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Everything can change, except murder.


After some upheavals in Elizabeth’s professional and personal life in Wyoming, not to mention those of her closest friends, she has some recalculating to do. With her former KWMT colleague Mike now at a Chicago TV station and tech whiz Jennifer also in the city on a visit, Elizabeth’s investigation of a death discovered at a historical reenactment relies on a widening team of fellow sleuths. And rancher Tom Burrell and the usually forthcoming Mrs. Parens are keeping their distance. Temporary or permanent?
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DAY ONE


THURSDAY

Chapter One


Thurston Fine’s voice hit me as I walked into the newsroom of KWMT-TV.

Mornings aren’t my favorite in the best of circumstances. Morning and Thurston Fine are a deadly combination.

Then add on the fact that they stood beside the widening in the hallway that served as the break room.

In other words, they were between me and my next hit of coffee.

“Children playing at cowboys and Indians? Absolutely not. That is beneath my dignity.” Thurston’s lofty tone was worthy of someone who’d endured a slanderous affront to his journalist ethics.

For the anchor of KWMT-TV of Sherman, Wyoming, that meant it was play-acting. He has no journalistic ethics. Some — including me — would say he’s not a journalist, period. As for his dignity, he had the touchy spun-glass external kind, involving clothes, cars, and hair gel, but none of the deeper than the bones-into-the-soul kind.

“It’s not—” began the station’s News Director.

Fine cut him off. “I don’t do that kind of story. I’m not going out to that God-forsaken dust bowl and report on a bunch of screaming kids.”

As I discreetly slid past them to reach the coffeemaker, I mentally noted that it was not the first time he’d refused an assignment. And not the first time I’d wondered how he got away with talking to a News Director that way, even though this News Director was Les Haeburn, who possessed a temper but no spine. Not a pretty combination.

So how did Fine get away with dictating to Haeburn? Tempting to say Fine knew where Haeburn’s bodies were buried?

As much as I liked to figure out puzzles, did I truly care about this one? Nope. Trying to work out the Haeburn-Fine dynamic felt like the worst possible use of my time. Well below scrubbing toilets.

At that moment, the best use of my time was pouring a lot of coffee into a big mug.

In a few of the stations I’ve worked at, the News Director did the dictating. At the good ones it was a collaborative relationship among News Director, anchors, reporters, editors, camera people, and more. Those were the gems.

KWMT-TV was a lump of coal.

Over the twenty-some months since I’d arrived, I was pleased to observe it developing into a somewhat more refined lump of coal, but coal nonetheless, at this rate it would require millennia multiplied by millennia to aspire to diamond status.

Mind you, I don’t take direction from this News Director the way I did at other stations on my climb up to the No. 1 TV news market. The pinnacle from which I’d plummeted to KWMT.

If you don’t like being ruled by numbers, don’t get into TV news. Every TV news market is ranked, based on “TV households,” because a household and its residents don’t count if they don’t have a TV. From the top, those rankings go from New York, through LA and Chicago, past Washington, D.C. — which considers itself a big deal, but c’mon, it barely slips into the top ten at No. 9, so in TV land it’s barely into the world of the big boys — right down to the bottom of the triple-digits where KWMT-TV resides.

“It’s a news story.” Haeburn almost pleaded with Fine. “The angle’s the brand-new location this year.”

“That is another reason I won’t do it. There are important people who are totally against this event.”

My interest picked up. If Fine’s idea of important people were against it, I might be all for it.

“Like who?” I asked Thurston.

“I’m not telling you.”

“You should be telling our viewers. It’s what journalists do.”

Before Thurston responded, Haeburn, with the unsettling air of a predator sensing a nearby prey, turned to me.

“You could do the story.”

Had he picked up on that fleeting thought about my interest picking up?

Contractually, Haeburn wasn’t in a position to assign me stories willy-nilly. I had the consumer affairs beat with the “Helping Out! with Elizabeth Margaret Danniher” segment and “special projects” of my choosing. That didn’t mean he couldn’t ask, but he seldom did. The one area we seemed to agree on was minimizing our contact.

“Me?”

“Her?”

Haeburn turned on Fine. “Why not? You won’t and it’s a news story.”

That gave me an instant to recognize that Haeburn wasn’t asking me solely to put Thurston’s nose out of joint. Nor to get at me. It was to get himself out of something.

If he had picked up on that tick up in my interest, it was from somewhere deep in his self-serving lizard brain that knew how to manipulate reporters.

That landed on the negative side of whether to take the assignment. Getting Les Haeburn out of a predicament, especially by being manipulated did not appeal.

“It wouldn’t kill you,” Haeburn said to me.

“I’ll think about it.”

I saw my response discomfited Haeburn. Not my intention, but it didn’t break my heart, either.

He hoped I’d say yes, because not having this story covered put him in some sort of pickle. At the same time, he hated that hope, because it meant relying on me. And he absolutely didn’t want to be grateful to me.

He also didn’t want Fine chewing his tail.

Snares in every direction.

“She won’t do it either,” Fine said to Haeburn, as if I weren’t standing right in front of him. “There’s no dead body involved, her little buddy’s no longer here, and it’s not Pulitzer material.”

My little buddy was ex-NFL player Michael Paycik, formerly KWMT-TV’s Eye on Sports, and now at a network affiliate in Chicago taking his rightful spot in the big leagues.

Watching how Mike’s advancement ate at Thurston provided solace for missing Mike.

“Thurston, you do know there’s no category for TV news in the Pulitzers, don’t you?” I asked.

He scoffed, as if I’d made a faux pas.

Then he turned and marched into Haeburn’s office. Time to get started on that tail-chewing.

Haeburn leaned toward me and said in a low voice, “I’ll give you Diana as much as you want if you take—”

“Les!” Thurston demanded from the News Director’s office.

Our News Director scurried in and closed the office door.

Immediately commenced the tail chewing.

