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Murder capital of Wyoming?


The calendar has flipped to March but a winter chill of murder still stirs Sherman, Wyoming.

The latest death involves an off-season dude ranch and its staff, ardent rivals in a quest for buried treasure, a wildlife whisperer who seemed to know no enemies, and legends and exploits of long dead outlaws. Elizabeth and her fellow investigators must fan out across Cottonwood County and time to find answers.

They balance that with plans for an upcoming wedding, while the KWMT-TV crew adjusts to new ownership. Everyone hopes spring hires will breathe much-needed life into the understaffed local station.

If only Sherman had a draw . . . besides puzzling murders.
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DAY ONE


TUESDAY

CHAPTER ONE


Spring had sprung in the newsroom of KWMT-TV in Sherman, Wyoming.

At least Wyoming’s version of March had sprung.

Don’t think of daffodils and azaleas. More like being grateful daylight eked out a bigger share of the twenty-four hours. Maybe some stirring awe as calving season began.

To me, March in Wyoming meant trying to minimize exposure to it. At the moment, that meant cutting the elapsed time from vehicle — the station’s NewsMobile — to inside KWMT’s double set of glass doors.

As usual, I beat Diana Stendahl in that sprint.

She had the disadvantage of being weighed down by tools of her trade as the best cameraperson I’d worked with in a TV news career from Dayton to St. Louis to Washington, D.C., to New York, before crash-landing here.

It was a testament to our friendship that I did not plunge into the warmth and desert her. I stopped and held the door — from inside. It was awkward, but got me out of the wind.

When Wyomingites say the wind’s biting, think Jaws, not a puppy.

“Thanks . . . It’s natural people want to know about the wedding,” she continued our pre-sprint conversation.

“Then they should talk to Tamantha—” That’s my stepdaughter-to-be, the only daughter of Thomas David Burrell. We will make our familyhood official at the end of June. “—or my mother.”

I turned left from the entry hallway into the open bullpen with battered gray desks scattered like ectoplasm from an exploded gray blob. I might have watched a vintage sci-fi movie recently with Tamantha. She’d criticized the science. I gawked at the effects. Not believable, but entertaining.

Diana followed me to the third desk from the windows, the one with the E.M. Danniher nameplate, resting her equipment bag on it. “People asking about the wedding plans is their way of wishing you well.”

“Urging me to add pigeons is—”

“Doves.”

“—not wishing me well. It’s inviting a bird to poop on the bride. On top of which, our esteemed school district trustee was trying to drum up business for her son, the recently minted dove wrangler. One of forty-seven jobs he’s had in the two years I’ve been here. I can’t even imagine how many trees would die to print his complete resume.”

After unwinding my scarf, which had held the coat’s hood in place and muffled my lower face, and stashing gloves fit for the Antarctic in the pockets, I slid off my coat. People who wore jackets must not have temperature sensors in their legs. Or they went numb at the end of September and haven’t felt them since.

“That’s an exaggeration,” she said mildly.

“Not much. And—” I stopped and looked around. “Something’s wrong.”

Newsrooms have atmospheres and they’re seldom subtle, certainly not to those of us who’ve spent a lot of time in them.

In these past months, there’d been a palpable feeling of spring-like hope in KWMT’s newsroom. It being a much happier place was not me projecting my state of mind — or heart — now that Tom and I were together. Instead, it was the considered opinion of every member of the staff I talked with about the subject.

Granted that did not include a couple grumpy holdouts who, no doubt, missed now-forfeited benefits accrued from currying favor with the previous regime.

In fact, the newsroom mood registered downright jovial since Mike Paycik became majority owner in November. It had nothing to do with our surroundings — he was putting money into other parts of the operation than décor. And the mood endured despite everyone working extra hours because luring new hires to Wyoming in deepest winter proceeded at an appropriately glacial pace.

Mind you, jovial in a newsroom tends to consist of dark humor. At this moment, though, I didn’t pick up a hint of even the darkest, driest humor.

I scanned two fellow workers in the bullpen, with their heads down and headsets on as they stared at their screens, their expressions far from ebullient. I’d get nothing out of them. With Diana right behind me, I made a beeline for staffers clustered where the entry hallway turned left, marking the end of the bullpen and carving out an awkward triangle of space that used to be the staff breakroom, but now housed the assignment desk and news aides’ station.

Audrey Adams was at the assignment desk keyboard, which controlled three monitors, instead of the previous one. Other staffers ranged on either side of her.

“What’s wrong, Audrey?” Her glum expression made that an obvious starter question.

“The latest listings of towns in Wyoming are out and Sherman didn’t make it. Again.”

I looked around at the other long faces. “They’ve delisted Sherman as a town? Can they do that? When it’s the county seat?” With the courthouse in the center of town to prove it.

“What are you talking about? Of course it’s still a town,” Audrey said.

“You said—”

“I said the listing of Wyoming towns is out — you know, cutest towns in the state or most historic towns in the state or best towns to visit in the state or best hidden gems in the state. Sherman didn’t make it on any of those lists.”

“Has Sherman ever been on these lists?” I could see how dropping off such a list might lower spirits. Slightly. Momentarily.

“No, but that doesn’t mean we don’t belong,” Leona D’Amato said dourly.

She’s been with the station forever, officially as the part-time social and cultural life reporter. Unofficially, she’s our into-the-breach anchor.

She hates hard news. Hates anchoring. Hates full-time. All that hate is wearing on her.

Something needed to change. Though I was not fond of the most obvious fix — my becoming the anchor.

“That’s right. Sherman deserves to be on there somewhere,” Audrey said. “And other towns hogged multiple spots. How is that fair? Especially since . . .”

“Especially since what?”

