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Love and death decisions


When big-market broadcast reporter Elizabeth Danniher arrived in rustic Sherman, Wyoming, she struggled to adjust to wide-open Wyoming, a small-town TV station, and a betrayal that left her questioning career — and romantic — choices.

After investigating a series of murders, Elizabeth is drawn to both enigmatic rancher Thomas Burrell and her former KWMT-TV colleague Michael Paycik. But Mike has career aspirations of his own, and Tom’s feisty daughter, Tamantha, is definitely Team Dad.

Now KWMT is for sale, everyone’s job is in danger, no one’s answering Elizabeth’s messages for information, and she’s about to be asked to look into something she’s never investigated before. Can murder — and love — be far behind?
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DAY ONE


FRIDAY

Chapter One


“I, uh, think I’ll go home now.”

That’s how I announced the midafternoon end of my workday in KWMT-TV’s newsroom. For good reasons, including, but not limited to, that I’d worked enough extra hours lately to challenge a calculator.

First, in resolving a murder, along with several cohorts. Most of those cohorts, joined by more KWMT staffers, then worked with me to produce a special.

That was just the beginning of the extra hours.

As a result of the murder investigation, newsroom staffing had gaps.

I can’t say we had a vacuum in leadership … though our previous leadership did suck.

What they left behind was more like a dustbuster with a dying battery.

But they had filled chairs.

I’d been available for substitute chair-filling over these weeks because the backlog of segments of Helping Out! with E.M. Danniher could dam the Mississippi River.

As far as my non-regular beat went, I figured we were due a long, quiet spell with no more citizens of Cottonwood County, Wyoming, killing someone or getting themselves killed.

We don’t have that many residents to start with. We can’t afford to lose more.

As tired as I was, I’m sure I would have noticed a murder, so I felt safe saying, so far, so good on the no murders front.

All in all, I could use a short day and a nap before tonight’s session of Contributions and Inventions of Native Americans, a community college course I was auditing. That was no reflection on instructor O.D. Everett.

It was the result of devoting too few of my sparse non-working hours to sleep.

A lot of things on my mind.

The station in Sherman, Wyoming — in case you couldn’t guess, the smallest TV market in the country — was on the sales block and the leading candidate to buy it was renowned for closing newsrooms.

Leading candidate? The only candidate I’d learned of.

Ideally, someone would have responded to my going-home announcement with sure, go home, get some rest, you deserve a break, nobody deserves it more.

I wasn’t surprised nobody did. The waiting and not-knowing meant the newsroom bullpen was not a fun place at the moment.

I was surprised Jennifer Lawton said to me, “You can’t. Someone’s coming to talk to you.”

Jennifer’s officially a news aide and unofficially a whole lot more, especially within the small group of us who’ve dug into a number of mysteries in the past year and a half.

“Who?”

“You wouldn’t know her name.”

“What does she want to see me about?”

“She’ll tell you. She should be here any minute.” In other words, Jennifer didn’t want to tell me why this mystery woman — at least I knew the gender of someone — was coming to talk to me, which did not bode well. And in more other words, Jennifer didn’t know exactly when this woman would arrive.

“Have her make an appointment for tomorrow.”

“No.”

Jennifer turned her back to me and resumed her work.

No and a turned back are among my least favorite things in the world. Right up there with Brussels sprouts.

It’s decidedly personal with Brussels sprouts. With no and the turned back it’s professional.

It’s my job to ask questions. Then, as a TV reporter, to make sense of the answers and bring news and useful information to viewers.

I’d done that while my TV journalism career traveled through Dayton, St. Louis, Washington, D.C., and New York before crash-landing in — you guessed it — Sherman, Wyoming, for complicated reasons involving the shallowness of TV news, my once-considerable salary, a personal betrayal, pitfalls in my network contract, and the machinations of my vindictive ex-husband. Mostly my ex.

The size of the market doesn’t change the value of questions. They are how we find out things in this world. Especially things other people don’t willingly tell us.

That’s where my dislike for no and the turned back comes in.

These past weeks I’d discovered I also dislike being asked questions when I don’t know the answers.

Make that singular.

When I don’t know the answer.

To the question behind whatever my co-workers said.

What’s going to happen?

To KWMT-TV.

To them.

Owner Val Heatherton put KWMT-TV up for sale because she didn’t want to be tied to embarrassments associated with the station, even though she’d laid the groundwork for the embarrassments. As far as I could tell, embarrassments tangled with murder didn’t bother her. Personal embarrassments dinging her ego did.

The two-pronged what’s going to happen? became more pressing in the past two days since newsroom staff learned what I’d known for weeks. The only known contender to purchase the station was a religious network notorious for closing news departments.

I’d kept that part quiet while trying to discreetly work sources in my scant spare time.

No sense keeping my source-working quiet now.

I had more than a dozen calls out to learn about the network and to plant seeds with potential bidders that a station in Sherman, Wyoming, could be a good buy for a non-news-crushing organization.

The weird thing was it could be, because of an ads market with little competition.

Which reminded me, I needed to ask Needham Bender, the owner, publisher, and editor of the Sherman Independence, if his advertising was as lucrative as KWMT’s. I’d assumed he ran on a shoestring — shame on me.

But I wasn’t calling him now. First, he’d ask a lot more questions than he answered, and we’ve already covered how I felt about that.

Second, I was very busy.

All these return calls to not answer.

I’d started with a carefully crafted list of potential sources. Not too high up. Not too low. Not likely to dismiss KWMT as not worth discussing. Not likely to feel so sorry for me working in a news shop about to be obliterated that I couldn’t stand it.

After a day of no one answering or responding, I expanded the list.

By today, I stretched it to just about anyone I’d ever had contact with in the news business.