Amazing they still hadn’t figured out that most of what was said in that office could be heard in the newsroom bullpen — especially when it was said loudly by Thurston Fine.

The thrust of his comments repeated that the story shouldn’t be covered.

The promise of having Diana Stendahl at my disposal as the assigned cameraperson might otherwise be a nudge toward doing the story.

She was the best shooter at KWMT-TV and my favorite co-worker — hands down since Michael Paycik left Sherman for the heady climes of the Number Three market in the country. Diana also was my good friend.

But Haeburn so rarely involved himself in daily decisions that assignment editors — occasionally bullied by Thurston — determined most reporter-shooter pairings. For him to meddle now could turn the assignment board into chaos.

Boy, I hoped Haeburn wasn’t starting to show interest in day-to-day operations — the downside was so steep, I wouldn’t risk it.

Especially since Diana and I generally wrangled the schedule to our liking without Haeburn’s blessing.

On the other hand, if Thurston’s idea of important people didn’t want it covered, it became more tempting.

Decisions, decisions.

*   *   *   *

I went into the station’s library to research.

It was dusty, windowless, cramped, and entirely devoid of allure. That meant it provided privacy not available in the newsroom bullpen of decrepit desks and chairs … and nosy eyes and ears.

Usually, the nosiness didn’t bother me much. It had increased significantly over the past year and a half, which I considered a sign of progress from apathy toward being a normal newsroom. In this case, though, until I decided about this assignment, I’d keep it to myself.

With hints supplied by Haeburn and Fine, I deduced the assignment involved coverage of a week-long camp for children, followed on Saturday by a reenactment by adults of a Cottonwood County historical event called the Miners’ Camp Fight.

Both events had been held on a specific property in the county for as far back as I spot-checked the clips — at least a couple decades.

But this year’s was in a new location.

That was Haeburn’s hot angle.

Not.

The change of venue might involve Thurston’s important people, but I wasn’t picking up anything tangible from the Sherman Independence archive. Under owner and editor Needham Bender, if there’d been anything tangible, it would have been reported.

The name Nadine Hulte, cropped up frequently as the source for unrelentingly upbeat quotes. The woman ran the Two Rivers Camp and organized the reenactment. I hadn’t encountered her before.

However, familiar names showed as being on the committee — the same names on most of the civic committees in the county. Also, the Sherman Western Frontier Life Museum supported both the reenactment and the camp. Clara Atwood was, essentially, the museum and we’d crossed paths before. I’d consider us amicable professional acquaintances.

After my first pass at research, it was clear this wasn’t a story that would have the Emmy Awards clamoring and the Pulitzers sure wouldn’t be moved to add a broadcast prize to honor it. But its biggest downside remained setting a precedent of doing anything Les Haeburn asked me to do.

I went outside. Not to escape the dust, because the wind-swept empty space around KWMT-TV’s building and parking lot generated plenty of that, but for fresh air.

Considering calling Needham Bender to see if he knew anything interesting not in the Independence, I took out my phone.

It immediately indicated an incoming video call.

Mike Paycik.


Chapter Two


With the recent encounter with Thurston fresh in my mind, I flashed back to the day Mike gave his notice at KWMT-TV.

It was splendid to see his colleagues — almost all his colleagues — genuinely wished Mike the very best and were hugely pleased for him moving on to bigger and better things.

The exceptions were Les Haeburn, Thurston Fine, and a handful of acolytes. If there’d been a bucket of nails to chew, they’d have finished them off in no time.

Then came the day Mike left for Chicago.

Not such a splendid day.

Except it was what he was meant to do. A job he deserved. A place he knew and had friends.

There was absolutely no downside to this huge career advance for him … except for leaving his friends behind in Cottonwood County.

But he still had his house and his ranch and his roots here.

He’d be back, he insisted. For visits.

At the moment, however, the visiting was going the opposite direction.

Jennifer Lawton, a KWMT-TV news aide and computer whiz, was in Chicago, visiting Mike.

Not only was Jennifer gone, but with her there, Mike hadn’t called as frequently.

He was occupied with his guest, which I understood. Really. I just felt like the kid in the class not invited to the birthday party.

“Mike!” I answered with extra enthusiasm.

“Hey, Elizabeth. How are you?” He looked and sounded tired.

“Good. How are you and Jennifer doing as neighbors?”

Mike had a small apartment in Evanston, the first suburb north of Chicago along Lake Michigan. Jennifer’s parents wouldn’t have approved of her staying with him. But Mike solved it beautifully. His neighbor was in Europe and gave permission for Jennifer to stay in her apartment for the week, with Mike thoroughly big-brothering her from across the hall.

Her own space. From Jennifer’s viewpoint that made the trip a success right there.

He exhaled. “I thought we’d go to a few ballgames, have great meals, that kind of thing.”

“Jennifer doesn’t want to do that?”

“Oh, yeah, we did that. And the Field Museum and Shedd Aquarium and the Museum of Science and Industry. And then she went back to Science and Industry — twice — and a library because she can work with 3D printing and a laser something-or-other and other stuff I thought was only in Star Trek movies. And I think she’s ready to move into this robotics workshop place she discovered in the Near North. Or maybe they’re trying to get her to move in, because from what I can tell they’re real interested in a couple of her ideas.

“Jennifer’s wearing me into the ground, Elizabeth. She wants to see everything. Right now. I did have one brilliant idea. Got her on one of those architecture tours on a boat and got to rest my feet and my eyes—”

“And fell sound asleep. I heard.”

“Well, I was tired.”

Trying not to laugh — but not trying too hard — I crooned, “Poor baby.”

“You mean me, right? Because my head is past exploding, but for Jennifer it’s like super-charged fuel.”

Now I did laugh. “Just promise me you’ll do two things. Get her to the Art Institute and some live theater.” I counted Chicago as my home base, having grown up at the fringes of the metro area.

