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DAY ONE


FRIDAY

Chapter One


The most effective means of communication for every TV newsroom I’ve worked in is eavesdropping.

It’s faster and far more interesting than any memo. Also more accurate.

But newsroom eavesdropping is specialized.

A good newsroom eavesdropper quickly learns who to eavesdrop on. In other words, the best sources. Next, this good newsroom eavesdropper refines the input by tuning in or out according to nuances. A whisper? Might be juicy. Excitement or dismay? Listen up.

It’s not bragging to say I’m one of the top TV newsroom eavesdroppers. Colleagues and the fair-minded among my rivals will tell you Elizabeth Margaret Danniher is up there with the best.

Not that there’s much scope for my skills — including eavesdropping — in the tiny KWMT-TV newsroom in Sherman, Wyoming.

I’d begun to wonder if those skills might rust here.

Might rust? Who was I kidding? I was worried they had rusted.

Only two days ago I’d overheard Jennifer Lawton, a production assistant and news aide as well as someone I considered a mentee and friend, talking about a breakup with a boyfriend I hadn’t even known she had.

It was a jolt. A blow to my eavesdropping ego.

I gathered the breakup with this guy, a roustabout for a local oil company, happened almost two months ago, with the dating covering another stretch of time during which I’d been totally ignorant. How had I missed this?

Yes, we’d all been involved in solving a murder until a few days ago and I’d been on real estate overload since. Plus, I wasn’t entirely unpacked from a trip East that included tying up loose ends with my ex and stopping off to see family.

Still, no excuses. If my eavesdropping was only good for retroactive information, I might as well hang it up as KWMT-TV’s “Helping Out!” consumer affairs reporter, much less as a real newsperson.

Missing the beginning, middle, and end of Jennifer’s relationship sensitized my eavesdropping now.

I tuned in from across the scramble of old desks making up the newsroom bullpen when I heard, “This is her. She. Her. I’m her. She.” She huffed out a breath. “Jennifer Lawton is me.”

I made a mental note to suggest, during our next discussion on making a career in journalism, she use “This is Jennifer Lawton” to avoid grammatical breakdowns under pressure … which she seemed to be experiencing.

“Who are you?” Her tone confirmed my pressure theory and kicked my eavesdropping up a gear.

“What? … No. No. … But… That’s not possible. There must be some mistake— Oh… Oh, no.”

She was typing into her computer. Presumably what the person on the other end said. I knew from experience she could type as fast as I talk, which was considerably faster than most people I’d encountered in Wyoming.

“Yes. I will check… But I don’t understand… You have to tell me— No… Yes. Good-bye.”

She stood, half turning toward me, phone headset off her head, but still in her hand.

I was already out of my chair, picking up speed when I saw her expression.

But instead of coming toward me, she continued pivoting and headed for the door marked Ladies’ Room.

I adjusted my path and entered a space so small the sign should have said Lady’s Room.

She had collapsed against the wall and partway under the farther sink, sobbing.

*   *   *   *

“What is it, Jennifer? Tell me what’s wrong.”

I was on the floor, too, with her head pulled into my shoulder and really wishing I’d kicked off my shoes first.

I’d been celebrating the someday-I-might-be-warm-again promise of the weather by not wearing boots — snow or otherwise — but now the cute little heels dug into me. One into my derriere as I sat on that foot, the other into my thigh. These kitten heels were fully clawed. Or was it their teeth biting into me?

“She’s dead…”

My heart clenched. “Who? Who’s dead?”

She lived with her parents in town. Would someone have called her at the station if—?

“Calliope.”

Not her mother’s name. I didn’t recall what it was right now, but I would have remembered Calliope.

“Oh, God. I can’t believe she’s dead.” She sobbed harder into my shoulder, but I caught fragments. “…I’m a horrible friend… My best friend…”

I knew she was close to a group of computer whizzes online, though they’d never met in person. One of them—?

“…kids… high school… the best. The best… deserted her…”

Not an online friend. Someone she’d known in real life.

Her lament of sorrow, guilt, regret continued along with the tears.

I wanted to say something wise. Something consoling.

I had nothing.

And any possibility of inspiration could not get past the pain of these heels stabbing into my flesh.

Holding Jennifer’s shoulders to minimize the jolt to her, I shifted to my hip and pulled the heel-in-my-derriere shoe-wearing foot out from under me.

Swallowing a huff of partial relief, I managed, “She wouldn’t have been your friend if you weren’t a good friend, Jennifer.”

“I was a terrible friend. She wanted me to come to Colorado to visit her. She kept asking. She really wanted me to and I kept making excuses. Work and my parents— They’ve never liked her.”

That brought on renewed sobbing.

I came up partway on my knees and reached around with one hand, working the shoe loose.

She mumbled directly into my shoulder and I didn’t catch it.

“What?” Flexing my foot and tugging at the heel, the first shoe finally came off. I dropped it to my side.

“I lied to her. It wasn’t because of work or my parents.”

With the worst gone, the second-worst pain — the one in my other hip — shot to the top of the list.

“It was because I didn’t want to risk missing anything if you and the others … you know.”

I knew.

A group of us had pursued a number of investigations and we’d often called on Jennifer’s computer skills to help us figure things out.

“How selfish could I be? I ignored my friend for excitement and now she’s… Oh, God, she’s dead.”

With this fresh bout of crying came shudders. I held her tighter.

She sucked in deep, open-mouthed breaths like she’d been underwater. In a way, she had been, with all her tears.

“Easy. Easy,” I advised.

Stroking her shoulder and back, I reached around with my other hand, trying to get the second heel out of my thigh.

It felt selfish and petty to concern myself with my minor woes, but as I would tell her — eventually — beating herself up for pursuing her interests didn’t do any good and wasn’t what a true friend would want. Just as my suffering served no purpose, neither did her self-blame.