Not even Wardell Yardley — who never missed a chance to gossip about the biz — called back. Okay, as White House correspondent for a major network, he was traveling with the president in Africa.

If not even Dell would gossip about KWMT—

No.

He was working. Hadn’t picked up my messages yet. Had picked up a woman (anyone from a member of the host country’s cabinet to a fellow correspondent to a molecular biology post-doc who delivered hamburgers to the media pool as her part-time job. Dell had a knack.)

But what reasonable explanation could there be for Mel Welch not getting back to me?

Mel became my agent two years ago. My former agent proved more than china gets divided in a divorce and chose the network exec staying in New York over the one-time rising star reporter whose burnt-out shell landed in Sherman, Wyoming. Go figure.

Mel, who had never agented before, but has an enviable rep in Chicago legal circles, stepped in. He’s married to my mother’s cousin’s oldest daughter and — even more useful — is terrified of my mother. Most people are.

He did not have great connections in the biz except through me.

I take that back.

He’d had one hard-to-beat connection in knowing deep, dark Heatherton family secrets. With them no longer secret, there went his connection. Pffft.

Although, he’d bonded with a woman in the Heatherton conglomerate who’d overseen aspects of KWMT from afar. I hoped he could work that source for insight to potential buyers.

He hadn’t called back.

Along with every other person I’d reached out to.

Like they were avoiding me.

I am not paranoid.

Not even about coworkers whispering in corners, which might or might not be them wishing I’d kept my nose out of figuring out who committed murder, which then cascaded into this uncertainty.

Nobody said it to my face.

They did ask — repeatedly — what the heck was going to happen, like I had a direct line to all the Jeopardy questions.

It felt like we were in — rather than on — Jeopardy and I not only didn’t know the questions to their answers, but I was sure my buzzer didn’t work, even though I’d had no cause to use it, because — remember this part? — I didn’t have the questions to answer their answers.

Which led to the dialogue I ended by saying I was going home.

That exchange started with Jennifer saying to me, “Elizabeth?”

“I don’t know. Okay? I don’t know,” I said loudly. “Not any better than any of you. Just because I helped figure out what our station owner didn’t want figured out doesn’t mean I know what’s going to happen. Not to mention, why aren’t I asking you, Jennifer? You helped figure it out, too.”

“I was going to ask if you want coffee. Dale’s on a run to Hamburger Heaven,” Jennifer said.

The room had gone still and everyone looked at me. Everyone in the KWMT-TV newsroom bullpen didn’t constitute many people.

I deflated like a pinata hit by a tank. “No. Thank you, Jennifer. I, uh, think I’ll go home now.”

Before I snapped anyone else’s head off.

That’s when she pulled out the somebody’s coming to see you … threat? Bribe?

The Hamburger Heaven coffee Dale brought me was mostly gone when the interior set of double glass doors from outside opened and a young woman walked in.

She wore rugged jeans, work boots, a cowboy hat, and a winter jacket that would have told me she did ranch work even if the rest of her gear didn’t. Ranchers rarely wear ski parkas, puff jackets, lined trench coats. Have never seen one in a car coat or overcoat. They favor tough, multilayered jackets with — most important — multiple pockets.

Her pockets displayed lumps and bumps of essentials kept handy for a job with unpredictable demands.

The KWMT-TV doors led into an open walkway, with the newsroom bullpen to the left. The closest thing to a receptionist was Jennifer or a fellow news aide at the point where the hallway made a diagonal turn to the left, slicing out a space grandly called the break room.

Newcomers advanced well into the building before anyone greeted them. Most walked slowly or stopped to get their bearings.

This young woman went straight to Jennifer. No hesitation. Yet something was off about her walk. An old injury? Recent soreness?

Jennifer greeted her by name — Hailey Newhall.

What was the world coming to when Jennifer Lawton told me she didn’t know who someone was when she did?

No…

Wait.

Boy, was I ever off my game.

I asked Jennifer who was coming to talk to me and she said You wouldn’t know her name.

She was right. I’d never heard of Hailey Newhall until Jennifer said her name.

By the way they greeted each other, I knew they weren’t friends. Not enemies, either.

Jennifer gestured to my desk, then escorted the young woman toward me.

I flashed back eighteen months to Tamantha Burrell standing by this desk and ordering me to clear her dad of murder.

Tamantha must be on my mind from a recent trip we’d taken. That was the only explanation for this connection, because in our first encounter, Tamantha had been a second-grader with wispy hair down the sides of a square face, intense brown eyes, and features not yet in tune with each other.

This young woman in her mid-to-late twenties had wide cheekbones, a strong chin, and slightly larger than average nose. Her features and thick hair with natural streaks of lighter and brighter amid glossy dark brown hit all the right notes.

Unlike Tamantha’s faded plaid shirt and blue sweater, this woman picked jeans and shirt to fit precisely. Unless she was one of those women who walk into a store and find everything perfect for her.

Everything … perfect. The words jangled discordantly even as they formed.

Because of her eyes.

Not their shape or color. Those fell under the perfect column.

What was in them.

Everything not perfect.

Jennifer introduced us, gave me a quick look, then left.

“I need your help,” Hailey Newhall said.

That cut her connection with Tamantha, who favored orders over requests, as I’d come to know well.

“If you have an issue for Helping Out!…”

“I know it’s not something you’d usually look into. But it’s important to people around here and it doesn’t make sense. Why would somebody— Anyway, I thought I’d try.”

She looked at me. I waited for her to say more.

After several beats of stalemate, I gave in. Though I didn’t break completely. I lobbed the ball back in her court.

“Try what?”

“To get you to find out who cut off my horse’s tail.”


Chapter Two


I swallowed the Excuse me? that jumped to my lips, but she might have seen it in my expression.

“It’s not the first time there have been horse-tail thefts. Other areas of the country have been hit. Nobody sees a pattern. Not in the horses they hit or where or when. We had several here going on three years ago.”