He groaned. “And Mrs. P made me promise to take her to the Chicago Historical Society. I’ll need a vacation to recover from Jennifer’s vacation.”

Mrs. Parens was a retired teacher and principal who had Michael Paycik’s number so thoroughly that a neutral look from the woman standing more than a foot shorter than him made the former NFL player quake in his proverbial boots.

And now I knew she could accomplish that from twelve-hundred miles away.

“Only a few more days before Jennifer leaves Sunday and you can rest up.”

“Yeah.” Before I probed this uncharacteristically down tone, he asked, “What’s new there? Anything cooking?”

By that second question, he meant along the lines of murder investigations several of us — including him and Jennifer — pursued together.

“Pretty quiet, except a historic reenactment this weekend.”

“Oh, the Miners’ Camp Massacre.”

“Miners’ Camp Fight,” I corrected.

“Right, right. Keep forgetting they changed that. Don’t tell Mrs. P.”

I related my encounter with Thurston and Les, including my thoughts on dignity.

“He doesn’t have the spun-glass or the soul kind,” Mike said. It was no great sacrifice to let him win that argument. “But what about Two Rivers Camp? That should be part of the coverage.”

“Yeah, that, too. Did you attend? Why Two Rivers? Doesn’t look like it’s near any rivers.”

“Sure, I went. The rivers are the communities. The— Gotta go. Call coming in from a source. I miss you guys. Really miss you, Elizabeth.”

And he was gone.

The mirage of remembered Chicago moments called up by his accounts faded into the view I most associated with Cottonwood County — fence line, sage brush, distant cattle, against climbing mountains and a sky so big and blue it reminded me of infinity even more forcefully than star-studded night skies did.

*   *   *   *

I stopped at the Sherman Supermarket on the way home from the station.

Not for my regular shopping, but a quick pick-up.

This is one difference between Cottonwood County and Manhattan, where I previously lived … along with the whole matter of significantly fewer people, no tall buildings, lots more cattle, and way bigger skies. In Manhattan, much of the population shopped frequently, even daily, for that night’s dinner. In Cottonwood County, a fair percentage of shoppers are in the supermarket for this month’s staples, because a trip into town takes some doing.

Me? I was there for dessert.

Not for my favorite Pepperidge Farm Double Dark Chocolate Milano cookies, because I had a more than adequate supply at home. Also at work. And a few backup packages at friends’ houses.

But for something to serve for dessert tonight, because Diana was coming over. Actually, she was bringing dinner. The best kind of dinner guest.

I picked up a sea salt caramel pie. They also had sheepherders bread made fresh that day. It couldn’t possibly be as good as my next-door neighbor Iris Undlin made — especially when she brought it over warm from the oven — but it would do in a pinch.

Iris told me it was an old recipe from the border region where France and Spain met, brought to the American West by Basque sheepherders and now made mostly in Dutch ovens — how’s that for international?

On the way from the bakery to the front of the store to check out, I visited the cookie aisle and picked up a couple more packages of cookies. I’m a strong believer in backups of backups when it comes to cookies.

Two checkers were working. I chose the one with the longer line — mind you, in Sherman that’s three people instead of two. The reason for opting for the longer line was the checker.

All branches of the Cottonwood County grapevine passed through Penny Czylinski’s checkout stand at the Sherman Supermarket.

I wasn’t in the market for news or gossip at the moment, but it would have felt like I was using her to only go to Penny when I wanted information.

Besides, she might not share when I was looking for info if I didn’t stay in her good graces.

“Bye now, Loraine. Well, hi there, Elizabeth. Iris and Zeb gone another week, I see. And no steaks with that handsome Mike Paycik off to Chicago.” Her sigh was shorter than most people’s breaths — no sense wasting time on non-words. “Hear you’re covering the Two Rivers Camp and reenactment?”

“I haven’t—”

“Emmaline Parens will be happy to hear that. She was not pleased with Thurston Fine year before last. Standing out there like a stick, getting—”

Mrs. Parens was among the familiar names on the committee I’d read about.

“—every other word wrong and as miserable as a turkey on Thanksgiving. She’s been involved from the start. Least after a group of them made a hash of it the first year. Changed the history all up, as if everybody didn’t know the Indians won that fight. Didn’t even include Indians that first year, which made it a downright lopsided affair. That’s when Emmaline Parens took hold of the reenactment. Then she started the camp—”

“About the reenactment—”

“—a year after that. Practically had to hogtie kids — from the reservation and the others. But after a bit, the word started spreading and there hasn’t been an empty spot for a couple decades now. Why, the greatest battle in Cottonwood County, of—”

A reference to the history being reenacted? Or when Mrs. Parens took hold of the event?

“—course. Bye now, Elizabeth. Hello there, Bella.”

Spit out of Penny’s aisle like a gumball from a gumball machine, I gathered my shopping bag and headed out, wrestling with a difficult concept.

If he knew about Mrs. Parens’ involvement and he knew about my connection to her, Les Haeburn might be sneakier than I’d given him credit for.


Chapter Three


I called Diana from the parking lot. She was all for extending the dinner invitation to Mrs. Parens and Gisella Decker — otherwise known to us as Aunt Gee, because of that familial tie to Mike.

We might have included Aunt Gee regardless, since her knowledge of the county, while not as deep in history as Mrs. P’s, included a mental database from decades as a sheriff’s department dispatcher. Add in that she provided transportation for Mrs. P from the town of O’Hara Hill — second-largest in the county and therefore barely a hamlet — and it was a given.

But when I called Mrs. P, it turned out she and Aunt Gee were in the car, driving to Sherman for a dinner connected to the reenactment and camp. After a quick consultation, they accepted an invitation to stop by for dessert.

After a moment’s internal debate, I went back in the store for a second pie.

Leftovers are always better than coming up short.

As I pulled out of the parking lot, my phone rang.

With no hello, Mike said, “Hey, did you hear Russell Teague’s in a hospital here? I forgot to ask when I called before.”