She gusted out a sigh. “Mike was counting on it. He said that if we could promote Sherman and the county, maybe we could get more applicants for the management jobs and anchor. But we need something newsy to peg it off of. You know, Just named the town you’d most love to visit that you’ve never heard of, something like that.”

The faces grew longer. After months of improved morale, I hated seeing this.

“Why should we let someone else’s list stop us? Who are these people making the lists, anyway? If Sherman’s not on a list other people made up, then we make our own.” My speech wasn’t quite Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland saying, Hey kids, let’s put on a show! But it was close.

In those old movies — yes, I’ve also watched some of them with Tamantha — the rest of the kids bounce up and follow their brave leaders with enthusiasm.

I got blank stares.

“Like what?” Audrey asked for all of them.

“A tour of Wyoming towns named after Civil War generals. Sheridan, Sherman . . .” It was the best I could do off the top of my head, but I ran out of generals.

“Rawlins,” Diana offered.

“Buford,” Walt, one of the reporters, said. “That’s the town sold for almost a million dollars back around 2010. Advertised as the country’s smallest town.”

Audrey snorted. “Not even Wyoming’s smallest town — at least not all the time. Hartville’s gone down to a population of one, bounced back up to four or five, then back to one. And it has all sorts of historical claims, too. I know because it’s all over these lists.” She tapped her central screen. “Just look — Wyoming’s first town, longest operating bar, and that gets it the most historic town overall title, too. It’s hogging all those categories.”

My suggestion had not noticeably lifted anyone’s spirits. “It doesn’t need to be Civil War generals.”

“Wilson was named after one of the first Pony Express riders,” offered Jerry, who ran the studio cameras.

“Wasn’t the Pony Express route in southern Wyoming, largely along the same route as the railroad — generally where I-80 is now?” I was not without some knowledge of the state and its history after nearly two years here.

More importantly, after nearly two years of acquaintance with and tutelage by Emmaline Parens. Now officially retired from a long career as a teacher and principal, she hadn’t slowed down any in disseminating knowledge, whether the recipients liked it or not.

“Right,” Jerry confirmed.

“So, how does that help Sherman?” Leona asked.

“It doesn’t.” His deflated admission dropped the mood another notch.

“At least it’s not Laramie,” Walt said.

“What’s the matter with Laramie?” I asked. As the location for the University of Wyoming, it usually got good reviews.

“Named for a French-Canadian fur trapper who went into the mountains and never came back,” Diana said. “Jacques La Ramée or LaRamie. They named the mountains and river and then the town after him. So they’re all named after an explorer who you could say failed to explore.”

“I read he was killed by jealous fellow fur traders,” Jerry said.

“See,” I said brightly, “at least Sherman didn’t die. Well, until he did die, of course. But he survived the war and he’s not famous because he died.”

My failed attempt at cheer had everyone — including me — looking eagerly toward the sound of someone approaching from beyond the hallway’s right hand turn at the door to the news director’s office door. From there, the hallway led to the new break room, editing bays, studio, and deeper into the building.

Dale, a news aide, came into view around the corner, clearly more absorbed in what came through his earbuds than where he was.

He’s a good kid. But seeing him makes me miss Jennifer Lawton even more.

Once our news aide extraordinaire, computer whiz, and major part of a group of us solving murders, Jennifer was now living just north of Chicago, immersed in a special program at Northwestern University. A major coup for her. A major loss for KWMT . . . and me.

Dale said good-bye, apparently ending a call, and focused on us. “Did you hear? Someone died out at Elk Rock Ranch. Shot. I heard it on radio traffic—”

Before anyone else reacted, Leona exclaimed with spurious excitement. “I’ve got it! How we make Sherman stand out. We claim it as the murder capital of Wyoming.”

“Sherman, Wyoming. Small town living, lots of dying,” Walt immediately suggested.

“Great place to live — if it doesn’t kill you,” Jerry said.

“Live and die in W-Y,” contributed Diana.

“Only the last one works in this case,” Dale said solemnly. He does tend to be literal. “This one’s out of town. Like I said Elk Rock Ranch.”

“Where is this ranch?” I hadn’t heard of it before. Not that I knew all the ranches in the county or anywhere close. But I’d learned some from working for KWMT-TV and more from my connection with Tom. He owned the Circle B, north and west of town, nestled partly into the mountains, where the vegetation was lusher than the eastern part of the county, which required irrigation to wrest a living out of the Big Horn Basin’s semi-arid plateau.

“Way down in the southwest corner of the county, closer to Cody than Sherman, so it gets most of its business from that direction, closer to Yellowstone.”

“Why does that location give them business?” Last I heard, cattle didn’t care how close to Yellowstone they were. Except for being closer to Yellowstone’s wolf packs. That the cattle might care about, since the wolves didn’t recognize park boundaries.

“It’s a dude ranch,” Diana said. “Draws tourists.”

Ah. A different kind of livestock entirely.

Audrey cursed under her breath as a light on her console flashed. “That’s Mike. Hoping for good news.”

Mike had bought KWMT-TV largely from saving and investing his earnings during an NFL career with the Chicago Bears. Wisely, he continued his job as a sports reporter/part-time anchor at a network affiliate in Chicago.

He’s deservedly on the rise in his career. No reason he should give that up.

Besides, his visibility there helped get our first new hire here — Nala Choi, a December graduate from Northwestern. We had two more in line for later this year.

We had exciting changes cued up . . . if only we could fill the anchor, news director, and general manager jobs.

“Hey, there — good to see a crowd,” he said cheerfully from the screen. He immediately caught the mood. “What’s up?”

Audrey flicked a look toward me. I looked back steadily.

She’d wanted — and deserved — a position of authority in the newsroom. That included delivering bad news.

She drew in a breath. “Sherman’s not on any of the town lists.”

Mike’s turn to mutter a curse.

