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A mystery with Elizabeth’s name on it.


Elizabeth, Tom, and Tamantha prepare to celebrate their first Christmas together, with the joys and complications of forming a new family. But that’s not all Elizabeth has on her plate for the holidays.

Someone’s put a wish on the Christmas Wishing Tree set up at KWMT-TV that has her name on it . . . and it’s a weird one.
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Prologue


I’m not getting married as soon as I hoped.

I was all for a quickie at the courthouse, then telling everyone afterward. My intended, Thomas David Burrell, said my mother would faint and he couldn’t take that, even with her being in Illinois and us here in Wyoming.

So, we did not call my parents to tell them we were married.

Instead, we had a video call to tell them we’re getting married.

I said I wanted to get married at Christmas, a few weeks from now. With it being such short notice and understanding not everyone wanted to travel to Sherman, Wyoming, in late December — though, really, how much room do residents of northern Illinois have to complain about anyone else’s winter weather? — we’d have an informal family gathering to celebrate, sometime in the summer.

Mistake.

If we’d had a firm time frame we might still have ended up in the same place, but it would have been a fairer fight.

“You do not want to get married at Christmas,” Mom said firmly.

Catherine Danniher said few things not firmly.

“Yes, I do. The sooner—”

“Your anniversary will be forever overshadowed.”

“That’s okay. We’re not likely to be throwing big parties or—”

“Big parties are not the issue. The two of you as a couple is the issue. Besides, what about all of us who want to celebrate with you?” she asked, contradicting her previous statement.

“As I said, we’ll have an informal gathering for family and friends—”

“Months and months later,” she protested. “And informal.”

“Everybody should be at the church,” said Tamantha, my soon-to-be stepdaughter, from her seat at the edge of the video view, where she was petting my dog Shadow. The traitor.

Not for petting Shadow. For backing my mother.

“Exactly,” Mom said. “We should all be at the church. You need to give everyone time to arrange to be there, so no earlier than summer. Not to mention, we need time to plan the wedding.”

You might notice Tom and my dad said nothing during this. I could have used the support, but I didn’t blame them. I’d have checked out of the conversation, too, if it wouldn’t have meant Mom immediately reserving a cathedral somewhere.

“Mom,” I said patiently and with my own version of firm, which meant not letting any fear leak through, “I’ve done the traditional wedding route. I don’t—”

“I haven’t.”

I whipped my head around to Tom.

Mom hooted in triumph.

Looking at me, but with a half grin for her, he said, “I’m not saying big and fancy, but more than the courthouse. And with friends and family around us.”

“And an aisle where I can do cartwheels,” Tamantha declared.

Talk about sealing the deal.

Not ready to give up — when am I ever ready to give up? — I used the classic, “We’ll talk about that later. Now, about Christmas, I have my ticket—”

“Great,” my father said.

“No,” my mother said. “You will spend your first Christmas as a family with Tom and Tamantha.”

While I tried to imagine not being in Illinois for Christmas — compounded by the shock my mother, of all people, set that agenda, my betrothed said, “We could get tickets, too. We could stay in a hotel—”

“Great, Tom,” my father said. “But no hotel—”

“No,” my mother said to Tom and Dad. I gave Tom a welcome-to-the-family pop to the leg below screen level.

“No hotel when you come here, but also no tickets for Christmas. You need to make your own traditions together. You are, of course, welcome to come any other time.”

“But we’re always all home for Christmas. Everybody at the house, all together,” I protested.

“Yes,” she conceded. “It’s been easy with the other kids — their families — living so close. But I’m going to talk to the girls—” Her daughters-in-law. “—and see what they think about spreading out the celebration instead of having everything here.”

“But Cat—” My father’s protest had no chance.

“It’s time, Jimmy. Past time. Remember how your parents started coming here for Christmas instead of us going there? The baton does get passed. Anyway—” She faced us. “This first Christmas needs to be yours together in your home.”

Which home?

We had two — the ranch (his) and the house in town (mine.)

Christmas was getting complicated.

Not to mention a wedding to follow sometime in the new year.

“We’ll send you your stocking,” my mother added.

“You have a stocking?” Tamantha asked.

“In the Danniher family everyone gets a stocking, not just kids,” I said. And having mine no longer residing at my parents’ house had to be the ultimate symbol of getting kicked out of the nest.

Interesting. She’d never sent it to me during my first marriage.