“Several instances of people cutting off horses’ tails?”

“Yes.”

“You said thefts, so they take the tail?”

“Of course they take the tail — as much as they’ve cut off,” she said impatiently. “You think they’d cut off a horse’s tail and leave it there?”

I’d never contemplated the question. Possibly because I’d never thought about a horse’s tail being cut off. I had a vague idea those beer horses in the ads had short tails. Beyond that? Nothing.

“What do they do with the tail?”

“Sell it.”

“There’s a market for horse tails?”

“Several.”

Questions piled up in my head. I stuck to the basics. “When did this happen to your horse?”

“Last night. You should come see him now. It’s not far.”

Tamantha rarely softened her edicts with should or not far.

The germ of an idea started in the back of my brain. And it did not involve me going to look at a horse without a tail.

“Have you called the sheriff’s department?”

“No. Those other thefts here, they never found out who did it.”

“You should call them, get it on the record.” There’d been big changes at the sheriff’s department in the year and a half I’d been here. “I can ask around, but it’s your world. You know who to talk to—”

“I’ve talked to them. First thing I did. We’ve all talked to each other. Everybody knows Fred White and—”

“Fred—?”

“My horse. Fred White. Everybody knows him and they’re almost as upset as I am — or pretends they are. Somebody not from our world could see things clearer.”

She played dirty without even knowing it.

How many times had I said an outsider could see things more clearly under a lot of circumstances?

Now I was caught by my own argument.

Almost caught.

“I’ll think about it.”

She grimaced. “That’s what parents say to kids right before they say no.”

I wasn’t that much older than her.

“Best I’ve got. But we can get the word out wider about this happening. We could do an interview tomorrow or—”

“No offense, but your Helping Out! pieces hold a long time before they’re on air. No help.”

It didn’t offend me. For one thing it was mostly true.

What it did do was snap that germ of an idea into full bloom as a potential way to deal with this without committing myself.

After all, I had all these not-returned calls and messages to not answer. Busy, busy.

Besides, I’d heard the lineup for the A blocks of tonight’s newscasts at five and ten o’clock. We could use something fresh and local not involving a KWMT-TV staffer and murder.

“Where’s your horse now?”

“At our place.”

She named a road I knew from passing it on the way to Michael Paycik’s house.

The former NFL player and KWMT sports anchor had rented out the land since he bought the ranch a few years ago. Since he’d recently moved to Chicago, where he did sports on a network affiliate, he was looking to rent out the house.

Other thoughts connected to Mike, I sternly quashed.

They had nothing to do with this conversation.

Not even the part about not keeping him as updated on the station’s situation as I knew he would want to be.

Instead, I calculated drive time and how long good daylight might last, while automatically asking, “Who’s the we in our place?”

“My brother and me. My fiancé lives there, too.”

“Uh-huh.” I pitched my voice to reach the edge of the bullpen. “Jennifer, is anybody near—?”

“Jenks. On his way back from an assignment and he’ll go right by there.”

Diana Stendahl would have been my first choice, but Jenks was a more than decent cameraman.

“Is Audrey—?”

“Got her on the phone. Switched to you.”

With Jennifer’s last word, my phone rang.

The assignment editor was in a vehicle. I briefly outlined the story and said Jenks was in the vicinity and if Audrey didn’t have another assignment for him…

“Hell, yeah. Tell him I’ll get him in the A block. Thanks, Elizabeth.”

She disconnected before I could say she should be the one to call him.

With Hailey Newhall watching me, I debated how to handle this — preferably by getting out of it — for two beats, which was all I had before Jennifer announced. “Got Jenks. Coming to you.”

My phone rang again.

Jennifer and I needed to have a talk about her cutting my get-out-of-something time to nothing.

Me giving orders, including assignments, had been loaded with all sorts of baggage — think of a paper suitcase loaded willy-nilly with shatter-prone glass — under the recently-departed newsroom regime.

On the other hand, the regime was departed. And I’d be following Audrey’s orders.

“Jenks, it’s Elizabeth. Audrey’s out of the newsroom, but she told me to tell you…”

Without any sign from him of glass-like fragility, we covered logistics, aided by a certain uptick of interest in his voice.

That call finished, I turned back to Hailey. “You need to leave now to meet our cameraman at your place. And call the sheriff’s department.”

“You’re not coming?”

“No. I have another assignment.” Actually, my class this evening, but no need to explain my off-hours life to her. “This will get your story on-air tonight. That way we should hear quickly if there have been other occurrences.”

“You’ll start investigating tomorrow?”

Pushy, but not compared to Tamantha, who wouldn’t have settled for anything other than right that minute.

“We’ll see.”


Chapter Three


“You’re going to look into the theft of her horse’s tail?” Jennifer asked before Hailey Newhall cleared the parking lot on her way to meet Jenks.

“We’ll see.” It worked on Hailey, so—

“What are you waiting for?”

“For starters, to hear what Jenks gets today and what we hear after the story runs. If horse-tail thefts are rampant in Cottonwood County—”

“They’re not. I checked with the sheriff’s department while you two were talking.”

I gave a See, you just strengthened my point grimace. “—that would be a different matter from her horse being the only one recently affected — or afflicted. In fact, you can help by researching horse-tail thefts.”

“On it.”

Having distracted her with an assignment, I relaxed enough to ask, “How do you know Hailey Newhall?”

“I know who she is. She doesn’t know me. She was years ahead of me in school. When I was going into middle school, she was like queen of everything. And if she wasn’t queen, she was president. But she wasn’t a—” She veered away from a word. “You know. She was even good at that.”

That I interpreted as meaning nice.

“She remembered your name,” I pointed out.