As Audrey started to cover the same ground of other towns hogging spots on the lists, Walt melted away with a few words about a verdict watch at the courthouse, Jerry didn’t bother with an excuse when he headed toward the studio, and Leona pointed at Mike on the screen and said, “No excuses. Get somebody,” before marching off.

“I can’t stay on long,” Mike said after Audrey finished. “Elizabeth, if we can set up a call soon—”

“Sure.” His tone didn’t promise leads on those other hires.

But I couldn’t be too pessimistic because, at that moment, Nala Choi came in the outside doors, reminding us all that Mike’s first hire was smart, hard-working, and learning fast.

We waved her over to say hi to Mike.

After a few sentences, he started the classic meeting wrap-up. “If that’s it . . .”

Audrey interrupted. “One more thing. I’ll let Dale tell you.”

She gave the news aide a look that I suspected resembled the one I’d given her — the yes, I could do this for you, but I’m not going to, because you don’t really need me to look.

His Adam’s apple dropped and rose, but he didn’t hesitate.

“There’s some other news.” Speaking up was a big step for Dale, though he still flushed red into the roots of his hair. “Keif Doobie from Elk Rock Ranch died.”

Keif Doobie was how it sounded to me, anyway.

“Keith?” I asked. I didn’t recall Dale using “f” instead of “th” before, but maybe I’d missed it.

“No,” Mike said emphatically — clearly in response to the news, not my question. “That’s a shame. A real shame. Dale’s right on the first name — Keefe, not Keith. Short for Keefer. Last name’s D-o-b-e-y. It’s pronounced DUE-bay.”

“Of course it is,” I grumbled.

When I’d first encountered the fact of Dubois, Wyoming, being DUE-boys to locals, I’d balked. Though considering LAIR-ah-me came from La Ramée, I shouldn’t be surprised.

Besides, learning the pronunciation of Dubois was a rebellion made me much fonder of it. At least according to legend, locals of the time disliked it being named after a senator — not even one from Wyoming — and rejected the French pronunciation.

I liked that story so much I didn’t care if it was true.

“You know him?” I asked Mike.

“Everybody knew him.”

As I started to roll my eyes, my gaze connected with Nala’s and we exchanged a look of commiseration as Cottonwood County nobodies who hadn’t known Keefer Dobey.

“He owns this ranch?”

Mike clicked his tongue. “Nah. He’s worked there pretty much his whole life, though. Year-round, too, while most of the staff are college kids in for the summer.”

“Staff?” I’d heard ranch workers referred to as hands, help, a rider, or — most often — their familial relationship to the speaker. Never staff.

“It’s a dude ranch,” Mike said. “Has been longer than I’ve been around. And Keefe’s been there as long as I can remember, too. He’s good on a horse, decent with a rope. Mostly quiet. Real knowledgeable about wildlife. Spends a lot of time alone in the outdoors. But he did love Cottonwood County High’s football teams.” He slid to fond sorrow in those final words.

Mike had been a star of those high school teams before playing for the University of Wyoming and the Chicago Bears. Not a star in the NFL, but smart enough to invest those earnings well and to retire when his knees threatened to give out.

In his hometown, he was beyond a star — a galaxy all by himself.

“How’d he die?” he asked. “He’s not that old . . .”

“He was shot,” Dale said.

“Shot? Accidentally? Not Keefe. So — No, no way Keefe committed suicide.”

“They’re not being real clear.” Dale’s Adam’s apple bobbed again at not being able to answer Mike’s question. “I just picked up enough to call somebody. They weren’t talking about it openly. Shelton told them to keep it zipped on the radio and—”

“Shelton,” Mike said in a that-explains-a-lot tone.

And it did.

Not only because Sergeant Wayne Shelton of the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department would order everyone to keep a lid on chatter — and be obeyed — but also that the sheriff’s department had sent their best.

“Murder?” Audrey asked, voicing what popped into all our minds.

“At least suspicious.” I turned to Dale. “When did this happen?”

“Someone at the ranch found him dead real early this morning and called 9-1-1. The sheriff’s department just left the scene. That’s when I picked it up and contacted some people. Not that they told me much. I should have gotten it earlier—”

“Not with Shelton keeping the lid on,” I said firmly.

“Why are you still there, Elizabeth?” Mike asked. “Get to the ranch. Find out what’s going on. You and Diana.”

“And get the story,” Audrey added. “You’ve got time to do a package for the Five. Then, for the Ten—”

“Elizabeth needs to look into this deeper than the live story,” Mike said.

“We’ll get the color at the ranch. Send Nala to the sheriff’s department,” I said.

“With Shelton in charge? What will she get?” Audrey answered her own question. “The standup in front to sandwich around your footage from the ranch. Okay.”

“I’ll drive,” Diana said.

We’d get there faster that way. Scarier, but faster.

I held up a hand to delay the breakup of this group and not just to put off going along for the ride with Diana driving to a breaking story. “Wait. I want to know about this ranch — this dude ranch — first.”

Mike said, “Only know the general outlines. Started as a working ranch way back. Then some rich family bought it maybe in the 1950s or so. Think they kept it mostly for themselves. But then one of them came out to live permanently and he turned it into a dude ranch. That all happened long before I was born. That owner — Chester Barlow — died and his niece inherited.

“Family’s rich. The other Barlows are among the billionaire set over around Jackson. And I suppose Wendy — that’s Chester’s niece who owns Elk Rock Ranch now — is Cottonwood County’s billionaire. Did I miss anything, Diana?”

“That about covers it. I barely remember Chester dying. I tend to think of Wendy Barlow as always owning it.”

“Now get going,” Mike ordered.


CHAPTER TWO


“Relax,” Diana said, looking over at me in the passenger seat.

I really wished she wouldn’t do that. At the speeds she attained in this shock-absorber-less torpedo, a second looking at me could cover a couple miles.

This was when I most missed Jennifer working at KWMT-TV.

