Highway 160, deserted at this early hour. In a few minutes, he arrived at the spot Alice had described, about two miles from the auction barn. A Camaro was parked on the shoulder of the road headed northbound toward Springfield amid signs of construction all around.

Jerry parked his pickup ten feet behind the black Chevy and immediately recognized it as Jackie’s car, with its personalized license plate: “Jacki-1.”

His pickup’s headlights lit the scene, and, just as Alice had reported, the Camaro’s driver’s door was ajar. Jerry cautiously walked around the car and then came back to the driver’s side, careful not to smudge any fingerprints, and pulled the door open.

When he looked inside, he felt his stomach churn. The car was a holy mess!

Jackie’s open purse lay on the front floorboard, and he could see money inside it. The keys were in the ignition. Items of makeup were scattered about and the ashtray had been pulled out. It, too, lay on the floor.

But it was the sight of blood everywhere inside the car, mostly in the backseat, mixed in places with long strands of dark hair, that made him gasp. He instinctively stepped back as he struggled to absorb what he was seeing, and then quickly looked over the Camaro’s roof to the field beyond, but no one was in sight.

The sun was just coming up, with the fields still in shadows. Not one car passed as Jerry forced down his rising gorge and took another look inside the Camaro. There was just enough light to see blood on the front seat on both the driver’s and the passenger’s sides. There were even splotches of blood along the top of the passenger’s window.

And the backseat was far worse. With growing horror, Jerry realized that the big splotches of dark stain across the red cloth interior were blood mixed with what looked like dried leaves and dirt. On the floor in back, he saw bloody blue jeans with the legs rolled up and what appeared to be panties caught up in one of them.

He also spotted a blood-smeared bra.

That was enough. Jerry ran to his pickup to get back to the café, where he called the dispatcher at the Christian County Sheriff’s Office in Ozark. The woman promised that she’d send help, and then Jerry shakily drove back to the Camaro to wait for the police.

Missouri State Highway Patrol trooper Billy Chadwick was the first to show up, with Sheriff Dwight McNiel right behind him. Then, a few minutes later, Sergeant Tom Martin from the Highway Patrol pulled up. The three police cruisers kept their emergency lights flashing as commuters to Springfield began passing the scene and word spread that something was up on Highway 160.

Jerry watched, his stomach in knots, as Chadwick and McNiel shone their flashlights into the Camaro’s interior. Then they turned to him. “What happened here?” Chadwick asked.

Jerry told them that Alice, his cook, had said she’d seen the car at 5 A.M. when she came to work, and she’d awakened him to come take a look. She was worried, and now so was he—in fact, panicked was probably a more accurate word for how he felt.

He told the police that after arriving and seeing the blood, he had driven back to the office to call the sheriff’s dispatcher, and had then returned immediately to the Camaro.

The four of them stood there. They all knew what had to happen next, but no one wanted to be the one to do it.

Someone had to open the trunk.

Finally, with a sense of dread, McNiel removed the keys from the Camaro’s ignition and Chadwick trained his flashlight on the rear of the car. It was then, under the powerful beam, that Jerry noticed a faint, whitish dusting that seemed to encase the entire car, as if it had been driven across dirt roads at high speed. However, it looked like someone had wiped the dust away from a bread box–sized portion of the trunk lid, just above the lock.

Now, Jerry, Chadwick, and Martin watched intently as Sheriff McNiel inserted the key
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