Jennifer’s face lit up. In this instant, I saw her as her younger self. Talented with and fascinated by computers, IT, communications — she had a worldwide network of friends and devotees. Yet not fitting in with a lot of her classmates. Looking at the older, popular girl who probably appeared to do it all with ease and aplomb. Simultaneously knowing it wasn’t that simple, yet not then possessing the tools to defeat the resentment she could barely remember now.

“I guess she did. Maybe from my working here. Anyway, like I said, she wasn’t mean. A few people didn’t like her because she had all those positions and things and she wasn’t mean. But nobody could be jealous of her after.”

“After what?”

She gazed at me incredulously for a beat. “I forget you haven’t been around forever. It seems like you’ve been here forever.” She meant it in a good way. I was sure she did. “After her parents died.

“About two and a half years ago, her dad shot her mom, then killed himself. I’d started as a news aide here by then and it was a huge story. The biggest one until Deputy Redus disappeared in the fall. You know about that.”

I did. Even though the disappearance happened before I arrived in Cottonwood County.

But my thoughts stuck with Hailey Newhall.

Poor kid.

That explained the eyes.

Those were my first reactions.

Followed by, and now some jerk has cut off the tail of her horse.

It fell way out of my area of expertise, but I supposed I could ask questions.

Besides, asking questions about the theft of a horse’s tail had to be better than getting no answers to what was going to happen to the station, my fellow employees, and me.

*   *   *   *

O.D. Everett easily kept me awake during class at Cottonwood County Community College, despite a failed nap making me more sleep-deprived.

Failed even though I’d been absolutely comfortable on my bed, under my favorite napping coverlet. Shoes kicked off, head on pillow, phone turned off, dog on the rug beside my bed.

Everything perfect.

The phrase flashed a picture of Hailey Newhall behind my eyes.

Everything perfect.

Except … Someone stole her horse’s tail and her father killed her mother, then himself.

My version of everything perfect except was much more mundane, with my brain going tickety-tickety-tickety.

Nearly every tick involved the newsroom of KWMT-TV and its fate.

Nearly every tick…

In case you didn’t get my earlier references, the newsroom was abruptly and severely shorthanded. Add in chronic under-staffing and there weren’t many bodies to fill gaps.

Yet we had risen to the challenge.

We is not the entire staff.

The handful of Thurston Fine loyalists did as little as humanly possible, an ongoing emulation of our former anchor’s non-work ethic.

Another small group stuck strictly to their usual work schedule and duties, as if the extraordinary circumstances didn’t touch them.

But several people I’d expected to fall into that category stepped up. Like the part-time producer I’d never done more than say hello to, who slid in next to me in an editing bay and took over to finish a wire piece for the Ten weeks ago, so I could get back to the special on the solved murder. I grinned at him. He grinned back.

And then there were the stalwarts, Jerry, Jenks, Walt, Leona, Dale, and, of course, Audrey, Jennifer, Diana, and me. Even Mike contributed a couple times from Chicago by writing copy in a pinch for us.

With the exception of Mike, these people stood in jeopardy of being kicked to the curb with a sale to this news-phobic network.

I swung my feet off the bed, earning a disapproving look from Shadow, and made another pass through all the people I’d contacted earlier.

With the same results.

Then I added one more call.

Michael Paycik.

He knew about the station’s shorthandedness as a result of the solved murder. He didn’t know about the sale of the station.

Why hadn’t I told him?

Partly because he’d want to fix it for his former coworkers, for his hometown. It would hurt him that he couldn’t.

Partly because the previous time we talked one-on-one — as opposed to speakerphone in the bullpen — he talked about soul-searching, important life decisions, and planning to come back here to talk to me in person.

Yes, I was chicken.

He’d spoken of his feelings before, including trying to persuade me to join him in Chicago, working for the same station.

I’d declined that proposal.

“Is this a bad time?” I asked him now, knowing I’d caught him in his newsroom preparing for broadcast.

“Nah,” he lied.

“I’ll talk fast. It’s about KWMT. Val Heatherton is selling.”

For most of my time here, I’d considered the Heathertons the poster family for absentee owners. Had never met Val. Had never met her son-in-law Craig Morningside, the nominal general manager. Now she’d sell, take her money, and forget the pesky TV station she inherited.

Mike whistled.

I explained. Then, because he hadn’t said a word and maybe I wanted to cheer him up, I told him about a conversation with Wardell Yardley before this recent upheaval.

Along with being a familiar and impressive figure (not solely because of his wardrobe, although it didn’t hurt) on the screens of viewers, Dell was a colleague, frequent tormentor, mostly friend, and sometimes purveyor of advice, little of which I took.

Dell’s theory on promotions in the news business said those who go about their work in a professional and unhistrionic manner are least likely to be rewarded.

Yet he held out a shred of hope.

Mike latched onto the shred. “Hey, by Dell’s theory, KWMT’s management could be replaced by people who recognize initiative in a crisis and reward it.”

I didn’t say anything. First, trying to adjust to his cheerfulness in contrast to the mood at KWMT. Second, realizing it probably resulted from my not giving him the whole story. Third, feeling guilty for not giving him the whole story.

“Listen, Mike, why don’t we talk later. After you finish for the night and—”

“I’ve still got time. You don’t think KWMT will be that lucky?”

Not telling him the scope of the bad news was harder and harder. “I suppose it has to be more possible with new management than with Les and Thurston, but…”

“And ownership, since attitude starts at the top. Replacing the Heathertons will be a step up.”

It just became impossible to not tell him.

“Mike, I’ve looked at the ownership group in line to buy us and it’s bad. They close news operations. Every time. Then they pay the remaining employees with prayer. In fact, prayer is the only hope their employees have of surviving.”

“That’s bad.”

His response tore me in two between being ticked at him, because he sounded almost cheerful, and suspicious, because he sounded almost cheerful.