Tamantha looked at me doubtfully. “How can they get stockings when Santa isn’t real?”

My mother filled the gap of my silence. “Maybe — and I’m keeping an open mind about this — there isn’t the one, true Santa living at the North Pole with Mrs. Claus, the reindeer, and elves, but there are many, many designated Santas among us. Including you.”

Score for Mom.


THREE WEEKS BEFORE CHRISTMAS


TUESDAY

Chapter One


Red, green, gold, and silver garlands festooned from ceiling-hung monitor to ceiling-hung monitor in the KWMT-TV newsroom bullpen. They danced in what Wyomingites blithely called a breeze, which gusted in whenever the main doors opened.

Even newsrooms are not immune to the holiday spirit.

That’s despite a fair percentage of the staff working part of Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, New Year’s Eve, New Year’s Day. A few unlucky — and usually recently hired — souls will work all of them.

It’s true the holidays are generally a stretch of slow news days. But viewers get cranky if news broadcasts are blank other than a Closed for the Holidays notice. They’d probably be okay without the news portion, but you better not deprive them of sports and weather.

Nor are newsrooms immune to the holiday rush.

Staffers work nearly as much — sometimes more — to fill those slow-news-days broadcasts as they do on regular news days. Along with their holiday activities.

You’d think my holiday activities would smooth out to barely a hill, what with taking the mountain of getting married at Christmas off the agenda. That should make the season downright laid back.

Not really. Christmas has a way of filling in every nook and cranny of time.

Or maybe it felt that way because there weren’t many nooks and crannies to fill.

First, Tom and I co-opted nooks or crannies to be together. Let Mom and Tamantha push the wedding back to summer, we were starting the honeymoon now. At least an important aspect of it.

Second, KWMT-TV was searching for new hires.

Michael Paycik, as new majority owner of the station, roped me into joining him in interviewing.

The Helping Out! beat is my official job at KWMT-TV. My unofficial job spreads from murder investigations to brand new — and amorphous — consulting with Mike.

Third, current KWMT staffers kept bringing Christmas projects, goodies, and decorations to be shared.

Hey, somebody had to string those garlands from ceiling-mounted TV to ceiling-mounted TV while standing on desks in the bullpen and I was taller than most.

Leona D’Amato took on the task of getting and decorating a Christmas tree for the newsroom. Officially, she’s the station’s part-time “society” reporter. Lately she’s been our extremely reluctant full-time-and-more anchor.

That doesn’t mean she’s given up what she considers her real job.

The tree came from a charity fundraiser, as did the half-dozen table-top trees she added to the bullpen, assignment desk, and break room. The table-top versions were decorated with red and gold balls and spirals of rope in a nod to cowboy country. The main tree added something to those core decorations.

Folded over white cards stuck in the branches.

It was a Christmas Wish tree.

“Instead of just the one, official Christmas Wish tree, they’re trying something different this year, with trees scattered around — the museum, the sheriff’s department, the library, the feed store, and more, including here. Everybody take one — there’s lots more where these came from. And there are cookies.”

Walt, another reporter, rose from his desk in the bullpen at the siren call of cookies. Staffers who’d been in the editing bays down the hall came our way. And two camera operators materialized.

Neither of the camera wielders was my good friend — and the station’s best behind the camera — Diana Stendahl. She was away for an impromptu two-day, one-night getaway with her honey, Sheriff Russ Conrad. Where was a state secret.

It was impromptu because they’d realized the day before yesterday that with few cases on the sheriff’s department’s docket, little news among her assignments, and Mike staying at the Bunkhouse as backup/oversight for her responsible, but still teenage daughter and son in the nearby ranch house, they carved out not-quite forty hours of alone time.

So they couldn’t have gone far, which narrowed the possibilities— No. I was not trying to figure out where they went. Even if my brain did drift on its own toward solving puzzles. Absolutely not.

“Diana will take some when she comes back,” I said to shut up my puzzle-tinkering mind.

“We’ll have another crop of requests by then.” Leona held the cookies in one hand and plucked wish cards off the tree with the other, handing one to each staffer followed by a cookie.

The forms were heavy paper, trimmed to four by five-and-a-half inches, then folded in half, so when the upside-down V shape nestled in the tree’s branches, none of the information inside was visible.