Russell Teague was an uber rich, uber strange, and uber reclusive sometimes-resident of Cottonwood County.

He’d inherited a ranch from his father that adjoined the ranch of Tom Burrell. One of the other familiar names on the committee involved with the historic reenactment and this kid’s camp. But unlike Tom’s ranch — often referred to as a real nice spread in the local vernacular — the Teague place was considered a ranching disgrace.

Russell left the county as a youngster, tied himself to his rich maternal grandfather’s purse strings, then made a dubious name for himself with expensive quirks and quests, including flying hot air balloons over tall mountains. After inheriting the ranch from a father who’d searched for treasure instead of ranching, Russell carried on that tradition while also compiling a private Old West town.

Among the historic buildings he’d snapped up and moved to his ranch, he seemed to particularly like saloons.

He also was one of two remaining contenders in an ongoing legal action to sort out the future of a stash of historic gold coins.

“What’s wrong with him? And why is he in Chicago?”

“What’s wrong is he’s dying. Word is it’s multiple organ failure. He tried to buy a couple, but—”

“A couple organs?”

“Yup. That’s the rumor. But it appears that with a bunch of them going, even Teague can’t manage it. It’s some syndrome his mother died of, too. The top specialist is here at Northwestern.”

“Wow. There was nothing about it on the rundowns for tonight’s newscasts.”

“Tribune had a story this morning. I’d think AP would have picked it up.”

AP — the Associated Press — definitely would have picked up a story on Russell Teague from the Chicago Tribune. Especially a story about him dying.

I pulled over and started texting. “I can’t believe Audrey would miss that on the wires, unless—”

In unison, we groaned, “Thurston.”

Our esteemed anchor had a habit of turning off the police scanner because the noise penetrated his private office — the best one in the building — interrupting his afternoon naps. Most of the time someone remembered to check, but not always.

Recently, he’d started disabling AP alerts. Because, naturally, he didn’t want to be interrupted by anything like news.

Problem was, he was so inept, he frequently disabled alerts for the entire newsroom.

And with Jennifer away for the week, our best defense against his tech ineptitude was absent.

“Messaged Audrey to find the story,” I told him. “Warned her to check alerts, too. Tell Jennifer she might get a call about how to turn them back on.”

“Will do.”

“So, how’s the job? Tougher than KWMT?”

“Not really. You prepared me well. Besides, I’ve got a lot more help and the equipment’s a dream — once you learn it. Jennifer came in with me one morning and — after she stopped drooling — gave me tips and shortcuts. Despite her wearing me into the ground, we’re having a great time. Wish the rest of you were here, too.”

“What? And miss my big potential assignment this weekend?”

To my surprise, he said, “You should do it.”

“To save Les’ unworthy derriere?”

“No. To give it good coverage. It’s an interesting event. Lots of history. Tom could tell you—”

“Mrs. P and your aunt are coming for dessert and to fill me in enough to decide.”

“What’s for dessert?” Nice to know I still knew how to distract him.

“Sea salt caramel pie.”

“Mmm. I wonder if—”

“I am not sending you pie. There’s plenty of great pie in Chicago. Now, don’t you need to be working?”

“Nah, done for the day. But Jennifer just got here and we’re going to dinner.”

“Tough life.”

“Yeah.” He had a grin in his voice. “Take that assignment, and give it the full E.M. Danniher touch.”


Chapter Four


Truth be told, I might welcome an assignment — not that I’d let Fine and Haeburn know that.

Though the reason was open to debate, as Diana and I proved over dinner by debating it.

Diana had dropped her kids — Jessica and Gary Junior — at separate activities. Then she picked up takeout from Hamburger Heaven for our dinner.

“How’re the kids?” I asked as I made salad from ingredients in my fridge so we’d feel noble before finishing with the sea salt caramel pie when Mrs. P and Aunt Gee joined us.

“Fine.”

I turned at something in her voice. “Diana—?”

“I heard something about a big story and Thurston turning off the wire notifications. Fill me in.”

Okay. So, she didn’t want to talk about whatever that was in her voice.

I relayed Mike’s news about Russell Teague, Thurston’s turning off the alerts, and the update since.

Audrey had messaged that Thurston balked at disrupting the Five to add anything more than the bare statement that one of the county’s wealthiest residents was in serious condition.

And even then, Fine made it sound like Teague was hospitalized in Chicago with a bad sniffle.

That segued to the topic of the assignment, telling her specifics of the exchange with Thurston and Les, then mentioning I might welcome the assignment, thus leading to our disagreement on the possible cause of that welcoming.

“You’re lonely,” Diana said.

“I’m bored,” I disputed.

“And your boredom happens to coincide with Mike leaving town and Tom leaving the playing field?”

“That is an inaccurate description of what was an adult and reasoned discussion that concluded with the decision to put the welfare of his young daughter before anything else.”

“Tell it to the Marines.”

“Diana Stendahl. I’m shocked at your imputation that I am not being truthful.” From that lofty tone, I descended to normal. “Did you know that’s only half of the original phrase? Tell it to the Marines, because the sailors won’t believe it. Can’t imagine the Marines are happy at the implication they’re more gullible. Although—”

I was aware of Diana turning her head toward me, but chose not to assess her reaction. I was busy cutting my hamburger in half.

“—there was a movie with Cary Grant and Ginger Rogers that my mother dug up where Grant’s a World War II newsman caught in an area Nazis are flooding into and forced to read this piece on the radio saying the Nazis can’t be beat. At the end he tells his listeners to tell the Army and Navy they might as well give up and — above all — to tell it to the Marines. Pretty clever, huh? Because the Nazis take it at face value, but American listeners know everything he said was hooey.”

“Hooey?”

“It’s a strange movie. Part romantic comedy, part war movie. It’s called Once Upon a Honeymoon. The war movie part is a reminder that nobody knew how it would turn out, since it was made in the early—”

“Elizabeth.”