Her official title was news and production aide, but she was so much more. Including a whiz on the computer, which was why she was in the special program at Northwestern, instead of feeding me more background information on Keefer Dobey and Elk Rock Ranch. While taking my mind off Diana’s driving.

“Tell me more about the wedding plans,” the driver herself said.

Close your eyes and think of England was supposedly advice from aristocratic English mothers to brides before their first sexual experience.

I turned toward the passenger window so Diana didn’t see me close my eyes against her driving and tried to think of my wedding.

“You already know most of it,” I said.

She’d heard about it as the major battles had been fought, the division of territories determined, the refugees resettled.

I suppose I shouldn’t talk about my upcoming wedding in terms of war, though it felt like campaigns were waged. Not nearly dirty enough, however, to liken them to political campaigns.

Besides, they were waged by people I love. Mostly.

At the outset, I’d lost my attempt at a quickie make-it-legal at the county courthouse event to be followed by a gathering of friends and family, perhaps several such gatherings to keep them low-key and casual.

General Catherine Danniher — aka Mom — won that battle. But I stood firm that the wedding would be here in Wyoming. I was not a blushing child bride to be given in matrimony from my father’s home to my husband’s. Thank heavens.

Tom and I were two wholes making a greater whole.

Okay, I admit, that doesn’t have the romantic ring to it that finding the missing half of your soul or making each other complete does. But it’s a heck of a lot more rewarding for the participants.

So, no, I wasn’t going back to Illinois to be married from my parents’ house. But we were getting married in a church.

Not my idea. Especially doing it twice.

First, in the Catholic church in Cody with a few of the earlier arrivals from my side of the family.

Tom decided on this, saying it was important to honor my family’s beliefs.

I don’t know — and he won’t say — how much Tamantha’s approval of the center aisle of the Cody church had to do with this decision. Nor do I know what arrangements she might have come to with her father and/or the priest regarding cartwheels down said aisle. I’m sure not betting against her.

Our wedding that’s on the invitations will be at the church Tom and Tamantha attend. Which will be convenient for the out-of-town guests staying in town and the locals, as well as a quick jaunt to the site of the reception — the Sherman Western Frontier Museum.

There are some in TV news who would say my celebrating getting married among historic artifacts is apropos. Though they wouldn’t say it to my face.

I like the place. It’s convenient, has plenty of space, the parking’s good, and the fees help the community.

Three months after we committed to marriage and three months before we will say I-dos, the major pieces were in place. In TV news lingo, the wedding was cued up — in place, ready to be played on-air.

Mostly because Mom or Tamantha started conversation after conversation with the ominous, “I’ve been thinking about the wedding” and then Tom and I had to act fast to head them off from what we didn’t want by finalizing what we did want.

I was beginning to think they did it on purpose.

And sometimes, my husband-to-be—

“I might know most of it, but tell me again anyway,” Diana said. “I like hearing about your wedding plans. Or, I should say, I like hearing what your mom and Tamantha have planned.”

“And Tom,” I mumbled. My eyes popped open and I jerked my head around to face her. “You’re interested in wedding plans? Are you—? You and Russ—? Is something—?”

For a professional talker, I was having trouble using my words.

Diana and the new — newish at this point — Cottonwood County sheriff, Russ Conrad, struck sparks off each other from their first meeting.

I was not entranced by the romance of that moment, since he was telling me to stop doing my job insofar as it involved investigating murders. He was fine with me resolving consumers’ issues with recurring Helping Out! segments. At least I think he was.

Despite little sign that he’d reciprocated, I’d relented somewhat in my opinion of Russ, based on how he treated Diana, interacted with her kids, and made her feel. Which was evident now from added rosiness in her cheeks and a smile that could have fit either Happy or Dopey of the seven dwarfs.

“No.” Apparently hearing that her tone qualified for doth protest too much, she backed off with a calmer rendition, “No.”

“Not yet.” I didn’t give her any chance to protest that. “I know you two have been using the L-word beyond that time he blurted it out last fall in front of your kids and the increasing coziness is apparent, but if you’re at the point of the M-word—”

“How old are you?”

“—you better not be keeping me in the dark.”

“You’ve got a lot on your mind.”

“Oh, brother. You’re not going to pull the don’t-want-to-distract-from-your-big-day nonsense, are you? Tom and I are getting married — emphasis on married, as in the beginning of our marriage, not as in emphasis on a wedding extravaganza. If I had my way—”

“I know. You’d fill out a form online and be done with it. Thank heavens for your mom and Tamantha and — especially — Tom, who know it’s a big deal and treat it like that.”

“Getting back to you and Russ,” I said with great dignity.

“We’re doing just fine, thank you. And here we are at Elk Rock Ranch. So, Ms. E.M. Danniher, reporter and sleuth, start paying attention.”


CHAPTER THREE


This was a part of the county where I hadn’t spent much time.

The western part of Cottonwood County climbed up the eastern slope of a portion of the Rocky Mountains mostly known as the Absaroka Range. Mostly because to flatlanders like me, mountain ranges are not neatly segmented like county or state lines. They blur and blend.

Or, they strike out on their own.

Take the Big Horns. They sit well east of here, with a hundred miles of Big Horn Basin stretching between them and the Absarokas, yet the Big Horns are also considered part of the Rockies. Does that make sense? No.

But back to the Absarokas being part of the Rockies, which does make sense, even to this Illinois-bred reporter.

In the southern corner of Cottonwood County, the semi-arid basin reaches farther west than in the rest of the county, with the mountains barely beginning their rising march before you run out of county.

That’s where Elk Rock Ranch was located.

From the flatter land, you had a better view of mountains than once you’re in them. As the road started climbing, pines obscured more and more of our line of sight. An s-curve-laden dirt road brought us to the classic pole ranch entrance with a top crossbar. A hanging wood sign with wood cutouts announced Elk Rock Ranch.