“We’ve had all sorts of requests. Dolls and trains and stuffed animals and Legos, of course. Then we get a fair number of requests for a younger sibling.” Leona tipped her head. “About the same number of requests to take back an existing sibling.”

I snorted.

She didn’t miss a beat. “Along with the heart-tuggers of wanting a parent or grandparent to not be dead, parents not to divorce, a parent to come back from being deployed . . . or to come back because the so-called adult ran off.”

“Or a kid who wants a trip to outer space,” said a producer named Bruce, reading one card.

He’d worked almost exclusively with our recently departed anchor, keeping his head down and doing whatever he was told.

Too soon to tell if he’d truly become part of the new way of doing things, but he wasn’t likely to make a lot of trouble either. Going along was how he’d survived the previous regime.

Difference was, now he’d be going along with good journalism.

“How is that heart-tugging?” asked Jennifer Lawton, news aide extraordinaire, computer whiz, and soon to be departing for a special program at Northwestern University. I wished I didn’t feel a clunk in my chest every time I thought of that last one. Which was every time I looked at or thought about her.

“Sheesh.” Leona clicked her tongue, reading over Bruce’s shoulder. “Go up in a rocket? This kid needs to get adopted by one of those billionaires sending themselves into outer space.”

“Or make a couple billion himself,” Bruce said.

“Or herself,” Audrey said.

“Right. Sure,” Bruce mumbled, not believing it. But at least he was participating.

“Better put that one back, Bruce,” Leona instructed. “The charity told the kids to keep wishes realistic, but with all those bring-Daddy or Mommy-back cards, they sure didn’t listen.”

“I’ll take it,” Mike said. “I’ve got an idea.”

Leona didn’t have to be asked twice.

She reached up to take another card off the tree, read it quickly, snorted in a most unseasonable tone, and shoved it at me.

“Here, this is for you.”

Reflexively, I took hold of the card. Instead of looking at it, though, I stared at my co-worker. “What do you mean it’s for me?”

“This one has your name on it. And I don’t mean like a kid wanting to go to outer space is right up Mike’s alley.” She pointed to the card.

It was a piece of card stock, folded in half, making it nearly the same size as the official cards. On the front was written: E.M. Danniher, KWMT-TV.

It literally had my name on it.

“What does it say?” Jennifer asked.

“I don’t know.”

She huffed. “You’re not going to if you don’t look.”

“Go ahead, read it,” Leona ordered.

You were so instrumental before, I hope you can help me again.

“What does that mean?” Jennifer asked.

“I have no idea.” I turned it over. Nothing on the back. My name on the front. A puzzle in the middle.

Looking over my shoulder, Leona said, “That’s not an official card. I wondered why it didn’t have a design on the front — not to mention having your name written on it. But now I see it’s not one of ours. Not the form inside for people to fill out. Here’s your official one.”

I truly wasn’t sharp today. I let her put another card in my hand. This one without my name on it and with a Christmas tree design on the front against a line drawing that might be the top of the Cottonwood County courthouse or a birdhouse.

Inside, a kid asked for a basketball, soccer ball, and spurs. One handwritten word added: Girl.

So, now I had two requests. One for a sporting goods store. And one to help with something unknown.


Chapter Two


No one but me seemed bothered by this bonus wish I’d received.

“But where did it come from?” I said to the group around the tree, not for the first time.

“It’s the season of miracles,” Mike said.

“It’ll take a miracle to figure out who wants what, much less how to fulfill their wish,” I grumbled.

“In the meantime,” he said cheerfully, “I have a trip to outer space to arrange for a five-year-old. But, first, here’s Dale with our Hamburger Heaven order. Just in time. I’m starved.”

“Forget food. You have a plane to catch in Billings,” Jennifer said.

He looked at the time and said, “Yikes. Right. See you all next week.”

But he didn’t move immediately. A fact I assumed had to do with Dale coming in through the double set of glass doors with the fast-food bags.

Mike’s eyes tracked his progress.

“You’re not going to be able to keep up flying back and forth to Chicago, Mike,” Walt said around another cookie. His third. He also held three Wishing Tree cards. “Even if the weather cooperates on both ends — and you know it won’t — you’ll be worn down to nothing.”

“Until we get the new News Director picked, so he or she can start hiring, I’ll make it as often as I can. Give me a bag with a burger and fries, Dale.” Mike gathered his luggage and jacket.

“First hire better be an anchor,” Leona grumbled.