“—Forties. Oh. And Ginger Rogers doesn’t sing or dance.”

“Any more?”

“About the movie? I don’t think so. I could look it up and—”

“No.”

“Oh, wait. There is one more thing. John Banner’s in it. Sgt. Schultz from Hogan’s Heroes. He fled his native Austria when it unified with Germany because he was Jewish. Family members were murdered in the Holocaust. And he joined the U.S. Armed Forces during the war.”

“That’s both sad and interesting. But it’s even more indicative you’ve been watching and reading too much about old movies and TV shows. Elizabeth, you’ve got to snap out of it.”

“There’s nothing to snap out of. I’m fine. It’s just been quiet with Mike gone, Jennifer visiting him, Iris and Zeb on vacation, and Mrs. P, Aunt Gee, and Linda—” My friend, Linda Caswell. “—wrapped up in what I now realize is the committee for this reenactment, while you and—”

“You could have volunteered to help.”

“Me? Recreating Cottonwood County’s history from more than a century ago when I need to look up what happened two years back? Mrs. P would laugh me out of the committee. And — yes — Diana, I did notice you cut off my saying anything about what you and Sheriff Russ Conrad have been up to.”

She smiled.

The smile of a woman having a really good time with the right man.

I simultaneously felt happy for her and like I wanted to go see what old movie was on TV.

Maybe I was a little down.

But then Diana’s smile faded.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Jess has been demonstrating her full teenager-hood lately. Nothing major,” she added quickly. “Talking back. Viewing me as a cross between a certifiable dolt and a dictator. That sort of thing.”

“Huh. She seemed fine last time I saw her.”

“That was almost two weeks ago, when your nephew was still here.”

My brother Bill and his wife Anna, along with their four kids, visited on their way to and from Yellowstone Park — along with my parents, who already made the trip earlier in the summer.

Bill and Anna’s oldest, James Robert, but always called J.R., was a year older than Jessica. They had seemed to hit it off…

“You mean Jess and J.R.—?”

“The greatest love story ever, at least in her mind.”

“Are they in touch?”

“All day, every day. I can’t decide if I’m dreading or looking forward to when nature and distance take their toll. But to get back to the assignment, you should take it, Elizabeth. I’ve been scheduled for them for a month. I’ve shot them most years since I started.”

“That sneaky beast.” I told her Haeburn dangled her out as an enticement.

“How about not thinking about whether he wants you to do stories, but about whether you want to do them.”

“Not factor in irritating Thurston versus helping out Les? What an odd concept.”

“Embrace it,” she ordered. “Start from the top. What do you know?”

I told her what Penny said about the reenactment, adding, “This isn’t the same as the Battle of Cottonwood County, is it? Mrs. P didn’t seem convinced when that professor aired his theories last winter.”

“That’s because this has nothing to do with the Battle of Cottonwood County, which — if it happened at all — would have been in 1876. The Miners’ Camp Fight—”

“Previously known as the Miners’ Camp Massacre, according to Mike.”

“—was about the Bozeman Trail and happened in 1867. Mrs. P would say about the Bozeman Trail and broken treaties. She’d be the one to tell you details.”

“I don’t know why there was a fight here over people going to Bozeman, but I do know one thing.”

Diana raised Oh, do you? eyebrows.

“The Native Americans won, because it was once called a massacre. Would’ve been called a battle if the other side won, right?”

She chuckled. “You’re darned near a graduate of the School of Mrs. P.”


Chapter Five


After Mrs. Parens and Aunt Gee arrived, the conversation centered on the ongoing kids’ camp and the upcoming reenactment. Right after we dealt with the topic of sea salt caramel pie.

Initially saying they were too full for dessert, both Mrs. Parens and Aunt Gee decided to accept a sliver when they saw Diana and me indulging.

I indulged unimpeded, while Diana explained why her kids weren’t attending the camp this time around.

“We got caught by the every-other-year schedule. By the time it came back on my radar, they’d committed to other things.”

“Why is it held every other year?” Diana could thank me later for the redirect. “And why the move when it seemed to have been at its previous site forever?”

I knew what the Independence said. I wanted to hear what they said.

“The schedule of every other year remains a topic of discussion amongst the committee. Another proposal would be to have the camp annually while the reenactment continues in alternate years.”

“It will continue to be discussed forevermore,” Aunt Gee grumbled.

“As for the site—” Mrs. Parens loftily ignored her neighbor’s insertion. “—it moved after the heirs of the property where the events originated sold it to Palmer Rennant three years ago. The next reenactment and camp were grandfathered into the sales agreement. We asked him at the time of the sale as well as multiple times subsequently about continuing at that site. He persisted in delaying giving us an answer. The fact that he did not attend or demonstrate support for the events two years ago increased our uneasiness. Our lawyer drew up an agreement for moving forward. We had numerous meetings with Palmer Rennant without, however, a conclusion.”

“Stood us up, too, more than once,” Aunt Gee said with indignation. She seemed to be in a particularly feisty mood, which was saying something.

“In the end it was only last September that we received an informal indication that he would bar our activities from his property and it was not until the end of the year that he officially informed us of that decision.” Palmer Rennant was in serious trouble with the teacher.

“We were fortunate to have that earlier indication,” she resumed, “because, based on that, we sought other venues. We were further fortunate that this other landowner allowed the use of our new location.

“And, finally, we have been most fortunate to have Nadine Hulte running both the week-long Two Rivers Camp and the reenactment. Her experience over the past decade and a half, as well as her impressive organizational skills have allowed the events to proceed as smoothly as ever, despite changing locations.”

“Well, I don’t see Nadine as being so perfectly organized,” Gee objected. “Coming out of the meeting tonight, the light showed inside the back of her SUV and it was a mess. Piles of magazines and newspapers and bags and bags of stuff. Old clothes, water bottles, pill bottles, and I swear enough shoes to start a store — if anybody wanted old, used shoes. You didn’t see it, going around the other way, but it was a mess.”