Mike was making good money, adding to an impressive nest egg he’d accumulated and multiplied during his NFL years. But I didn’t believe he’d become so detached from KWMT’s people or pay scale.

“Mike, I’m not sure you understand how—”

I heard sounds on the other end, while someone talked to him.

“Damn. Sorry, Elizabeth. Now I do have to go. Listen, tonight’s not good. But I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Promise.”

So, I arrived at the Contributions of Native Americans class with an additional row of bags scalloped beneath my eyes.

I kept expecting code talkers from World War II as a topic, but like any good storyteller, O.D. made his audience wait.

Tonight and during previous sessions, he’d judiciously sprinkled in tales of items like canoes, corn, hammocks, lacrosse, and pain relievers. He’d explored the use of plants for medical aids, including syringes and contraceptives, then added that Iroquois and other tribes used a bear gut with a bird quill as a nipple for a baby bottle.

In an earlier class, students spouted out geographic names from Native American languages, compiling an impressive list. I contributed several from my Illinois roots, including, of course, Chicago, Peoria, Kankakee, Waukegan, and Illinois itself. In each class since, students added more.

Tonight, though, I had something else to mention to O.D.

Two other students and I accompanied O.D. to the main doors, then paused there to wrap up our conversations before going outside. One student, Paytah, was O.D.’s grandson. The other was Aleek, a young man studying for advanced EMT certification.

“If I miss any remaining classes, know it’s not by choice,” I told O.D. “I’m enjoying it. But we’re shorthanded at the station.”

“It is not apparent to your viewers. To turn on the TV and watch the local news is better now than … before,” he concluded with a subtle twinkle.

“Thank you.” I agreed, but it was good to hear it. “Folks are stepping up. Like Jenks’ story on horse-tail thefts.”

As long as I hadn’t been able to sleep, I’d watched the Five. Jenks let his camera do most of the reporting … and Hailey Newhall do the talking.

Despite Leona D’Amato’s hatred for the anchor chair, our part-time society reporter did a fine job. As long as the rest of us wedged in hard news, which she hated even more than anchoring.

None of my three current companions responded to my horse-tail thefts overture, so I nudged the topic along. “I’d never heard of horse tails being stolen. Is it common?”

A new element dropped into their silence, rippling out with significance I didn’t understand.

None of them looked at each other or at me. Aleek said, “Wouldn’t say common.”

Without warning, but unhurriedly, O.D. Everett raised a hand in brief farewell and pushed out the door.

That was his way — not a lot of easing into or out of a conversation. Yet this had a different feel to it.

I looked at Paytah and Aleek. Their closed-off expressions informed me they weren’t going to explain the difference. Sometimes I remembered what an outsider I was.

“Suppose I should get going,” I offered in a brilliant segue.

Both dropped their heads in the smallest confirmation they’d heard me.

“Good thing about the horse-tail theft was Thurston Fine didn’t do the story,” Aleek said.

But he said it after I’d pushed open the outer door, so I didn’t know if it was meant for me to hear.

Nor did I know if I was supposed to hear Paytah’s response. “That’s the good thing about every story now.”


DAY TWO


SATURDAY

Chapter Four


Shadow desperately wanted to get free to greet the man standing in wan morning sunlight outside my back door.

Before Shadow recognized the man as Tom Burrell, my dog’s desperation had been to get free so he could protect me. Now he wanted to get free to see Tom.

Because I had him wrapped in a bear hug.

Sort of.

Like a small bear trying to hug a grizzly, who thought the small bear had lost its mind yet remained determined not to hurt the small bear, even as the grizzly did its best to get free.

I didn’t mind that this standoff delayed Tom coming inside.

Not because I didn’t like the lanky rancher, but because I did.

How much and in what way … Those made Hamlet’s To be or not to be quandary rank with adding tomato or blue cheese to your burger order from Hamburger Heaven.

Shadow heaved a sigh and went limp, apparently deciding that was the only way to deal until the small bear — I — regained its mind. He closed his eyes.

Without looking up at the man outside my back door, I said, “You can come in now, Tom.”

Unhurried, Tom opened the door, entered, and leaned against a section of wall.

He looked entirely at ease, even though we had unfinished business … that I was in no condition to address.

“What are you doing?” Tom asked quietly.

In the same tone, I said, “Working to get Shadow to relax.”

He looked over the dog, then to me. I decided to watch Shadow.

“I think your work is done, Elizabeth. What about you?”

“What about me what?”

“Relaxing. You look tired.”

Temptation to snap out Thanks for noticing died. Not only was he right — I couldn’t avoid every mirrored surface — I was tired.

“I was watching dog training videos late last night.”

“Because…?” he invited.

“I want to be a good owner for Shadow.”

“You two have done fine. You don’t need videos.”

“You don’t because you’ve had dogs at the ranch. I do.”

To prevent my neck from spasming, I’d lowered my head, which put my mouth next to a particularly fluffy portion of Shadow’s ruff.

“You said your family had dogs when you were a kid.”

“Yeah, but Mom did all the training. If you haven’t had a dog as an adult, you don’t know what you’re doing wrong. Especially a rescue. The dog’s already been through trauma and now he’s stuck with me. After you rescue a dog, then you have to heal him — or her, or they for non-binary dogs.”

Slowly, I released Shadow. He opened one eye. So, not asleep. He rotated his head to see Tom, but didn’t otherwise move as I stood.

“Non-binary dogs,” Tom repeated. “How many videos did you watch last night?”

“A lot. Including ones about feeling their feelings and by doing so letting them release those feelings, especially fears and anxieties.”

He looked at Shadow. I knew what Tom was thinking. He was thinking this dog didn’t mess in the house, destroy my belongings, fight with other dogs, lunge at people (except bad guys), bark his head off, cower or shudder in a corner, or any other behaviors on those videos. But how did I know if Shadow didn’t suffer from hidden fears and anxieties I could rid him of if I connected with him better.