I couldn’t disagree with her. I’d done several anchor spots in the week after Thanksgiving, plus yesterday, to spell her. A reporter named Iverton had been anchor one day, too. It hadn’t gone well.

Leona was on the hook for most of the shifts.

Dale asked, “Couldn’t you hire a General Manager first, so they can pick who they want as News Director, so the News Director can pick who they want as anchor?”

“No,” the rest of us said in unison. Mike continued, “After the experience with Thurston and Les, I’m not inclined to hire a package deal. Besides, I want the strongest say in who gets hired. At least to start.”

“And the first hire better be an anchor,” Leona repeated.

Mike pretended not to hear in the flurry of his leave-taking.

Which was followed immediately by the flurry of food distribution for lunch.

*   *   *   *

Tamantha came in to collect me at the end of my work day for our planned dinner at the Haber House Hotel dining room, while Tom stayed in the truck to keep it running and warm.

She made a beeline for the Christmas Wishing Tree, calling across the otherwise deserted bullpen to me, “What’s this?”

I explained as I gathered my belongings and started applying the layers necessary to fight off the cold’s assault from station to truck and from truck to hotel.

“All these cards are people wanting something?”

“Yup. Go ahead, look at some, just put them back on the tree when you’re done.”

“This is like all of your family getting stockings, only bigger.”

And helped more people, though it probably didn’t cause as much laughter.

After a pause, Tamantha said, “This kid wants a toy cattle truck, but there’s no address of where to send it.”

“No. It’s anonymous. The wish gets assigned a number — see it there on the card? The giver attaches that number to the gift and that’s how the organizers know who it goes to.”

“There are a lot of cards.”

“Yes, there are.” I’d noticed Leona putting up new ones as soon as staffers took any off the tree. “Some families don’t have extra for fun things at Christmas.”

“We help with the food drive at Thanksgiving, but I didn’t know about getting presents for people at Christmas.”

“There are lots of ways to help other people,” I said blandly. As a not-yet-stepmother, I intended to leave all the hard stuff to Tom. “C’mon, let’s go join your father and get dinner.”

*   *   *   *

I expected Tamantha to tell Tom all about the Christmas Wish Tree as soon as we got in his truck.

But she was distracted.

So was I.

Because he leaned across and tugged me toward him for a kiss more thorough than a hello peck, but not as deep as we both wanted.

When we stopped, we still looked at each other.

“Are you two going to do that a lot?” Tamantha asked from the back seat. Not overtly disapproving, but seeking clarity.

“Yes.” Tom kissed me again — this one a hello peck — and put the truck in gear. “Part of the deal.”

Tamantha huh’d. Not arguing, just noting.

“Deal?” I asked. Because it had sounded a touch more specific than the generic meaning of the phrase.

“When Daddy told me he wanted to marry you and I said good, he said I needed to know it’s a package deal — you getting married, me being your kid along with his, you being my mom, him being your husband. All of it. And there are parts I’m in and parts I’m not in. Like the kissing.” She didn’t make it a question, but did leave a gap for him.

“Exactly,” he confirmed.

“But that means Elizabeth should get a say in things, too.”

He responded, “We are not buying Christmas cards so you can shred them.”

An inexplicable non sequitur to me, but clearly not to her.

I twisted in the seat to ask her, “Why would you shred Christmas cards?”

Tamantha turned from meeting her father’s glance in the rear-view mirror — was that a this-is-not-over message for him in her eyes? — to me. “To make ornaments. We’ll put the sparkliest shreds into a clear ornament and then take them to the hospital to decorate for people who have to be there over the holidays at the same time we go caroling. That’s a couple days after the concert.”

The concert. Already on my calendar with a red star.

“Only,” she smoothly continued, “we need to bring in old cards and Daddy says he doesn’t have any.”

She clearly found this a failing on his part.

He lifted a shoulder. “Toss the ones from insurance companies and such. Don’t get many others.”

“Mrs. Garibay said a lot of people have given up cards even though it’s a wonderful way to stay connected to people. And we can use them in this ornament project. She said she’d take all our leftover cards, because she makes wreaths out of Christmas cards and puts those on people’s doors at the hospital when we go there for caroling. You’ll come to that, too, Elizabeth.”

Without drawing a breath after her edict — I already had it on my calendar with a red star, too — she returned to her point. “Except I won’t have any cards to bring if Daddy won’t buy them. Even if Mrs. Garibay will only let us do the ornaments and not the wreaths because she uses a hot glue gun and toothpicks.” She gave an oh-brother eye roll.