“No doubt that is from her job with Paige Schmidt involving estate sales and therefore temporary. She is more than organized and competent with the camp and reenactment.” Short and to the point from Mrs. P … Aunt Gee definitely got under her skin this time.

Distracting the combatants, I asked, “Who’s Palmer Rennant? I haven’t come across him.”

“He and his family moved here ten years ago. To all appearances they are upstanding citizens,” Aunt Gee said.

Which meant they had not been subjects of sheriff’s department dispatch calls, but she didn’t know them personally, so there was no telling what they were truly up to.

“Newcomers, huh?” My question drew a grin from Diana, not from either of the other two. “Ranchers?”

“They bought a ranch, but, no.”

“What’s he doing with the land he wouldn’t let the camp and reenactment use again?”

“Nothing. Doesn’t matter what anyone says about property rights, it’s a disgrace.” Aunt Gee cast a disapproving look toward Mrs. P. “Could have been the end of both those Cottonwood County institutions if not for this other property.”

“Who’s the owner of the new property?”

“That’s another excellent question.” Aunt Gee paused to give her next words additional weight. “Because we don’t know.”

“Really? An anonymous landowner?”

Mrs. Parens remained unfazed by the concept. “Our lawyer, naturally, checked that the signatory permitting our activities was legitimate and legal. If the owner remained anonymous behind a holding company or another construct, that person is not obligated to reveal himself or herself to us.”

Emmaline Parens never would have made it as a journalist. Not only allowing other people to keep secrets, but not sharing the secrets she did know. And I had the distinct feeling she knew more than she was telling. Which made me want to know.

“Do you think Rennant dragged it out before telling you no on purpose? To mess up your arrangements for this year?”

“I cannot speculate on the man’s reasons. However, it is unimportant, since Two Rivers Camp is already a success and the reenactment will be as well in the new venue,” Mrs. Parens said.

Aunt Gee was having none of that — thank heavens. “I can speculate all right. Power. He was sitting back with his mind made up, laughing up his sleeve at the yokels jumping through hoops, hoping and hoping he’d say we could use his property when it belonged more to us than him, no matter what the deed said.”

“I never observed any indication that he felt he was superior in that way to his fellow residents.” I noted Mrs. Parens’ usual precision and spotted an opening in it.

“That way? What about in another way?”

“I could not say.”

I kept trying. She kept blocking me.

In the end, I tried opening another door. “He’s not a native?” Aunt Gee shook her head. “So not a matter of someone coming back to where he grew up. Why did he move here? Do you know more about him?”

“They moved here when their elder child, their daughter, was a freshman in high school. She was an excellent all-around student and now has graduated from college and is working at a hospital in Boston. Their son is starting his sophomore year in college, studying computer technology. In that area he excelled, as well as in athletics. However, he did not apply himself in other areas.”

If anyone ever committed a crime in this county over an academic record, Emmaline Parens would solve it in a heartbeat.

“Anything else?”

“I do understand that the parents divorced a year ago after thirty years of marriage.”

A wife cast aside after thirty years? Now we had conflict. Wouldn’t help this story any, though, since Rennant was out of the picture. But questioning habits are hard to break, especially with Mrs. P clamming up.

“Know any details? Other parties involved?”

Mrs. Parens’ mouth pursed as she held silent. Aunt Gee glanced from me to her, then brightened.

She thought she knew more about Palmer Rennant than her neighbor did. At the very least, she was willing to tell more. That worked for me.

“No known other parties,” Aunt Gee said.

“Gisella,” Mrs. P admonished.

Aunt Gee was having none of it. She focused on me and I returned the favor. Mrs. Parens had scruples? Fine. She could sit in the corner — figuratively — with them while Aunt Gee and I dished.

Diana, apparently realizing my hostess instincts came in a distant second behind my question-asking instincts, did a pantomime, lifting her dessert plate, gesturing toward the fridge, and nodding to the other plates on the table.

“Please, help yourself and anyone else who wants one, Diana.” I wanted a second slice, too.

“Both Rennants worked in some sort of tech, very high earners. And he — maybe both of them — were entrepreneurs. They did that fire. Well, yes, Diana, thank you, I will have just another sliver.”

“Fire? Oh. F-I-R-E? Financial Independence, Retire Early?”

“That’s it. They socked away money to be able to leave their jobs. He sold a company, too, which is how they bought the property.”

“Sounds like a dream,” Diana said.

She had takers all around for a second slice. Good thing I’d gone back for the second pie. We weren’t likely to run out tonight, but I wouldn’t have had leftovers.

Gee swallowed a mouthful. “Understand it was a dream they worked real hard to make come true. Don’t know much more than that. Oh, except he dated Clara Atwood from the museum not long after the divorce became final.”

Gee could say the museum, because the county had only one. The Sherman Western Frontier Life Museum. Which, to my knowledge, had one full-time employee, Clara, the curator.

“Oh, did he?”

“Uh-huh,” Aunt Gee confirmed with significance.

“Not long after the divorce, which happened a year ago, which was when informal word came through that Palmer Rennant would not welcome back the Miners’ Camp Fight reenactment and Two Rivers Camp on his property. That’s interesting timing.”

“It is,” Aunt Gee agreed.

Both of us looked toward Mrs. P. She pressed her lips together.

Others might think that was an Mmm of appreciation for the pie. I knew better. We weren’t getting any confirmation from her.

“Anything else?”

Aunt Gee shook her head with regret.

Time to wheedle my way back into Mrs. P’s good graces.

“Such a shame Palmer Rennant interfered with the reenactment. How far back does the tradition go?”

Mrs. Parens spoke precisely, “The reenactment began in the early 1950s as an effort to draw more tourists on their way to Yellowstone Park to Cottonwood County.”