As we drove in, a familiar vehicle coming out slowed for the driver to raise a hand in greeting and the passenger to wave with a broad grin.

Rubbing it in.

The passenger was Needham Bender, owner and editor of the Sherman Independence, the driver was Cagen, his reporter.

They not only got to the story before KWMT-TV, but they were done before we arrived.

My consolation was that we’d have the story on-air multiple times before Needham’s next edition came out Friday.

Their being here first and our reporting the story first would be parsed in every detail when we next had dinner, most likely cooked by Needham’s wife, Thelma.

It required a couple more s-curves on this entry road before the pines retreated and we crossed a wooden bridge over a creek, reminding me of arriving at the home ranch of Tom’s Circle B. But instead of a ranch house and multiple working buildings, what we saw ahead here were cabins. Lots of cabins.

Close by, clusters of two or three cabins nestled into the trees and contours of the land, roughly circling a large timber building with a front porch that nearly dwarfed its two stories.

Diana drove to where the road became a dirt loop, connecting the inner grouping of cabins, the big house, a paddock, and, farther back, a large, wooden barn, with other outbuildings nearby, like chicks around a hen.

It all had the air of a well-equipped stage without any actors.

Not a person. Not an animal.

Back past the outermost of the outbuildings, I spotted three cabins that appeared to be the oldest of any I could see. One had yellow crime scene tape around it.

“Back there,” I pointed out to Diana.

“Uh-huh. I see the road to get there.”

She followed what was less a road than a route lightly passed over by a couple horse-drawn wagons a hundred and fifty years ago. But she did get us close.

The middle cabin had the door in the middle and a window on either side. The other two were mirror images of each other, with the door to one side and the pair of windows on the other. The one with crime scene tape was on the left.

The good news was there was no sign of a current official presence. The Cottonwood County Sheriff’s department had been here, done its work, and departed, leaving only the crime scene tape to mark its territory.

The bad news was there was no sign of anyone else, either.

Except — finally — one living creature. A solitary, medium-sized dog, flouting the crime tape by sitting on the porch inside it.

As it took in our vehicle, it slid into a dejected down, chin on paws.

We were not the hoped-for arrival.

I opened the NewsMobile’s door slowly, watching the animal’s reaction. It didn’t move. It didn’t look toward us. Its gaze remained focused toward the direction we’d come from.

Also slowly because I was not in any hurry to leave even the NewsMobile’s dubious protection from the wind that gave blustery a bad name. The day’s bright blue skies were false advertising.

I grew up in Northern Illinois. I know wind. You’ve heard about Chicago being the Windy City, right? Well, the wind doesn’t stop at the city limits. It gets an unencumbered sweep off Lake Michigan, true. But I’ve come to believe that farther out, it can get up an even better head of steam without all those pesky buildings in its way, especially across the flats of winter-shorn corn fields.

In Cottonwood County, the wind feels like an out-of-control skier, coming down the eastern slope of the Rocky Mountains, picking up speed all the way and bringing along with it the snow-fueled bite of the peaks.

The door of the cabin on the right opened.

That stopped me from wrapping the scarf around my neck and protecting my lower face. Oddly, many people resist being interviewed by a mummy.

A woman came out, settling a cowboy hat into place as she came, shading her face, especially with the sun behind her. She carried extra weight under a pair of overalls that covered a jeans jacket and she moved like she might have arthritis, but wasn’t letting it stop her.

“You with the deputies? They didn’t say anybody was coming back today.” She had a low, rather rusty voice.

Granted, the NewsMobile is not a slick, modern TV news mobile unit, but it does have KWMT-TV News, Sherman, Wyoming in bright red and blue letters.

Asking a potential interview subject if they can’t read is not the way to win them over. That left stating the obvious as my best option. “We’re with KWMT from Sherman, Ms. . . .?”

She picked up the dangling invitation as she walked toward us, calling out, “Brenda Mankin. Needham Bender’s already been here.”

“Yes. That’s for the newspaper, the Sherman Independence. We’re from the TV. The news. We heard about the death of Keefer Dobey—” I was careful to pronounce it the way Mike had. “And we wanted to talk to people who knew him.”

She looked toward the dog, as if it held the answer.

The dog didn’t move, didn’t change focus.

“I don’t know . . . The deputies . . .”

I didn’t want her to finish that thought, making it more real, adding an official seal.

“Mike Paycik sent us up to get the story because he thought so highly of Keefe and — Do you know him? Michael Paycik? He played football here, then at UW—” I deliberately used the local shorthand for the University of Wyoming. “—and pro ball with—”

“Of course I know him. Know all his stats from high school, college, and the pros, too. Though the Bears never made full use of his talents the way they should have, always having him blocking for some other gaudy player, when Mike should’ve been carrying the ball himself.”

Not having an immediate opinion on that topic — though I’d bet my dad did — I steered around it. “Yes, well, as I said, he thought highly of Keefe and wants to be sure our viewers know what a fine man he was — you know Mike bought the TV station?” An enthusiastic nodding of the cowboy hat rewarded my decision to skip details of minority ownership by employees and members of the community. “So when he tells us to get a story, we get the story.”

Diana made a sound from the other side of the NewsMobile.

Mike would hear all about this. And I’d take ribbing about it.

I could live with that.

Because Diana was getting her equipment out, which meant she thought my approach was working, making it well worth the cost of ribbing.

“We’d like to get closer and film, if that’s all right — That’s his cabin?”

It’s a little sneaky, but effective, asking for the permission, then tagging on the second question, so an answer to one became an answer to both.

The cowboy hat bobbed in a nod. Better yet, she adjusted her trajectory to meet us in front of the crime-scene-taped cabin.

“But the dog . . .?”