Besides, I’d think better post-torture.

But the frame of the stall behind me prevented moving my foot away from my body. The only way to remove the shoe was to press the heel deeper into my flesh.

Jennifer had calmed a bit, even lifting her head. Possibly wondering what I was doing.

“Your friend — Calliope — had she been sick?”

“Sick? No. She’s totally healthy, that’s what my parents didn’t get. She kicked it. She really did. But they couldn’t see her any different.” She gave a coughing kind of sob. “I’m no better. I … And then I couldn’t be bothered to go see her.”

I bit my lip against the pain of the heel driving deeper.

I could ask Jennifer about not seeing her friend. I could ask about an apparent rift over this friend with her parents. I could ask how she died. Or…

“What did she kick?” When the safest topic is someone’s addiction, you are definitely in touchy territory.

“Cocaine.”

I made a noncommittal sound. Noncommittal was an achievement. Not only because of the kitten claw stabbing me, but because the idea of a contemporary of Jennifer’s having been addicted and beating it by that age… I know. A sure sign of aging when law enforcement, athletes, actors, and recovered addicts all look like they’re twelve.

“But she went to rehab down there, got off the stuff, and she’s stayed off,” Jennifer continued. “She’s gone totally healthy. She does—” She blinked, swallowed. “She did all this hiking in the mountains. She knows — knew her way around.”

My heel finally slid free. I unwedged the shoe and almost groaned with relief.

Jennifer straightened away from me. “Sorry.”

I had groaned with relief.

“No, no. It’s okay.” I hugged her.

Lots of people would think this was a natural point to get Jennifer talking about something different. To get her mind off it. To get her to stop crying.

My experience said this was the time to keep the tears flowing, so they wouldn’t clog up her emotional system later. Possibly forever.

“You said she went to rehab down there. Where?”

“North of Denver. She did great. She stayed because she had support and—” She gulped. “—friends. She fell in love with hiking and stuff. That’s why it doesn’t make sense.” More tears came and her shoulders shook, like a young tree lashed by rain. “It doesn’t … make sense.”

A knock — determined, but hesitant — sounded at the door.

“Go away,” I told the knocker.

“Elizabeth? It’s Mike.” Michael Paycik was KWMT-TV’s “Eye on Sports.”

He also was a former NFL player and a strong prospect for a great TV news career. But that wasn’t why he was knocking on the ladies’ room door.

Paycik, camerawoman Diana Stendahl, a rancher named Tom Burrell, Jennifer, and I, aided by an assortment of Cottonwood County citizens, had solved a number of crimes together including the oh-so-recent one.

Based on that partnership, I suspected someone or multiple someones in the newsroom enlisted him to get the story of what was going on with Jennifer.

Also, possibly, to clear the ladies’ room.

Mike being outside the door told me Diana was not in the building. She would have been everyone’s first choice for this job, especially Mike’s.

“Are you two okay?” he asked.

“No, but there’s nothing you can do right now.”

“Can I stick my head in?”

I looked at Jennifer. She nodded. She had her back and one shoulder to the door anyway.

“Okay.”

The door eased open slowly. Mike’s thick head of brown hair came into view first and then his cameras-love-this-bone-structure face. He gave the closet-sized room a quick, curious glance, then zoomed in on us, sitting on the floor between the two stalls and the two sinks.

“I don’t want to pry.” A fib, but he was a good guy who tried to curb the curiosity at inopportune moments. “But thought you should know Thurston called in from lunch, looking for Jennifer to do something for him. Audrey told him she might be in the archives, buying some time, but…”

We all understand what came after the but.

…Thurston will call back, brooking no excuses for not getting what he wanted.

Thurston Fine, the station’s one and only full-time anchor, took lunches long enough to do a bacchanal proud. But between lunch and his afternoon nap, he not only would get irked at not having his work done for him, he might be alert enough to make her pay for thwarting him. If she was here.

“I take it back, Mike. There is something you can do. Get our coats and purses — Jennifer’s and mine. We’re leaving.” She looked up at my executive decision. “No arguing. Mike will tell Thurston and Les you’re sick and I’m taking you home.”

“I don’t want to go home. My parents… Calliope… No.”

I understood her not wanting to be with parents who had disapproved of her friend at the moment. I also sympathized with parental concern about that friend’s cocaine addiction. Was there more they hadn’t approved of?

Jennifer’s broken off sentences about her friend and her parents might bear digging into at some point. For now, I stuck with the practical. “We’re not going to your house.”

“Yours?” Her question held a measure of relief.

My house?

The phrase felt odd. Unnatural. Yet it was true. Sort of.

I was about to move to a house in town. I planned to rent it until legalities concerning a will and probate were sorted out. Then I’d buy it in an already done deal. But that wasn’t where we’d be going.

“The Bunkhouse,” I said of the efficiency apartment on Diana’s ranch I’d been renting.

“Aren’t you packing?” Mike asked.

“Not much to pack, but come to think of it, the Bunkhouse isn’t the best place. I have clothes all over.” On my trip East, I’d shopped in Washington, D.C., plus picked up items from a wardrobe stash at my parents’. “It’s a mess. We’ll go to Diana’s. She won’t mind.”

“I could—” Mike was about to volunteer to come with.

“No, you can’t. You have to work.”

We exchanged a look.

Jennifer needed to let her emotions out. She didn’t hang on Mike the way many females did around here. Most men, as a matter of fact. Still, sobbing unreservedly was easier to do without a good-looking, hometown hero, and former pro football player around.

His nod confirmed message received. He let the door close slowly behind him.