And away from Cody was the unspoken element of that statement. Sherman and Cottonwood County often tried to lure the financial boon of tourists heading for Yellowstone away from Cody and Park County. It was a difficult sell, since there was a direct route from Cody to the Park’s Eastern Entrance. Coming to Sherman required a deliberate detour north that only a small percentage were willing to make.

Cottonwood County didn’t quit trying.

“Initially,” Mrs. Parens continued, “it was held every year. However, that became a strain on the resources of the county and the participants. By the early 1960s, it was being held every other year, and by the end of that decade it ceased as a regular event. It was, however, revived sporadically, generally in conjunction with anniversaries of events. The quasquicentennial was a turning point.”

“The what?”

“The quasquicentennial is the one hundred and twenty-fifth anniversary.” Mrs. Parens’ expression remained solemn, but in her eyes glimmered either satisfaction at pulling out a word I didn’t know or mischief at pulling my leg.

No telling which.

“I’ve heard of sesquicentennial for a hundred and fifty years—”

She nodded approvingly.

“—but never quasquicentennial.”

“Then it is a shame you were not here for the celebration in 1992 of that anniversary of the Miners’ Camp Fight. It was quite a success, being a cooperative effort of the miner reenactors, the tribal reenactors, and a broad group of organizers. That became the beginning point of holding the reenactment and Two Rivers Camp every other year. In many ways the camp has been more influential than the reenactment, though not as lucrative,” she said, “and therefore not of as much interest to a segment of the county’s leadership.

“The marked exception to that lack of interest stems from those who attended the camp themselves and now are in a position of leadership. Friendships have been forged at that camp that have lasted ever since, and friendships continue to be forged there. We are particularly pleased by attendees who now send their children or are otherwise involved, connecting new generations.”

“That could be an interesting angle, to talk to two people who met at the camp and now have their children at it. Do you or Clara have names of people to contact? If I decide to take the assignment,” I added far too belatedly.

“Nadine Hulte would be the best person to contact as I am certain she has such names in her records, if not from her memory of running the event over the past decade. Though with such short notice, I’m not certain…” Mrs. Parens trailed off in entirely uncharacteristic uncertainty.

That triggered my suspicions.

“There is one pair of former camp attendees who would be the optimal choices to contact in the interests of time and because I am certain they would willingly help you. Davon Everett and—”

That name rang a vague bell, but didn’t explain her trailing off.

“—Tom Burrell.”

That name rang a city’s worth of bells, all clanging an alarm together, explained her pause, and more than justified my suspicions.

She looked at me with limpid innocence.

I wouldn’t say Emmaline Parens looked like a sweet, elderly lady — she was too upright, too intelligent, too exacting for that — but I hadn’t expected such perfidy from her.

And, in this case, not all aimed at me, either.

Tom Burrell would not be happy if Mrs. P pushed me into interviewing him.

Which I was not going to do.

“Huh. Is Davon Everett, related to O.D. Everett?” I asked.

“He is his son. You remember O.D. Everett?”

“Yes, from the museum committee dinner last winter. I try to remember men of good judgment, which he demonstrated by watching ‘Helping Out’.” As soon as we were introduced, he’d brought up the feature that represented my regular beat as consumer affairs reporter for KWMT. “And he wasn’t just saying it, he knew details of specific pieces.”

Mrs. Parens gave me the half patient, half chiding look that said she thought I was avoiding a topic.

I dove in. To prove I wasn’t.

“And Tom Burrell, huh? I suppose that means Tamantha is involved in the camp now?”

“Tamantha is, indeed, involved and has been for several years. O.D.’s grandson is also involved in—”

I interrupted first with sorrowful headshakes, then words. “Such a shame there’s no time to delve into that aspect. If only I’d known about this assignment last week — if I take it. Actually, there’s a funny story about that.”

I regaled her with the account of Thurston Fine not wanting the assignment — gleefully throwing him under the bus of her ire — and of Les Haeburn’s uncharacteristic begging that I take it.

Her half patient, half chiding look returned.

Okay, she wasn’t buying my change of subject to KWMT-TV’s inner workings? I’d dangle a topic she couldn’t resist.

“The history of the reenactment’s interesting, but what about the original event? There must be something important, since they’ve chosen to reenact it.”

With a glint of a challenge to Mrs. Parens, Aunt Gee said, “Some will tell you that’s because Cottonwood County doesn’t have a great deal of choice of events from its history. Suppose they could reenact Rupert Caswell’s arrival at the end of the first cattle drive here, but since that would be a bunch of dusty cowboys bringing along a half-starved herd after traveling all the way from Texas, and bedding down — exhausted — for the night, that wouldn’t be too inspiring.”

We waited for Mrs. P to respond to the deliberate provocation in that dismissal of the county’s history.

I used the time to memorize it word for word to share with Rupert’s great-granddaughter. Linda Caswell would love it.

“I cannot disagree with that assessment.” Mrs. Parens’ calmness didn’t falter even at three jaws dropping. “I believe this event was selected for reenactment based on its action, rather than its specific historical significance. Still, it is a small part of a larger whole that is significant. If it helps to elucidate that larger history, it can be viewed as worthy.”

She turned to me. “I should be pleased if you choose to take this assignment. If you do, I hope to talk to you at the site about the history of the fight here and how it fit into events occurring elsewhere in what became the state of Wyoming. I will be there both Friday for the wrap-up of Two Rivers Camp and Saturday for the reenactment. However, I believe it is time now for Gisella and I to take our leave.”

She’d resisted the invitation to stand up for Cottonwood County history. What the heck was going on?

*   *   *   *

After Mrs. Parens, Aunt Gee, and Diana left, I watched the Ten — the newscast at that hour.

With more than five hours to prepare since the Five, Thurston worked more than a sentence of the breaking news of Russell Teague’s condition into his spiel.

This time he made it sound like an on-air get-well card, delivered to someone he was trying to curry favor with. Even if Russell were well enough to watch TV news, he wasn’t getting KWMT-TV in a Chicago hospital.