Tom must have heard the eye roll in her voice, because without looking away from the road, he said, “Would you want all the kids using hot glue guns and having toothpicks?”

“No way. But I could— Okay, I get it. Can’t let one person do it.” She huffed, wordlessly lamenting being held back by those not trustworthy enough for hot glue guns and toothpicks — like me.

But I did have redeeming qualities.

“I have old Christmas cards you can have,” I exchanged cards with relatives and long-time friends. It wasn’t as efficient or, some would say, as environmentally sensitive as email, but it was a whole lot prettier. And now I had this stash for Tamantha’s project, outshining her father. “My family recycles cards as package tags, so we keep the ones we get.”

“Another tradition?” Tom murmured.

“We’ve got a million of them,” I straight-faced back to him.

“Like what?” Tamantha demanded from the back seat.

“We watch old home movies Christmas night. It’s fun to see Christmases past, including when my parents were kids.”

Tamantha sent a raised-eyebrow look at her father.

“We have some from when you were little,” he said.

“What about you?”

He shook his head.

She sighed then returned to the issue at hand, “Do you have lots of cards, Elizabeth?”

“Not as many as I used to have before I moved here,” I admitted, “but some. And I bet my mom would send you more.”

Her eyes lit up. “Can she do that right away?”

“We can ask.” I might outshine Tom, but my mother was sure to put us both in the shade.


WEDNESDAY


Chapter Three


Who says griping doesn’t pay off?

“How can I ever figure out what this person wants me to do or who the heck it is with this little bit to go on?” I flapped the non-official card from the Wishing Tree for emphasis.

I’d asked that question in various ways several times already in the newsroom this morning with no response beyond vague shrugs or noncommittal grunts. Tom hadn’t been any help last night, either.

“What is it?” Dale asked.

I wanted to hug the newly arrived news aide for showing interest.

“Didn’t you see this yesterday? Oh, right, you were out on a food run.”

“I’m always on a food run,” he muttered.

I got the feeling he’d like to take on more challenging tasks. Couldn’t blame the guy. But it was hard to turn to any of the other news aides for anything when Jennifer was so good at all news aide tasks and far beyond.

He might end up getting more than he wished for after Jennifer left.

For now, I ignored the mutter and answered his question.

“It’s a card from the Wishing Tree with my name on the outside, asking me to do something — unspecified — for a person also unspecified.”

His expression became an interesting blend of doubt, worry, and dawning I-think-I-can-solve-the-mystery satisfaction.

“Can I see that?” He held out a big hand.

“Sure.”

He took the folded over card, never opening it, but looking closely at my name written on the front. “This was on the tree?”

“Yes.”

“It was supposed to be in your mailbox. But before I could put it there I was sent out to pick up the lunch order. I left it on the corner of my desk to give to you or put in your box, whichever came first. When I got back, it wasn’t there and I figured you’d picked it up.”

I had a vision of returning to the newsroom area from the hall to the editing bays in time to see a couple of the custodial staff wrestling what became the Christmas Wishing Tree into place under Leona’s direction.

Including turning it around . . . which swept its branches right over the corner of the desk shared by all the news aides who weren’t Jennifer.

“With the tree being brought in—” I started.

At that moment, Iverton, another reporter arrived and headed right to his desk in the bullpen.

His entry set the ceiling garlands shimmying again. You’d think the double set of doors would block out more of the wind, especially since most people entering paused in the space between the inner and outer doors — those arriving to stamp their feet clear of snow and try to get the circulation back in their toes and those exiting to wrap tight one more layer and gird themselves for the onslaught outside.

But a gust reached us, riffling a stack of papers on the news aides’ desk.

“—and people going in and out,” Dale added.

“I bet it got knocked off—”

“Someone saw it on the floor—”

“—and put it on the tree,” I finished.

“But where’s the sticky note with it?” he asked.

“No sticky note reached me. It must have been lost in the Wishing Tree melee. There were cookies,” I reminded him. “Do you know who left this?”

“Sure. I asked if she’d leave her name and phone number and that’s what was on the sticky note.”

“You are a lifesaver, Dale. What was it?”

His face fell. “I’m sorry, Elizabeth. I didn’t memorize the phone number. I should have—”
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