“C’mon. Let’s get up. This is going to take some planning. I’ll go first.” I pulled my legs back from their stretch into the stall, got them under me and, by grabbing the edge of a sink with both hands, stood without encountering heels doubling as an ice pick.

A knock, followed immediately by Mike’s voice. “Ready.”

I opened the door. As I put my shoes on — far more comfortable to wear than to sit on — he handed over the purses. What is it with men not wanting to touch a woman’s purse? You’d think they were radioactive the way they hold them gingerly and unload them with more speed than grace.

While Mike handed me my coat, he held up Jennifer’s. That turned her away from the curious eyes in the newsroom. It also put the coat and Mike’s tall and athletic body between the curiosity and Jennifer.

He truly was a good guy.

“Call me after the Five,” I said quietly to him in passing. Waiting until after he did the sports segment on the evening news should give Jennifer time to regain her footing.

I whisked her out of the building and to my SUV.

All the while, her words from just before Mike knocked pricking at me.

It doesn’t make sense…

What was that quote from Shakespeare about by the pricking of my thumbs, knowing evil this way comes?

It doesn’t make sense…


Chapter Two


Jennifer dozed on the drive to the ranch Diana took over when an accident left her a young widow with two children. She’d gone to work for KWMT-TV to support her family and leased out the grazing land to support the ranch while keeping it intact for her kids.

It doesn’t make sense…

Does the death of a young person ever make sense?

For that matter of a middle-aged or older person. Heck, I think the whole system of death stinks.

She lived a good, long life.

No good life is long enough.

He lived the full measure of his days.

Then top off the measure with some more days.

But I didn’t think Jennifer’s words had to do with my objections to mortality.

They pinged my journalist radar.

It doesn’t make sense…

But this was not the time to be a journalist. Certainly not yet. Maybe not ever in this case.

At Diana’s house, I settled Jennifer on the couch by the big rock fireplace, tucking an afghan around her.

Sometimes the only possible follow-up to a storm of tears was to close your eyes and hope sleep knit up what Shakespeare called the ravell’d sleave of care.

Poor Jennifer’s sleeve of care needed a lot of knitting.

While I made hot tea in the kitchen on the other end of the open front half of the house, my dog, a multi-breed named Shadow, sat pressed against her knees. She bent over and hugged him, her chin on the top of his head. And he let her.

He truly was becoming a social creature.

When I brought the two mugs of tea and fixings, Shadow dropped down to lie on her feet. I knew he beat any afghan for comforting and warmth.

Her downcast gaze fixed on the mug.

“How long have you and Calliope been friends?”

She made a noise reverberating with self-recrimination.

I hastily added, “How did you meet?”

“We always sort of knew each other. In middle school she drew my name to do this project on a day in the life of somebody from another country. I drew the country and we got Brazil. And it was great, because I had friends there already — from the internet — and all we had to do was like ask them about their daily lives and we had all the information we needed. Then she wrote it up — she was a really good writer — and we got a great grade.”

We got the information? I’d bet that was all Jennifer, with her computer skills and connections.

“Sounds like you were a good team. You found the information and she presented it.”

She continued looking at the mug of tea between her hands. “I guess. By high school we were best friends. Except I wasn’t any kind of friend. I should have been there for Calliope. I shouldn’t have—”

I had to quit wimping out. Time to expose the wound. “How did she die? Did she…? Was it drugs?”

“No. She was clean. And it sucks people will think that. He said she was hiking in a national park and fell.”

“How awful. But you have to see you couldn’t possibly have done anything, Jennifer. An accident, in another state—”

“He didn’t say accident. He said incident. And it’s all wrong. He said she fell… But she wouldn’t.”

It doesn’t make sense… She didn’t use those words this time, yet I heard their echo.

“You know how some people are born knowing how to move? That was Calliope. She never was clumsy. She never bumped into things. First time she ever tried she did a perfect back flip. And reactions? I remember one time she was driving and we couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen and this pronghorn came out of nowhere. And she never hesitated — I was screaming — she steered behind it as it ran across the road, then came back into our lane and never dropped a word she was saying. So how could he say she just fell? How could she?”

“Who said she just fell? Who was it on the phone?”

“I… I don’t know.” Her eyes went huge and overflowed. “I don’t know. Oh, my God. I didn’t ask him. I didn’t ask anything. I forgot everything you ever taught me. The most important time in my whole life to act a journalist and I totally failed. I didn’t even—”

“Whoa. Stop. Quit self-flagellating and—”

“Self-what?” Very faintly, surprise showed in her eyes. At least it was something other than misery.

“Flagellating. It’s whipping, flogging as punishment. With self-, you’re doing it to yourself, which is entirely uncalled for. So stop.”

“But—”

“No buts. Forget what you didn’t find out. Tell me what he said.”

“He said she fell. An incident and—” She sucked in a sob, tried to stifle it, and hiccupped. “—I don’t remember anything else. It’s blank. She was hiking at Rocky Mountain National Park near—”

“Another detail. Where she was hiking.”

“Oh. Right.”

“And you were typing while you were on the call, so you have more information on your computer at the station. When you go in tomorrow—”

“I can retrieve everything from work remotely.”

She had her device out before I could blink. In about the same amount of time, she sighed deeply and tossed it on the cushion on her other side.

“Not who called. Or when it happened. Or how. Or anything.”

Who, what, when, where, how, and why formed a sturdy framework for a news story. They also could create a screen to hide your feelings behind. Temporarily.

“We’ll find out. We’ll find out as much as we can of what you want to know. But first—”

First, she needed to feel more. Not get it out, because grief wasn’t confined to a container you could drain once and be done with it, but to feel what she needed to feel now.

“—I’m going to get you more tea.”

I was nearly done making the second round when my phone vibrated.