“Oh, Suzie Q’s as friendly as can be. Couldn’t have a dog on the place that’s not, not during the season with all the people coming and going and kids and some adults not thinking or asking before they reach out. She was raised to it from a pup. She’ll let anybody come up to her, pet her, take her food away, any ol’ thing, but she’s Keefe’s dog, through and through.”

The dog’s ears flickered at hearing her owner’s name, but wasn’t fooled into lifting her head.

“She’s—” Brenda cleared her throat and started again. “She’s waiting for Keefe to come back. That’s what she’d do if he ever left without her, which he didn’t do often. Almost never if he were doing anything here on the place, but now and then if he went into town, somewhere she couldn’t be. And now . . . That’s the direction they took him out and she’ll set here watching and watching for him to return.”

She turned away from us and stomped closer to the crime scene-taped cabin.

At the bottom of the steps, she stretched out a hand to pat the dog, which had the coat of a lab, except for a longer top knot between prick ears. Suzie Q might have looked comical if not for the intelligence in her golden-brown eyes. Now swimming in concern.

Diana had her camera already running and focused when Brenda Mankin turned around toward us, the daylight revealing her face for the first time.

From the way she’d moved, I’d put her age at maybe mid-50s.

Her face had me thinking in terms of centuries.

Saying she had wrinkles doesn’t convey the impact. The rippled skin of her face made me think of a Shar Pei made from linen, taken straight from the washer, and left to dry in a crumpled lump.

“I . . . I found him first thing this morning, you know. I called 9-1-1 right away but it’s not like they can get here fast. We’re all trained in first aid, including cardiac. Have to be. For the guests. Not breathing’s one thing. Sometimes you can get them back from that, but even though I tried chest compressions, I knew Keefe was gone . . . Hard not to. He was cold as a witch’s—”

She broke off that simile, perhaps in deference to Keefer Dobey’s memory.

“That must have been a terrible shock.”

“Sure was. He was right as rain last night. In fact, happy as a clam.”

She looked up and smiled at us. The sun- and wind- and age- and expression-etched lines shifted into their rightful place — into her rightful face. This was how she’d come to possess those folds. This was how she was meant to look.

“All excited about getting his DNA test back.”

My head came up. “DNA test?”

Forensics? Or—?

“For tracing his family. Never knew a lot about that kind of thing — his family history and all — and he’s been dying to get it and—” She broke off with a sucked-in breath and a return to the sagging wrinkles at belatedly recognizing her verbal gaffe. “Poor Keefe. Poor Keefe. He was sure these test results were going to tell him he’s descended from Oscar Virtanen and that had to give him an inside track on finding the treasure. Though it wasn’t like Oscar Virtanen wrote instructions to where he hid what he stole.”

“Treasure?” The single word covered my much broader confusion. I figured if I got an answer to that, I might also learn who Oscar Virtanen was and why Keefe wanted to have been descended from him.

But Brenda had another point to make. “Don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t like Keefe was ever dissatisfied with his lot. I don’t want you to think he was one of those people grasping to be something other than he was. That’s not true at all.” The rustiness in her voice remained. It wasn’t from lack of use, it was a permanent feature.

“The opposite. He loved living here year-round. Loved the solitude in the winter and the company in the summer. Loved working alone and loved teaming up with somebody. He was easygoing, that’s what he was. Most easygoing person I think I ever did meet. I’m not one to get all worked up like some, but he always was way more that way even than me . . . Mellow. That’s the word. Mellow. Sometimes he reminded me of those critters on the zoo shows that look like they’re going in slow motion.”

“Sloths,” Diana and I said simultaneously.

“That’s them. Sloths. He moved like that. Not lazy, but not scurrying around, either. Deliberate like. He’d get to where he was going and he’d get the job done, but not with any hurry.”

Her face, so naturally disposed to smiling, fell back into the folds of sorrow.

“That’s what was so confusing, even before the deputies got here. When I was trying to figure out what happened.”

She didn’t appear to notice that I hadn’t followed her segue from Keefer Dobey moving at sloth speed and her being confused about his death.

Perhaps because she needed more in this moment to say the thoughts in her head than to have them understood.

“There was blood. A lot of blood. Seemed to come from his head. Some of it was there, on the corner of the table by the kitchen, where he ate most times and did a lot of other things, too, because of the windows. Brings in the light. Guess my mind went to maybe he’d fallen, hit his head. You know, tripped over Suzie Q.” She frowned fiercely. “But it doesn’t figure. I’ve never known him to do such a thing. Because he moved slow, deliberate, like I said. Not like me. I’m forever turning around and finding Suzie Q or another creature behind me and nearly sending myself ass over teakettle.

“So I guess I was thinking of me. Real sure-footed — both of them, to tell the truth, Keefe and Suzie Q — but it could happen. Fact it hadn’t before didn’t mean it couldn’t ever. Get your feet tangled and go down, hit his head, you know, on the corner of the desk. That was certainly what came to my mind, even though that didn’t make sense because . . .”

She drifted away for a second, then jerked her head, apparently returning her mind to us.

“Course that was before the deputies said it looked like he’d been shot in the back of his head. Three times, I heard the medical guy tell that deputy named Shelton. Asked me all sorts of questions about what weapons Keefe had, like I kept an inventory of his belongings. And what weapons are around the place — might as well ask me how many sheets and such are around. Inventory’s Wendy’s area.”

Wendy.

The same Wendy that Mike mentioned as the current owner? The county’s billionaire?

Seemed likely. How many Wendys could you expect at an off-season dude ranch in one corner of Cottonwood County, Wyoming?

“Besides, I heard one of the deputies, one of them that was collecting evidence, say the blood there on the corner of the table looked to be from Keefe’s hand — his hand putting it there, not his hand bleeding. He probably reached up to where he was bleeding from his head — natural reaction — then started to fall, tried to catch himself . . .”