I brushed my teeth twice to try to get the bad taste out of my mouth.


DAY TWO


FRIDAY

Chapter Six


I took the assignment.

First, I told Audrey, who was working as assignment editor this week. I told her not to put it on the board yet.

She half rolled her eyes at me, because I was making her job a bit more difficult, though she knew everything would turn out fine. And she gave away that she would enjoy some of the trip to that happy ending with a dry smile.

I needed to hit the ground running. First, I checked if I’d missed anything from KWMT-TV library resources, then the Independence’s far better database of articles for information on Nadine Hulte. She showed up in a flurry of mentions every other year with a spattering in between. All about the camp for kids associated with the reenactment.

Palmer Rennant didn’t show up at all, except for one cutline under a photo of him and his son, Palmer Junior, after a track meet. Which told me Rennant was a man in his late forties, neither handsome nor not. Make it mildly attractive.

When I broadened the search to national news resources, Nadine and Palmer disappeared.

Remembering Aunt Gee’s comment about Rennant selling a company he’d started on his road to financial independence, I checked business resources. On the fourth, there he was. Owner of a company with one of those names that sounds like an insurance company but could be anything from rockets to an under-eye-puffiness cure. He sold it to a company that was part of a third company that was held by a fourth — all with eminently forgettable names. The sale price wasn’t mentioned. And his name didn’t show up after that.

The company he’d sold to — before adding those degrees of separation — was in Maryland. I took a shot and called Baltimore news outlets, then governmental agencies. But a buyout of a company more than a decade ago wasn’t on anyone’s radar. Nor did KWMT-TV in Sherman, Wyoming, motivate any feats of memory.

With Maryland splitting the geographic difference, I called reporters Matt Lester in Philadelphia and Wardell Yardley in Washington, D.C. Neither covered business, but they knew people who did.

No big surprise I didn’t reach either. I left messages saying what I was after and hoped they could help, but it was for background, no more. In other words, I wasn’t calling in favors.

Twirling a pencil through my fingers — if I’d been that good with a baton as a little kid my path in life might have been far more glamorous — I debated.

Calling a source with such scant background went against the grain. On the other hand, Palmer Rennant wasn’t the subject of a story, much less an inquiry. At most, he was on the periphery of this story. Plus, the story had very short legs — after the reenactment tomorrow, there’d be minimal interest until two more years rolled around. And at that point who would care this guy kicked them off the long-standing site? They barely cared now, having found a new home.

I called.

After my mostly futile efforts to get background and all that debating, the guy didn’t answer. I left a message, dangling KWMT-TV out there — hoping it carried more oomph in Cottonwood County than in Maryland — and deliberately vague references to a story.

Les Haeburn and Thurston Fine wouldn’t be in the office for a while yet, but it was still time for me to leave.

Specifically, it was time to corner a real, live person I’d called earlier.

Also to get a good brownie.

*   *   *   *

The most popular item sold in the gift shop of the Sherman Western Frontier Life Museum were brownies made and brought in fresh each day by Vicky Upton, who worked behind the counter.

Vicky hated me for a good portion of my first year in Sherman.

The first time I’d eaten one of those brownies, I hadn’t known Vicky made it until halfway through. I’d had an immediate image of Vicky poisoning it. Yeah, not rational. How could she predict I’d come in on any particular day, right?

Or that I’d buy a brownie.

Okay, that she might have been able to predict.

But, with the brownies known for their freshness, she couldn’t hold onto a poisoned one for any extended period of time on the off-chance I’d come in. And making a poisoned one each day to try to catch me would really cut into her profit margin.

So, I’d kept eating her brownies.

Mind you, I wouldn’t take this chance — even as calculated a chance as it was — for broccoli or oatmeal or granola. But they were good brownies.

Still, I increased the odds in my favor by always stopping at the shop first. Just in case she kept a poisoned brownie in reserve, she wouldn’t have time to swap it out while I was otherwise occupied in the museum and then catch me on my way out.

I spotted her through the glass door into the shop at nearly the same time she spotted me.

She didn’t snarl at me.

A few months back we had a moment of near bonding over pursuing someone who’d tried to run down a young woman, but I hadn’t counted on that doing permanent good.

But now, I’d actually go as far as saying we’d advanced to the bottom edge of neutral.

That was good. It made it less likely she’d try to poison me.

We each said hello — not pushing it with any how are yous — and I purchased a brownie. I said, “Thank you.” She said, “You’re welcome.”

It was the kind of détente moment that gets mentioned in This Week in History features.

Buoyed by that progress in reducing the apparent chances of me dying while feeding my chocolate addiction, I went into the main part of the museum and told Sandy, a volunteer at the front desk, that I was here to see Clara Atwood, the curator.

Sandy smiled, which I especially appreciated now that she no longer hoped each time I came in that I was a paying customer.

She called Clara, then hung up and said, “Clara said to go on back to her office. Have a good day.”

Past a door labeled Staff Only, a corridor led alongside cubicles. The curator’s was the last one on the left. It certainly didn’t raise questions about Clara Atwood wasting museum resources on her professional digs.

I stepped into Clara’s space to find it already crowded with one other person there.


Chapter Seven


She introduced me to Nadine Hulte, describing her as the coordinator of Two Rivers Camp and onsite coordinator for the reenactment.

“Nadine came into town to pick up supplies. It’s rare we see her here during the week of the camp. This should save you both time.”

I noticed Clara didn’t bother with the I hope you don’t mind rubric. That was typical of her. She was a take-charge kind of person. In this case, I didn’t mind. Because she was right, this came as an unexpected bonus.

“We’re so glad you’re coming to the camp.” Nadine’s smile seemed genuine, though frazzled at the edges. Who could blame her after four days of corralling a bunch of kids and with two more days to go on these events? “We’ve been trying to get Thurston Fine or someone to come out all week.”

“I told you that was a long shot,” Clara said.
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