“It’s Diana,” I called to Jennifer. “If you don’t want me to tell her anything—”

“No, you should tell her. It’s her house. Besides…”

She didn’t add to besides and the phone vibrated a second time, so I answered.

Diana cut off my greeting. “Mike told me. Someone died?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Not family.” She said it with certainty. She’d checked and, knowing Diana, it had not been a clumsy phone call to the Lawton household asking if all its members were still shuffling along on this mortal coil. (What was with my Shakespeare-quoting today?) “Friend?”

“Uh-huh.”

“How is Jennifer?”

“Middling.”

“You’re at my place?”

“With the upheaval at the Bunkhouse—”

“Not criticizing or complaining, just confirming. You did the right thing. The kids won’t be home until after dinner. But I was going to be there soon. I started before dawn for a weather shoot. What do you think?”

“See you soon.”

“You sure she wants to see any more people?”

“It’ll be fine.”

“Okay. See you soon.”

Jennifer was staring glassy-eyed at the wall.

“Diana’s coming home soon.”

“Okay.”

“You don’t have to talk about things if you don’t want to…”

“I do. I’m going to need to, aren’t I?”

Telling her some of us were pretty darned good at mashing down things we needed to talk about until they exploded out at the most inopportune moment didn’t seem like a good plan. I murmured something.

Her thoughts apparently followed a different path. She said, “But… For right now, can I tell you about when we were kids, Calliope and me? Before… Before everything.”

“Of course.”

I handed her the mug of tea, sat beside her, and drew a larger afghan up over both our laps. Then I listened.


Chapter Three


“…Calliope wasn’t big into outdoors when she lived here.”

I’d heard about their friendship — true BFFs. When Calliope started dating a boy named Lance, the three of them formed a unit.

That spoke well of Calliope to me, not dropping the friend for the boyfriend. Of Lance, too.

Jennifer muttered darkly about someone not approving for no good reason.

About Lance joining the friends? And who didn’t approve? Her parents? Calliope’s? His?

I stilled my questions. Those details didn’t matter. Letting Jennifer talk did.

After starting college at Colorado State in Fort Collins, Calliope began abusing opioids.

“She told me if she’d been like most people, she’d have gotten addicted to those,” Jennifer said. “Instead, she said it gave her the feeling she could use anything without getting addicted. Cocaine said otherwise. She said she became addicted the first time she used. I didn’t think that could happen, but I researched and it can because of how it changes the brain.”

As Jennifer talked, a picture emerged of Calliope as a high functioning addict who could have gone for years without seeking help. She’d even gotten decent grades.

But then Lance broke up with her over her drug use and returned to Sherman to take classes at Cottonwood County Community College.

Calliope’s drug use multiplied.

A month later, she went to the ER thinking she was dying after a binge.

It scared her. When her parents arrived, she asked to go into rehab. She tried to back out later and ran away from the facility once, but gradually the program took hold with her — or she took hold of the program, aided greatly by the outdoor living components preached and practiced.

“Hiking and stuff was part of rehab. She said it was something to get through at the beginning. Then, one day she was out there, plodding along, one foot after another, when she suddenly took this breath, like it was her first really deep breath ever and she looked around and saw things. And she’s loved it ever since. The way she talks about it…”

“Made you want to try it, too?”

She cut me an are-you-crazy? look. “No. But I got it. It’s how I felt when I found computers as a kid. She wanted to move up to Estes Park, this town right at the entrance to Rocky Mountain National Park. She said almost everybody there did hiking and nature stuff all year round. We talked about how she could get a job to support her up there and stuff. She could be outdoors practically all the time. Lots of people have the same idea, so jobs can be hard to find. I sent her listings a few months ago I’d found online.” Her lips trembled. “She knew as much about computers as I do about the outdoors.”

I patted her arm. “You were a good friend, Jennifer. The two of you connected as people, not just what you like to do.”

Shadow’s head came up. Then he stood. But he was relaxed, expectant.

A moment or two later we heard a vehicle.

I opened the door to Diana. Good thing, because her arms held a full load of grocery bags.

She deposited them on the counter, patted Shadow in greeting, then went immediately to the sofa, sat beside Jennifer, and hugged her wordlessly.

Over Diana’s shoulder, I saw new tears well in Jennifer’s eyes.

“Word about Calliope has reached Penny.” Diana accompanied the words with a significant look over her opposite shoulder to me.

Message received.

Penny Czylinski was a checker at the Sherman Supermarket.

Which was like saying Michael Jordan played a little basketball.

It was the truth while totally missing the point.

From her spot at the checkout register, Penny gathered and disseminated information about Cottonwood County and its residents with enough breadth, depth, speed, and accuracy to turn any search engine green with envy. Also like those search engines, she frequently presented results, connections and sequences leaving the beholder thinking Huh?

I said to Jennifer, “That means your folks will hear about Calliope any minute, if they haven’t already. You should call them.”

She grimaced.

“I can’t imagine they won’t be sad about Calliope and concerned about you, no matter how much they disapproved and worried about her drug use.” When Jennifer said nothing, I became more direct. “Is something else going on between you and your parents?”

She sighed. “Maybe. I guess.”

I used one of the journalist’s strongest weapons — silence.

I’d told her about its power. Told her it would draw people to speak even when they didn’t intend to. It still worked on her.

“I was dating a guy and they didn’t approve of us.”

“Was dating?”

“We broke up.”

“Because of your parents?”

“Not really.” Not convincing.

“Why didn’t they approve of him?”

Her shoulder jerked. “He works for the oil company, I guess. But you’re wrong about them and Calliope. She’s dead and they won’t even ca—”

“No, Jennifer,” Diana said. “They care. Even if they care only because you do, but I bet they also care because of Calliope, with the two of you being friends for so long. And they’ll worry about you.”

The moment drew out.