Her gaze went unfocused again.

I wanted her to remember things, but not to drown in the speculative strain of what happened to her friend.

“You said earlier that Keefe getting tangled with Suzie Q was what you thought of first, then you said even though it didn’t make sense because . . . Because what?”

She blinked twice. “Oh, right. It didn’t make sense because Suzie Q wasn’t in the cabin. So it never could have been that way, which just goes to show I wasn’t thinking right even before they said that about him being shot three times. Keefe must’ve let her out before. Unless she got out herself somehow after, though I don’t see how, when the door was closed when I got there. She’s smart, but to close the door after herself . . .?”

“Where was the dog?”

“Circling the cabin. Seeing her out here was what made me come to his cabin in the first place. It was real early, not dawn yet. I got up to use the bathroom, looked out to check around—”

“Why? Did you hear something?”

She nodded, but then contradicted it. “Not that I was aware of. But you’re not always tuned into that sort of thing when you’ve been asleep. That’s why I got in the habit of checking. Because sometimes when I get up in the night to use the toilet, it’s ’cause something else woke me first.” So she agreed with the concept, but ruled it out for this time. “Spotted a lot of bears and such that way. Also guests going for visits to other cabins,” she added dryly.

I nodded acknowledgment and patched up my interruption. “So, you got up . . .”

“Used the toilet like I said, then looked out. And there was Suzie Q circling Keefe’s cabin.”

“Did she bark?”

“No. Not a sound.”

I reserved judgment on that. A bark might have been what woke Brenda, without her realizing it.

She went on. “Couldn’t be sure right at first, with the other cabin in between, that it was her.”

“Does Wendy live there?”

“Hah. Her? No. She’s got the main house. Whole thing all to herself this time of year. The center cabin’s used for summer, visiting cooks and such. Empty now. But empty or full, it blocks seeing Keefe’s cabin easy. And it was dark, so Suzie Q was mostly just a shadow moving. But third or fourth pass, I was sure it was her. Way she moved. Threw on some clothes and got out there.”

“Would Keefe put her out during the night?”

“Never. That’s how I knew something was real wrong.”

She was pushing us to accept the dog being out was enough to raise her alarm, along with all sorts of trailing assumptions and conjectures.

But was that true?

“If she got out shortly before you saw her—”

“No. She’d been out a long time. Her coat was cold as ice and she was shivering.”

That matched her description of Keefe’s body temperature.

“Couldn’t know if that was reaction to knowing something happened to Keefe or the cold or exhaustion from going round and round for however long she did — though she can run beside the horses all day every day, so I doubt it was that kind of exhaustion.”

“What’s going on here?”

A voice with authority despite being high and light, turned us all toward the figure approaching from the barn.


CHAPTER FOUR


“They’re here about Keefe, Wendy.” Brenda answered the question without any indication the other woman’s authority had an impact on her.

So this was Elk Rock Ranch’s owner.

Also Cottonwood County’s representative to the billionaire class.

You wouldn’t guess the latter from her appearance.

She was short. Not that billionaires have to be tall, but she was really short.

And scrawny.

Not thin, as in you can never be too rich or too thin — in that quintessential twentieth century remark attributed all over the place, including being claimed by Truman Capote. But like a chicken’s neck without flesh under its skin.

Yet her face was soft and rounded.

It was like the two women had mismatched heads. Put Wendy’s head on Brenda and you had a youthful-looking and youthful-moving senior. Put Brenda’s head on Wendy and you had a walking mummy.

Wendy wore jeans, work boots, a jacket with plenty of bulging pockets without masking that scrawniness, and a serviceable cowboy hat.

On second thought, maybe she was the perfect template for Cottonwood County’s billionaire.

“Hello. Ms. Barlow?” I stripped off a glove and held out that hand. “I’m Elizabeth Margaret Danniher and this is Diana Stendahl. We’re—”

I started to answer. Brenda talked over me.

Not the easiest thing to do to a broadcast journalist, but she accomplished it with ease.

“They’re doing a story on Keefe. A remembrance. He deserves that and more.”

“A remembrance?” Wendy Barlow scoffed without looking at us, much less meeting my offered hand. I gladly put it back in the glove. “Out-of-town vultures wanting to peck away at his death.”

“No, ma’am.”

Diana’s eyelids flickered at my pulling out the ma’am, but no one else would have noticed. The other two women reacted more to my emphaticness . . . emphaticism? . . . to my being emphatic.

“We’re from KWMT-TV from right here in Cottonwood County and we’d heard so many good things about Keefer Dobey, we came out to do the story as Brenda said. I’m E.M. Danniher and this is Diana Stendahl,” I repeated.

“Danniher. I’ve heard of you. You do those exposés about murders.”

I don’t think she meant exposés as a compliment. I twisted it to one for our benefit. “We have done coverage on how murderers have been exposed and brought to justice in our county. I also do the Helping Out! feature and—”

“Oh, yeah,” Brenda interrupted enthusiastically. “My cousin followed all your tips about holding a garage sale last summer. Because of what you said, she called the deputies about a guy skulking around and they found out he was wanted in Montana.”

“That’s great. You’ll have to give me your cousin’s name to see about a follow-up story on that.” It would have been nice to have it last summer, but we could dig up a news peg to run it now. Maybe the start of this year’s garage sale season.

“I sure will.” She scribbled with a stub of a pencil on the back of a paper she pulled from her pocket. “She’d about jump out of her skin to be on TV. Be sure to tell her I was behind this.”

“I absolutely will.” The paper was the back of a gas station receipt from two years ago, but her handwriting was surprisingly legible.

Wendy was having none of it. “You shouldn’t have come out here without calling first. Wasted a trip. We’re sure not going to be on TV dressed for work like we are. It’s bad for the ranch’s image.”