I did not say that aloud.

Tom Burrell means … a lot … to me. Exactly what variety of a lot, isn’t clear. Especially since, the same day I learned the station was for sale with news-killers the likely buyers, he told me he couldn’t stay away from me.

And then he’d pretty much stayed away from me.

There had been brief greetings when Tamantha, Mrs. P, and I left on a weekend girls’ trip, then on our return. We did not talk about I can’t stay away with that audience.

He and Tamantha continued visiting Shadow — mercy missions while I worked so much. But to me, not a word.

Until now.

“Elizabeth, you’re doing fine with Shadow. You’re worried about something you can’t do anything about — and can’t find videos on TV stations sold out from under its employees — so you find something you can do something about and watch videos on.

“Or,” he continued, “is watching dog training videos all night letting you avoid something else?”

His expression didn’t change, yet I knew Tom had just shifted from KWMT and my dog, to whatever the heck was going on between him and me. Which tangled quickly with his concerns for his young daughter Tamantha and her expectations.

It didn’t get any less knotty because of Mike Paycik and whether there might be anything between the former KWMT sports anchor and me.

Or could have been anything if Mike weren’t in Chicago, climbing the ladder to success. Or possibly could have been anything if I’d gone with him to Chicago, as he’d wanted.

See what I mean about complicated?

Aloud I said, “Maybe it is about the station being sold.”

The lines around Tom’s eyes folded deeper in amusement.

He said, “Any news about the sale?”

“None. How’s that for irony? No news about a news operation being sold to a company that tosses out people who’ve made it their life’s work to try to be fair and accurate and get vital information to the populace. Toss them out into the cold — and I do mean cold, since Wyoming doesn’t fool around when it’s November and—”

Tom gripped my forearm. “Elizabeth. Go get changed. I can’t do much about your lack of sleep, but I’m taking you for breakfast. When was the last time you had a real meal?”

“I’m going to lunch at Linda’s today.” Linda Caswell, one of Cottonwood County’s prominent citizens, was a mutual friend.

“That’s future. I asked when was the last time— No, don’t bother—”

I appreciated the reprieve, because I couldn’t remember. There’d been the Hamburger Heaven coffee yesterday afternoon and cookies on the drive to class … Tom wouldn’t count them as sustenance, though I did.

“—no matter when, it was too long ago. We’re going to breakfast. Now, go.”

Only after I was upstairs, did I assess my attire. Pajama tops and bottoms did cover me adequately. Topped by an ancient sweater to my knees for when I’d let Shadow out. Accessorized by bulky socks and my hair in a listing scrunchie. All topped by a coating of dog hair.

It was a miracle the man didn’t swoon at my feet.

*   *   *   *

When Tom, standing in my back yard several weeks ago, said he couldn’t stay away from me, that was a change. He’d earlier said he was done dating me because it confused Tamantha.

Before I could ask him about can’t stay away, an acquaintance arrived with the news about the station being sold.

Tom gave a crooked smile and said he’d see me later.

I knew logically he left because he knew I’d instantly gone into journalist mode.

Not so logically, it made me think of how, after the first murder I’d helped unravel, Thomas David Burrell showed up at my then-front door, kissed me, then walked away.

He wasn’t getting away with that twice.

If he’d stuck around in my back yard those weeks ago, I’d have pinned him down with questions so perceptive and probing he’d have explained exactly what he felt, wanted, and thought.

And while I was at it, those questions would have clarified everything I felt, wanted, and thought.

What would I have asked to accomplish that?

The best questions flow out of the moment. In other words, I don’t know.

Possibly, What the hell, Burrell?

Maybe the station’s future wasn’t the only reason I hadn’t been sleeping.

And now?

This was not the place — Tom had chosen the Haber House Hotel dining room for breakfast — to discuss can’t stay away.

Even the few people who didn’t stop by and say hello, watched us closely.

Between hellos, Tom said, “Whatever’s going on, you can’t take it out of your hide.”

I was chewing on bacon, so I couldn’t raise the possibility of taking something out of his hide as an alternative.

Bacon swallowed, I parted my lips, caught sight of a woman I recognized as a fellow shopper at the Sherman Supermarket, and closed them.

“Not sure this is the place to talk about that,” I said, letting him think I meant KWMT.

He slewed his eyes to one side, taking in the fellow shopper. “Right. Something else you want to talk about?”

“Going to Fort Phil Kearny with your daughter and Mrs. Parens.”

That weekend had been my one respite — if you can call it that — in these weeks of unanswered questions and overwork.

“I’ve heard a considerable bit from Tamantha, but I’d be interested in your take.”

“What I want to talk about is how you held up, letting her out of your sight. Two whole nights.”

Tom’s protectiveness is why I hadn’t thought the trip would happen. A while back, he’d let her go to an event in Cheyenne for top students, but those kids had more security than the vice president of the United States.

Sure, Tamantha had a will of granite, but where do you think she got it from?

I should have known the trip would happen once Mrs. Parens decided it should.

And Tom wasn’t the only string she pulled.

The site normally operated during the summer, with limited May and October hours. That didn’t stop Emmaline Parens. We were slated for a personal tour of the grounds and related sites, plus a visit with a descendant of Sioux warriors who shared oral history of the fights against those at the fort.

“I let her out of my sight,” he said. “Overnights and—”

“Two nights,” I emphasized.

“—staying with my sister.”

I scoffed at those offerings. “Where you could get to her in an hour. But this was hours away and with only Mrs. P and me.”

“There are no two people I’d trust more.”

I snorted. Very ladylike.

I gave him my edited account of the trip and ate, until noticing the time.