Jennifer looked down. “Guess I should let them know where I am.”

“Use my room,” Diana suggested. “Down the hall to the right.”

As Diana and I put away groceries, I recapped from the moment my eavesdropping kicked into gear.

She filled in one gap. Calliope’s last name was Grandisher.

“Poor kid,” she murmured. “Make that kids. Plural. Calliope and Jennifer. Always together. Opposites complementing each other. What a shame.”

“How well do you know the Grandisher family?”

“I wouldn’t say well. He’s the top guy for Sedick Oil here. The company sent him here earlier in his career, when Calliope was maybe in elementary school. He spent time at headquarters in Houston before coming back here as their top guy. Nobody thought they’d stick. Most oil execs and engineers move up and out fast or go to another company — either way, they don’t put down roots here.”

“What are you frowning about?”

“Most oil people don’t put down roots, but the Grandishers have — even after Calliope left for college, then stayed in Colorado. And so has another family. He started with Sedick here out of grad school. Moved up quickly, then spent a spell at headquarters, too. Everybody thought it was the last we’d see of them, but they came back. Maybe that was understandable since he’d married a local girl. Probably explains, too, why he didn’t leave the company when Owen Grandisher — Calliope’s father — remained in the top job here everybody thought would go to Brady Joudrey.”

“Let me guess. Lance’s father?”

“Yes. How did you—? Jennifer told you?”

“Some of the story. Enough to get a star-crossed lovers vibe. Was it a Romeo and Juliet story, with the rival fathers driving them apart after high school?”

“I really don’t know. From what I’ve heard, the two couples, the Grandishers and the Joudreys, are part of the country club crowd and spend a lot of time in Jackson when execs from the company are there. The social set, I guess you’d call them. Not old Cottonwood County like Linda.”

Linda Caswell was one of the county’s leading citizens. She’d also become a friend.

She might not know the Grandishers well, but she’d know some. If I could get her to talk. A big if.

“So Leona would know the Grandishers?” I asked Diana of Leona D’Amato, the part-time “society” reporter for KWMT-TV since it opened.

“Oh, yeah. She’ll know all about everything. But why do you want to know?”

“It’s probably the shock, but Jennifer seems to feel something’s weird about this. Background never hurts.”

“There’s always Penny,” Diana suggested.

I snorted. “With the amount you bought, no one’s going to need to go back to the supermarket any time soon. Why did you buy so much? Thought you said Gary and his pals weren’t going to be here tonight— Oh, are you thinking Mike is coming? He’s supposed to call or—”

A knock at her door interrupted.

“He did call. He called me. I said he should come,” she said.

Since Diana had her hands full with a tub of guacamole and a bowl, I went to the door.

And opened it — not to Mike, but to Tom Burrell, the rancher who’d helped with those inquiries I mentioned.

But this wasn’t an inquiry.

“What are you doing—?”

“Heard about Calliope. Mike said you all were here. How’s Jenny?” As a long-time friend of her family, he enjoyed exemption from her mandate that she was now Jennifer. At least a partial exemption from instantaneous reprimands when he used Jenny. “Where is she?”

“In my room. Calling her parents,” Diana said. “Close the door, Elizabeth. It’s not summer yet.”

Couldn’t argue. No matter what the calendar said, the air said brrr.

Tom had already walked in, detouring toward the living area to hook his cowboy hat on the back of a chair. “Glad she’s calling. They’re worried about her. Called the station when they got the word and they said you’d brought her here. Told them I’d swing by and see about Jenny.”

“That’s nice of you.” I closed the door and returned to the kitchen. “But I’m not sure she’s going to want a lot of people around. It’s a rough time and she might want privacy. To be alone to—”

I was interrupted by another knock.

This one was followed quickly by the door opening — no need for me to respond, because Mike was letting himself in, talking as he came.

“How’s she doing?”

Under Mike’s questioning about Jennifer, then Diana’s answer, Tom said quietly to me, “That’s you, Elizabeth.”

“What’s me?”

“Not wanting people around when you’re hurting. That’s you. Not Jenny.”

Before I could respond, he joined Diana and Mike by the sink. He took the guacamole tub, bowl, and a spoon from Diana to finish the transfer while she lined a basket with paper towel for chips. Mike took out glasses and I began adding ice.

“Oh.”

We all turned to Jennifer, standing in the doorway from the hall. Her eyes went bright with more tears, but the smallest smile trembled to life.

“You’re all here.”

I stepped toward her. “If it’s too much. If you want—”

“No. It’s good. We have to talk anyway.”

Before I could question what she meant, Diana said, “What we have to do first is eat. Start with chips and guacamole while I make sandwiches. Did you talk to your parents?”

“Yes. They were… They were nice. I said one of you would drive me home. If that’s a problem—”

“No,” came from four voices. Mike added, “I’ll take you home when I go in for the Five.”

For the five o’clock news, he’d deliver local, state, national, and international sports in a time block he continually fought to keep Thurston from whittling. Later, he’d update his report for an even shorter segment at ten.

“Thanks, but…”

“But right now,” Diana said, “we eat. Have any of us had lunch? I didn’t think so. We’ll talk about something else for a little. Tom, I heard Tamantha’s in Cheyenne this weekend.”

His Abraham Lincoln-esque face — though from the better-looking side of the family — softened, as always, at mention or thought of his daughter, a third-grader to be reckoned with.

“She was picked for a school program about government called Future Governors of Wyoming.”

I snort-laughed, choking on a bit of lettuce in my sandwich. “Future? The current occupant better lock, bar, and bolt the office door or she’ll take over today.”

“Nah. Told her no political office until she’s legal to drive.”

*   *   *   *

“You sit, Jennifer. You, too, Diana. You made the sandwiches.” Mike paused long enough from putting away leftovers to gesture them toward the seating by the fireplace. “We’ll clean up.”