“Why shouldn’t we be dressed for work,” Brenda argued. “This is our work season. No guests to impress—”

“Never will be any more guests if we gross them out—”

“—so we dress for the tasks.”

“—by letting them see us like this.”

I’d seen Tom come in from some days when gross could apply. This was not it. Granted, neither woman was going to a fashion show, but their appearance would not raise a single eyebrow among our viewers.

“What our viewers want to know are your thoughts about Keefer Dobey,” I said.

“Suffice it to say, he’s gone to a better place,” Wendy said.

Diana murmured what could be taken for agreement. I didn’t.

I do not understand that sentiment when someone’s been shot in the back of the head. Like the shooter should be thanked for sending the victim to a better place?

And even if it is better, isn’t there a way to get to that better place that doesn’t involve bullets in the brain?

I have never argued that point with someone I’m interviewing. It goes against all sorts of journalist guidelines, starting with not wanting to send the interviewee into catatonic silence — whether from stunned recognition of my logic or fury that my comments might edge toward irreverence.

But I think it. Often. And stick to my stance that shot in the head is not a good ticket to any place.

Hoping Diana’s murmur and my not saying what I was thinking was enough to soften Wendy, I pretended she hadn’t previously objected.

“Tell us what he was like.”

Neither of them looked at me. Neither answered, either.

I thought Wendy sent Brenda a keep-still look, but the angle was wrong for me to be sure.

Diana had kept her camera running throughout, but without making a big deal of it. I doubted either of the ranch residents was aware she was recording.

We already had enough footage of Brenda to offer the human-reaction angle that would be added to Nala’s hard news account of Shelton and the sheriff’s department barely acknowledging they’d been to Elk Rock Ranch today, much less that someone had died, and not a hint of the bullets in the back of the head. But we’d gathered hardly anything from an investigation standpoint.

“Give our viewers a sense of the man,” I suggested, deliberately using the cliché for its familiarity to put them more at ease.

“Can’t imagine there are many of your viewers who didn’t know the original.”

It wasn’t clear to me if Wendy Barlow was saying our viewership was narrow or Keefe’s acquaintances were widespread. Possibly some of each.

“Still, they want to be reminded why he was special,” I persisted. “And who better to share that than the people who knew him best. He worked here year-round, right? With you both?”

“He and Brenda are both year-round employees,” Wendy said.

She didn’t say my employees, but I think we all got the drift. Brenda certainly did from her sour expression.

“I understand he’d lived here most of his life?” I said neutrally.

Brenda spoke up, clearly not willing to have Wendy take control. “Yeah. Came as a little boy when his mom was hired on as cook and all. They came from back east.”

“She worked here year-round? I’d understood most dude ranch employees are summer hires.”

“Most. But Ulla — Keefe’s mother — kept house for Chester, too. That’s Chester Barlow, who brought the dude ranch back to what it started as.”

“It didn’t start as a dude ranch.” Wendy contradicted. “Started as a cattle operation. Went the dude ranch route back in the 1920s. Then my family bought it for a private retreat.”

Brenda’s mouth twisted at being corrected, but she didn’t say anything. I was just happy that correcting the history lured more words from Wendy.

“When Uncle Chester came here to live, the family had stopped coming long before. He remembered it from his childhood, though. He decided to return it to a dude ranch.”

“And he brought Ulla in,” Brenda said, grabbing back the conversational reins. “She did housekeeping and cooking for him during the offseason, like she’d done for his family, plus helped with other things around the place, too. But during the season, she cooked for the guests. There’s a slew of them come summer and they work up quite the appetite with being outside all day, not to mention the summer staff. More than enough to do feeding all those mouths — even with kitchen help.

“When the guests left, it was like we kind of were a family. She’d do big meals for the holidays — Thanksgiving and Christmas and Easter — and it would be Chester and her, and the three of us — Keefe, Wendy, and me — and sometimes friends from town or around the county.” She smiled. “She was so used to cooking for the guests, if she tried to cook for just us, we’d have the leftovers frozen for months. So Chester would invite a big group. She worked real hard, right up to the end.”

I turned to Wendy Barlow. “You were around when your uncle turned it back into a dude ranch?”

Brenda answered. “She came later. A lot later.” Clearly she held that as some sort of advantage over the other woman.

This time, I asked Brenda, “And did you grow up here, too, with Keefer?”

“She was just a neighbor,” Wendy Barlow said.

It wasn’t something I could ever report, not without multiple sources, but I was satisfied that neither woman would be happy letting the other hold an advantage.

“My folks owned the next place over.” Brenda tipped her head to the east. They were good friends with Chester. He stayed with them when he first came here — before I was born. And they helped him upgrade the place. My dad rebuilt the barn, which—”

“Probably why it leaks,” Wendy muttered.

“—had fallen to rack and ruin.” Brenda either hadn’t heard Wendy or was very good at pretending she hadn’t. “Worked here a lot of winters, fixing up buildings. Then adding new cabins and such.”

She tipped her head toward the cabin surrounded by crime scene tape, then to the one in the middle, and the one she’d come out of.

“When my folks were killed in a crash, I was in high school, working here during the summer as a waitress — youngest one,” she said with pride. “Then or since. Chester took me in, said I’d never want for a job or a roof over my head and I never have.”

That had an undertone of challenge to it. Had Wendy threatened her continued position here?

Definite undercurrents between these women.

How did Keefer Dobey fit into this apparent rivalry? Or did he?

A “mature” love triangle? A throuple gone wrong? If a romance — of however many angles — existed, I’d discover signposts to it by making a trip to the Sherman Supermarket and listening to head checker Penny Czylinski. Yes, obscure, misleading, frustrating signposts like the ones the Scarecrow gave in the Wizard of Oz by pointing in opposite directions simultaneously, but signposts nonetheless.
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