As we headed to our separate vehicles in the parking lot, he said, “I know you’re going to the station and you’ll work all day, but you need to—”

“You say how tired I look one more time and—”

He interrupted with a laugh and we waved good-bye.

Only as I headed east toward the station did I wonder what he’d been doing in town this morning.


Chapter Five


Diana Stendahl dropped into the chair beside my desk. She’s KWMT-TV’s best cameraperson and my good friend.

My desk chair does not turn in the direction of where she’d sat. To face her without neck-twisting damage, I had to make a three-quarters turn in the opposite direction.

“Don’t get too comfortable,” I warned her. “I’ve been summoned to Mrs. P’s. She didn’t say why. Any ideas?”

Her message instructing me to come to her house in O’Hara Hill awaited me when I arrived. For a second, the presence of a message — any message — fluffed up my spirits.

I wondered if Mike’s Aunt Gee knew I was coming to Mrs. P’s today.

The two women, next door neighbors through long widowhoods, had both a close relationship and a deep rivalry.

Nobody knew Cottonwood County better. Emmaline Parens from a long career as a teacher and principal, Gisella Decker from years as lead dispatcher for the sheriff’s department.

“No idea,” Diana said about this summons. Then she added, “How disappointing.”

“I know. Still no news.”

I might have been talking about the response to Jenks’ story on the horse-tail theft. There had been outrage, relayed to me by the on-duty news aide, but no word of another horse subjected to that mistreatment. Which meant no fodder for a follow-up.

But we both knew I meant news about the sale of the station.

I’d called my mother, to check that nobody in Mel’s immediate family had died or gone into intensive care — the only two explanations I could think of for him not calling back. Though even with intensive care I would have expected a message.

Maybe not if Mel had gone into intensive care.

Mom eliminated that possibility. She’d talked to Mel’s wife the day before and all was well. She promised she’d find out why he wasn’t calling back.

I felt a twinge of guilt for siccing my mother on Mel. The twinge passed.

“News on the station’s status would be nice,” Diana said, “but I meant you.”

“Me? I’m disappointing?”

“I heard you and Tom were out for breakfast.”

I produced a cautious, “Yeah.” Clearly, she was making a point.

“Separate vehicles, but that’s not definitive,” she said.

She raised her brows, waiting for me to get what she was not saying.

I raised my brows back.

She exhaled noisily.

“I had hoped,” she said after replenishing her oxygen, “when I heard you two were out for breakfast that it was a follow-up to being together the night before.” Her point hit me directly between the eyes. “But I can see by your face it was just breakfast.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” I might well have said something less genteel. We were, after all, in a newsroom, surroundings not known for restrained language. “If— which we aren’t. And won’t. Because Tamantha. Plus … other things.”

“And other people,” she supplied with a spurious air of helpfulness.

Her oblique reference to Mike wasn’t helpful.

“We have far more important — and pertinent — things to talk about.”

“Can’t think of anything more important and not much more pertinent.”

“The selling of the station.”

“You said there was no news, so what is there to talk about?”

I hate being defeated by logic.

Casting about for a topic far, far away from whether Tom Burrell and I spent the night together — which we didn’t, wouldn’t —

Find another topic.

“I got a strange vibe last night from O.D. Everett, his grandson, Paytah, and another guy from class,” I said. “They’d said the news was better without Thurston, then I mentioned Jenks’ story on the horse-tail theft. They got silent and distant, then O.D. left quickly.”

“Oh.”

I grimaced. “Great. Now I’ve got you going all knowing while not explaining a thing. That’s exactly what they did. Next, you’ll leave abruptly.”

“I will have to leave abruptly. I have an assignment. But I’ll explain first. They might have felt you were saying more than you intended. Last time there were horse-tail thefts, they were accompanied by rumblings in some quarters that tribes were responsible. Several of the tribes’ crafts use horse hair.”

“Jenks’ story never mentioned tribes or crafts.”

“Didn’t have to. Everyone around here — most everyone—” Her correction acknowledged me as the exception. “—knows it. It was understood, the tendency of some to blame tribes built into whatever Jenks reported.”

That was one of the frustrations of reporting. The audience came with all sorts of biases — largely unrecognized by themselves, though they saw other people’s fast enough — and whatever tint their bias-colored lenses presented, they shaded anything and everything reported accordingly.

“Jenks’ story mentioned the horse’s tail hair can be used for bow strings for musical instruments. Why not blame them?”

“Uh-huh. Heard about any rogue cellists around here?”

“Not that I know of. Besides, how would you know if a cellist went rogue? Or if they were using a bow with stolen horse hair.”

“Same thing holds true for crafts done with horse hair. Tough to track the provenance of the materials. On the other hand, might be easier to spot tail extensions for show horses.”

I side-eyed her. “Not easier for me. And I’m not going to start learning. Hanging around the rear end of strange horses does not appeal. Especially since I think you’re pulling my leg.”

“I’m not.”

“Tail extensions for horses? Really?”

“Really. Not working horses. As I said, show horses. Also mane extensions and forelock extensions.”

“Forelock…? You’ve shattered my illusions. I feel like my brother Rob did when he discovered women dye their hair and add, ah, enhancements to their figures. I’ll never trust again.”

“Sorry. We won’t talk about Santa until you’ve recovered.”

“Thank you. Okay, so crafts, bows for musical instruments, extensions, which have got to be expensive. I couldn’t believe it when Jenks said horse hair can sell for more than five hundred dollars a pound, higher for light hair.”

“I can. It can take a couple years for a horse to grow back its tail. That’s why you don’t find horse owners volunteering hair. Although I’ve heard of donations to a horse with a condition, but it’s a little from a lot of horses. Not cutting off a tail. That can change the horse. They get depressed.”

“Vanity?”