“And then we’ll talk,” I said.

Tom deposited plates next to the sink where I was rinsing and loading the dishwasher. “Now you want her to talk.”

The lines at the corners of his eyes folded into a gotcha grin.

We finished in the kitchen and brought a plate of my cookies into the sitting area.

Sort of my cookies.

Pepperidge Farm Double Dark Chocolate Milanos are my favorite store-bought cookies. Since I rarely bake these days and my mom’s cookies are 1,200 miles east of here in Illinois, that makes Pepperidge Farm Double Dark Chocolate Milano pretty much my favorite cookies, period.

Being a cautious kind of person, I keep a supply on hand.

Being a kind person, Diana keeps a separate supply on hand in her kitchen when I don’t want to make the three-minute commute to the Bunkhouse. Would she still do that when I moved into town?

Was I feeling sentimental about her backup cookie stash?

Yes.

When Mike, Tom, and I joined Diana and Jennifer by the big rock fireplace, we saw neither was resting.

Diana was folding laundry fresh from the dryer. Jennifer — of course — was on her phone.

“What are you doing?” Mike sat beside Jennifer with two of my — okay, Diana’s — cookies in one hand. At his rate of consumption, her backup stash would be gone before he left for the station.

“Nothing. My phone’s slow. It wasn’t great when I called my parents, but now…” She released a sigh. “I was trying to get the word out. Should have done it right away.”

“Do you know the arrangements already?” Diana folded the last of her son’s t-shirts, nested the full basket into the empty one and pushed them behind her chair.

I took the matching chair, while Tom sat at the narrow end of our rectangle, facing the fireplace.

“Arrangements? Oh.” Jennifer’s voice flattened on the final word. “No. I was trying to get the word out to start people working on background so we can investigate.”


Chapter Four


Diana broke a momentary silence I assumed was brought on by surprise.

“Investigate?” she asked. “You mean Calliope’s death? But it was an accident.”

“He didn’t say accident. He said incident.” Jennifer tapped her screen, apparently futilely trying to get it to respond. “And besides—”

“Jennifer,” I tried.

“—Calliope would not just have fallen. She wouldn’t. She—”

“Who said?” Mike interrupted. “Who called you? What did he say? Why did he call you?”

“Mike.” Diana reproved him mildly.

“It’s okay. I know you’ve all got to know details to investigate like you always do. I can’t be all emotional…” Jennifer swallowed. “I have to face it. To know, I have to… I have to…”

“Jennifer.” Tom’s voice was soft.

“Don’t. I’m not a kid. I know what an investigation means. I’ve seen what you all do. I’ve helped do it. I do know. I know it means getting answers. I took notes during the call. Not everything, like I should have and I didn’t ask anything.”

She clicked through on her phone to what she wanted. “It’s crawling… At least I can see my notes. He said he was calling from Colorado. Asked if I was Jennifer Lawton in Sherman, Wyoming. I said yes. He said he regretted to inform me — like the movies — there’d been an incident and Calliope Grandisher had died in a fall today in Rocky Mountain National Park.

“That’s all he said. Or all I wrote down. I should’ve—”

I cut her off. “Wait a minute, Jennifer. I heard you ask who he was. What did he say?”

“I…” She looked at her notes again. “I don’t have anything. I don’t remember… I don’t think he answered, but… I totally fell apart. The one time I should have—”

Diana stretched a hand to her across the coffee table. “Don’t. A call like that? Out of the blue? It knocks everything else out of your head.”

But what seemed to dry her tears the most was Mike’s “Hey. You’re human.”

“There are always other ways to find information,” I said. “A death from falling in a national park will be reported. We’ll get a start from local news reports.”

“Not KWMT’s news reports,” Mike said bitterly. “Not unless someone hit Thurston over the head with the news release. He sure didn’t have it when I left, so you know he won’t be putting it on the Five. Heck, he’s practically already locked in stone for his blocks for the Ten. He won’t even look at news releases for fear he’d have to read cold copy.”

I ate a cookie — another cookie — thoughtfully.

“Elizabeth?” Diana said. “What’s that expression about?”

“Thurston doesn’t pay attention to incoming news, but I know someone who does. Excuse me.”

With a cookie as sustenance, I took myself and my phone into the guest room in the back of the house so the others could keep talking without interfering with my call.

“Needham? It’s Elizabeth. Did you get anything from the National Park Service about a Cottonwood County native dying in a fall?”

Needham Bender, editor and publisher of the Sherman Independence, briskly questioned, “Who? When? Which national park? Accident? Suicide?”

Suicide.

“Elizabeth?”

I heard him pounding keys. Probably checking the wire services in case it slipped past him somehow.

“Sorry, Needham. I don’t have any answers to your questions. I was hoping for answers from you. A news release or wire report—?”

“None. How’d you know about it? Who is it?”

“Sorry,” I said for the second time, and I meant it.

At least partially.

“A lot of good you are.” He hung up on me.

I frowned at the phone. Not because of Needham’s reaction.

That I understood. He didn’t want to waste time if I wasn’t going to give him more information.

Still, something was strange.

As I returned to the group around the coffee table, Diana immediately asked, “Why are you frowning, Elizabeth?”

“Needham doesn’t have anything on the—” I stopped myself from saying story. “—news. I thought he might be running ahead of Thurston.”

“Dinosaurs run ahead of Thurston,” Mike said. “So, no news release yet?”

“Is it unusual not to have a news release? Would the park service contact media in Calliope’s hometown?” Tom asked.

“Directly? I wouldn’t think so. But AP — Associated Press — would pick up a release immediately and put it on the state wire.”

“Colorado’s state wire?”

Jennifer answered Tom this time. “The station gets surrounding state wires. The Independence does, too. Besides, the guy on the phone knew her connection to Sherman, so it should be on the Wyoming wire, too.”

She’d skirted what had me frowning, but before I spilled, I wanted Jennifer to check a few things.

Before I could ask, though, Mike said, “I’ll look at the state wires when I get to the station. Maybe Needham missed it.” He stopped himself. “Yeah. Never mind. Needham wouldn’t miss it.”

“In other words, there’s no confirmation this happened other than a phone call to Jennifer,” Tom said.

“You’re thinking a hoax? Why on earth would anyone—?”

Jennifer cut across Diana’s horrified question. “It’s not a hoax. I called Calliope’s parents, before you came in the ladies’ room, Elizabeth.”

It must have been a very quick call, because crossing the newsroom was no marathon.

“Her mother answered. She thought it was Calliope’s dad. She was… She was hysterical.” Her already pale face lost more color. “She screamed that Calliope was dead, then the phone cut out.”

A very quick call.

So, unless it was an incredibly cruel hoax perpetrated on Calliope’s parents and best friend…

And to what purpose? A hoaxed kidnapping to try to get money would be a possibility, especially if she’d fallen back into drugs. But no kidnapper, fake or otherwise, would say the victim was dead and remove all leverage.

Yeah, I wasn’t sharing any of those thoughts aloud.

“Jennifer, how about searching to see what you can find on fatal falls at Rocky Mountain National Park?” I asked.

Her face brightened for a flash with the call to use her skills. She started typing. Immediately it fell. “My phone’s not connecting.”

“Try this.” Diana handed over a device and Jennifer quickly put it to good use.

In seconds she said, “There’s nothing on Calliope.”

“How about other fatal falls?”

Tom’s brows lowered. Presumably at the idea of sending Jennifer on the quest for information mirroring her friend’s death.

Diana tilted her head and raised her fingers at him in a let it lie gesture.

Jennifer was already scrolling, so it would have taken more to distract her.

“Here’s one.” She read aloud a spare news release of a man falling while trying to take a photograph. Then a couple caught in an avalanche.

She started one about slipping on ice, stopped, and said, “At Yosemite.”

“That’s okay, keep reading.”

She read several from Yosemite, stretching back a number of years. “Yellowstone— No, wait, somebody died in a thermal feature. Okay, Grand Canyon. A photographer again. Sounds like they have a hard time getting to people there after they fall. Here’s another from the Grand Canyon. It’s two days later.” Her features squeezed tight. “They had to find the body.”

“That’s enough. Thank you, Jennifer.” I asked everyone, “Notice anything about these?”

Mike thought he had it. I saw it in his face. But instead of saying it, he looked around at Tom, then Diana.

“Most of the people who fell aren’t obeying the rules?” Jennifer offered. “But we don’t know Calliope broke any rules, because we don’t know anything. Actually, we don’t know much about these others, either. These releases hardly say anything. So even if we found a news release about her, we wouldn’t know more.”

“You’re right, they don’t say much. They’re very cautious,” Diana said.

“They each said when the incident happened or when the rangers were notified, sometimes both.” Mike did have it. And still, he didn’t say it outright.

So, I did.

“None of those releases came out the day of the accident. They were at least one day after the fatality, some two days after.”

Mike said, “So, why’d this guy call Jennifer today?”

Exactly.

“To get more information, a friend’s view…?” Diana suggested half-heartedly.

I shook my head. “Would a governmental organization and with aspects of law enforcement want human interest angles? Reactions or remembrances from friends?”

“What Jennifer read didn’t include anything like that,” Tom said.

I leaned forward. “True. Also, they’d likely call the family before the news was released. But a friend? No. Bad policy. And, as Mike said, why? Not for a release not even out yet, which wouldn’t include that sort of information anyway.”

“What about media? Somebody from AP calling?” Tom said.

“But the caller didn’t get a quote. From what I heard of Jennifer’s end, he didn’t even try. Reporters will always press for information in the moment over a vague possibility of something later. He didn’t even leave a callback number.” I turned to her. “Did he?”

“No, he didn’t. Because I type those automatically. All the time. Every time. Even with the shock, I would have typed it in if he’d given it to me.”

“That means this caller didn’t hit the most basic reporting elements. You try your darnedest to get information now. If you absolutely can’t, you get a blood oath the person will call back, then you leave name, organization you’re reporting for, and multiple means of getting back to you — phone, email, text, telegram, cave painting.”

“That is weird. Really weird,” Jennifer said. “I don’t think— I’m positive I’d remember if he said he was from AP. I talk to those guys, you know?”

“What about if he’d said he was from the National Park Service?”

She didn’t answer immediately, thinking it through, reviewing. “I think I would remember, so I’m pretty sure he didn’t. Not like AP, but pretty sure.” She looked around at us, challenging. “Now do you agree we should investigate?”

“Before we agree or don’t agree this is something to investigate—”

“It is. You just showed it is. We—”

“Wait. Two things. There are odd circumstances around the park people — or someone — calling you. But there’s also the death of your friend. If you get us started, we won’t stop until we know everything we need to know to explain what happened.”

“Of course. That’s what I want.”

“Hold up, Jenny. Don’t answer on the fly. Listen to what Elizabeth’s saying. Think about it.”

Tom’s words stopped her momentarily. But only momentarily.

“You think I’m wrong about Calliope not having an accident? You think I’m wrong about how she wouldn’t ever do something dangerous or stupid hiking? She wouldn’t go to the edge to take a picture or go on a closed trail or step back without looking like those people in the news releases. She wouldn’t.”

Yet she’d done drugs. Talk about dangerous and stupid…

More thoughts I wouldn’t share.

“However strong your faith in your friend, we have to consider all possibilities.”