“Nature trains species that looking a particular way makes you a prime candidate to reproduce. That’s deep in the DNA. Also, for a horse, the tail expresses emotions — interested, irritated, angry, curious, excited, alarmed. These thefts take away communication. Plus there’s the flyswatter aspect.”

“Now that makes sense.”

“Also, it must feel like an attack to the horse. Think how you’d react if someone came up behind you and cut off your hair. Previously friendly and curious horses become standoffish and wary.”

“What about those horses in beer commercials? They had short tails,” I said.

“Draft horses. The argument for docked tails for horses drawing carriages or wagons was they couldn’t get tangled in the harness. Supposedly, horses were less likely to bolt, so safer for humans, too.

“Other arguments said long-tailed mares could rub and cause lesions on stallions mating with them. Never heard anyone who’d seen lesions, just that it could happen. I say, wrap the mare’s tail. Besides, if stallions who were free to choose for centuries had skipped long-tailed mares, there wouldn’t be long tails.

“Tail-docking’s not in favor now,” she said. “Veterinary groups are against it and it’s outlawed or restricted in a lot of countries. Sure can’t see somebody docking their horse’s tail in the dead of night then reporting it as theft.”

“Hey, I didn’t suggest Hailey Newhall did that. Just asking questions. Did Jess and Gary’s horses get hit in that previous rash of thefts?”

“No. But the horse of a girl Jess is in drill team with had a section taken.”

“Elizabeth,” Audrey called from her desk, “is the lead-in to the recap on the California wildfires air ready?”

“Five minutes.” I said to Diana, “One section? They left the rest for flyswatting?”

“More likely they abruptly realized standing behind a horse’s rear legs and sawing away at its tail wasn’t their best idea. That horse is a kicker.”

She said that with considerable satisfaction.

*   *   *   *

Air ready is a multipurpose phrase in broadcast journalism.

Some use it to refer to the talent — also called talking heads by the production folks. In that case, air ready is whether reporters about to go live or anchors in studio are prepared to broadcast.

It can also mean an entire package is complete, set to put on the air at any time. Or it can be used for the component parts of a package. “That’s an air-ready script.” “The graphics are air ready.”

It can also be a threat, as in, “You have five minutes to get the California wildfires lead-in air ready.”

I made it.

So Audrey did not object when — after another round of fruitless messages — I opted to head to Mrs. Parens’ house early.

Even reporters inured to the frustrations of unreturned messages have limits.

Golfers get the yips, mostly involuntary wrist jerks when putting. Baseball and other sports borrow the term. Gymnasts call it the twisties when they lose the ability to orient in the air. Quarterbacks get happy feet, dancing around anticipating a sack instead of focusing on the throw.

It’s not the same for reporters, though equally crazy-making.

My buddy Dell — while maintaining it never, ever happens to him — calls it a personal blackout.

If you’ve expanded your calls to connections of connections of the people you need to talk to, then checked and re-checked your devices are working, plus looked up symptoms of your phone and computer being jammed, you’ve experienced a personal blackout.

I might be experiencing a personal blackout.

I made a quick call — which was answered. Yes, Hailey Newhall would meet me at her property.

I could pretend I had something semi-useful to do before seeing Mrs. Parens.


Chapter Six


Hailey Newhall’s horse was kept at a property with a barn, several outbuildings, and fenced corrals. Those were on one side of a cottonwood-lined creek, with a shoebox-shaped house as an afterthought on the other side.

It took me a while in Wyoming to adjust to not seeing mostly red barns, with a few white ones thrown in, as I did growing up in Illinois.

For an elementary school project on why barns were red, I learned New England farmers in the 1700s applied a homemade varnish the sun turned red. By the time paint became readily available, the tradition was set. Plus, red paint cost less.

In Wyoming, they largely left barns unpainted.

Farm fences in Illinois included white or black painted, unfinished wood, barbed wire. Wyoming goes mostly for barbed wire and unfinished fence posts used as-is from nature.

In Illinois, fencing and buildings stripped of paint and staunchness by weather and time signal desertion.

Spot a similar scene in Wyoming and it could be the busy hub of a thriving operation, a getaway for an eccentric billionaire, or — yeah — someplace deserted.

This property had a worn, hunkered down, appearances-don’t-matter air.

On the other hand, the horse in the pasture closest to the entry road, appeared sleek and well cared for.

Also wary.

Though I couldn’t give the horse my full attention as I drove in, because a once-white pickup was exiting at the same time. It hit the pickup trifecta — old, dirty, rusty, with bonus points for dents on the back quarter panel and one mismatched tire.

I caught a snapshot of the driver — high school boy, sharing enough attitude with Hailey to guess they were related.

His face was taut with underlying tension — like a low-grade fever, rather than a raging hundred and five.

He sure wasn’t on edge about driving, because he swung past me with the casual disregard for close quarters of someone familiar with the ranch road’s potholed surface.

When I got out of my SUV and walked slowly toward the fenced enclosure, the horse sidled to the far side, keeping me in sight.

He had a reddish coat I’d call chestnut, but much lighter mane and tail — from what I could see.

I wondered if the lighter color made his hair more valuable.

Hailey came out of a shed and joined me at the fence. The horse didn’t come any closer, but some of the tension in its stance eased. I caught a slightly better look at its unevenly truncated tail.

“His coloration’s striking,” I said after succinct hellos. “I didn’t know palominos could be so red.”

“You don’t know much about horses.” A statement, not a question.

“I’m learning to ride.” Although my informal lessons with Tom went on hiatus along with our dating.

“Learning,” she repeated, as if I’d said I was learning to breathe. “He’s not a palomino. He’s a flaxen chestnut. They have the blonde mane and tail.”

I didn’t ask if that increased the value to horse-tail thieves — I didn’t think she’d take well to the monetary consideration.

She turned toward me, challenging. “Are you really interested in pursuing this? Or—”
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