She responded with another challenge. “You think there’s something about Calliope I won’t want to hear?”

“The odds are yes, Jennifer. Because that’s the way it is with most human beings.”

“You think she was back on drugs?”

“It’s a possibility.” Time to be explicit. I breathed in deeply. “Beyond whatever else we might find, you need to consider Calliope might have committed suicide.”

“No. Calliope wouldn’t kill herself. She—”

“Several of those falls you read about were ruled suicide,” Diana said. “Or suicide remains the most probable cause, but it’s impossible to know for sure.”

Jennifer didn’t mask that she didn’t accept the possibility.

After a pause, I said, “Before you commit to going after the truth, you have to recognize it might not be a truth you like. And you have to commit to the truth anyway — all the truth.”

Without speaking, she looked from me to Tom. Then to Diana and, finally, Mike.

She stood. “I’ll be back.”

At the hallway, she turned toward Diana’s room. We heard the door close behind her. Then the faintest thunk of a second door closing.

“I guess you gotta go when you gotta go,” Mike said with a tight smile. “Poor kid.”

“Not a kid. Not in this. Give her credit for wanting to consider it thoroughly. You live alone, so you don’t understand,” Diana said. “She lives with her parents and brother. Bathroom’s the best thinking spot in the house.”

Into a silence, Tom said, “Okay, not a kid. But an investigation? Investigating what?”

“Well, there are questions,” I said. “Weird things. Gaps. We can look into those.”

“You could look into anything.”

“True,” Diana muttered, just before I would have denied Tom’s statement.

“And would that be enough for her?” he concluded.

“We can’t decide for her.”

He wanted to argue. To give him credit, he didn’t.

Then I glanced at Mike.

Good grief, he wanted to argue, too.

He was usually the most gung-ho to investigate, so if he had arguments against this…

Instead, he stood. “I need to get to the station to prep for the Five.”

Impulsively, I said, “I’m going, too. See what — if anything — I can find out from there.” Away from Jennifer’s hopes and fears and sorrow.

“What about Jennifer? Maybe one of you should take her to her parents. Or I will,” Tom said.

“She needs more time,” Diana said. “She can stay here. Take a nap. I’ll drive her home if she wants. But…”

“She’s going to want to tell us what she decides,” Mike said. “We’ll come back after the Five. Then I’ll drive her home when I go back for the Ten.”

Tom looked at Diana. “Okay with you if I swing back here, too? I’ve got to check in about the grazing association, but the timing should be about right.”

“Of course, it’s okay,” Diana said. “I’m sure Jennifer will be glad to hear you’re all coming back after the Five.”

“I’ll pick up something to eat on the way,” Mike said.

“Thank heavens. Because I can’t afford to keep a teenage son and you fed.”


Chapter Five


At my dented, gray desk in the KWMT-TV bullpen, I took a jolt of liquid caffeine in the form of the universally awful newsroom coffee. I needed it to start churning through a list of phone calls strung down a document only I could decipher.

To an outside observer, the calls might appear to be for my official job at KWMT as the “Helping Out!” consumer affairs reporter.

They weren’t.

But I wasn’t leaving KWMT in the lurch. I had enough “Helping Out!” segments done to loll in Tahiti until Wyoming truly warmed up, which in my limited experience coincided with the Fourth of July.

Instead, I was fruitlessly pursuing information on the tragic death of a young Sherman native.

Doubly fruitless, in fact.

Even if my information pursuit magically turned into a story, I wouldn’t get on-air with it. Thurston Fine claimed his contract guaranteed him all the big stories. News Director Les Haeburn didn’t deny it.

Mike, Diana, and I, with others helping, had done a few special reports around our inquiries, but always with the weight of a major scoop behind us. This time, we didn’t have any muscle to hold onto the story — if it was a story.

First, I tried the office of public affairs at Rocky Mountain National Park.

I spoke with a very pleasant person who would neither confirm nor deny there had been a fatal fall at the park that day, because all such information came through the media liaison office.

She then gave me unpleasant news. The head of the media liaison office was on vacation, out of the country. The second-in-command was sick with pneumonia. The third person had gone into early labor.

Two backups were brought in to temporarily handle media liaison from two different departments. The senior of those two was named Peter Bray.

She would put me through to him.

After six rings, a female voice answered, “Ranger Bray’s phone.”

“Ranger Peter Bray, please.”

“He is not available.” I interpreted a mini-pause before available as meaning the female voice didn’t know where the hell he was and wished he’d get back because she was darned tired of answering his phone.

“Perhaps you can help me. I’m sorry. I didn’t get your name.”

The female voice identified herself briskly. “Ranger Attleboro.”

I suspected Ranger Attleboro was the second backup brought over to media liaison, wasn’t happy about it, but was doing her job. She did not think Peter Bray was doing his job.

I know that’s reading a lot into a tone, particularly a brisk, professional tone. But I’ve talked to a whole lot of people over the phone, especially in my pre-Cottonwood County career when I was a top tier national reporter.

“I’m Elizabeth Margaret Danniher of KWMT-TV in Sherman, Wyoming, and I’d like to talk about a potential story.”

It was a judgment call not to tell her what I really wanted. Was she irked enough at Bray to tell me, yes, there had been a fatal fall and give me the victim’s name? Even before a news release? Her brisk, professionalism said no.

“The best person to talk to will be back in ten days. The name is—”

“Oh, no. We can’t wait ten days. This is very time sensitive. When might I be able to talk to Peter Bray?”

“I will take a message and do my best to see he gets it.”

I settled for that.

For now.

Law enforcement — Estes Park, county, and state level — were even less helpful, each referring me to the media liaison at the park.

The local newspaper wasn’t forthcoming, but asked if I’d like to subscribe.
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