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THE BEGINNING


Ever had lunch with a ghost?

I did.

Not a real ghost, some will say, because dead-to-me isn’t the same as coffin dead. Certainly, my ex hadn’t turned into a corpse.

I should know, considering how recently I’d seen one.

So, how did this ghost lunch come to be?

Two weeks before the meal the phone in my cozy efficiency apartment, dubbed the Bunkhouse in keeping with its Cottonwood County, Wyoming ranch locale, jerked me bolt-upright, heart-hammering, ears-roaring awake.

“What?” I demanded before it rang a second time.

“Good morning.”

It was Mel Welch, who’d married into what most people would consider a distant branch of my family. To the Dannihers that made him one of ours. Worse for him, it made all of us his. That’s why a lawyer with a successful practice in Chicago and no background in broadcast news job-hunting became my agent sixteen months ago, after my ex torpedoed my once impressive career.

Glaring at the clock and rubbing my neck, which I’d twisted in the dive for the phone, I wasn’t thinking grateful thoughts. “Do you know what time it is?”

“Eight here, seven there.” This was progress of a kind. At least he acknowledged the reality of my time, even if he didn’t adhere to it.

“Also known as too damned early.”

“You always were a night owl. When I was first dating Peg, I remember—”

“Mel. Explain why you’re tormenting me at this hour.” Against my will — because I fully intended to go back to sleep — my short-term memory began spitting out facts. “Especially since we talked extensively yesterday.”

Mel hadn’t handled my divorce, but helped with lingering issues arising from it. Such as my ex failing to hand over my share from the sales of a house in D.C. and a cottage in Virginia. Mel got a hearing scheduled on the matter. Five days before the hearing, Wes agreed to send the money in two weeks. It was fifteen days, but who’s counting?

The fifteenth day was yesterday, when Mel confirmed the transfer of funds.

That left one issue.

“We did talk yesterday, but things happen fast in the legal world.”

“Since when?”

Chuckling, he said, “Okay, they don’t happen fast, but I have news. Wes will meet with you in D.C. in two weeks to go over the list of items in storage.”

The D.C. part was fine with me. Wes’ job as a network exec must be taking him there from New York, where we’d both lived and worked before the divorce and now only Wes did.

The rest was not.

“To go over—? Everything in storage is mine except a few old vinyl albums. Mostly family pieces and a few I wanted to keep when he deemed them unworthy of New York. If he hadn’t put his name on the thing when we moved to New York I wouldn’t need to go through any of this. All he has to do is sign the form from the storage company that you’ve sent three times, and it would be done.”

“I know. He’s being entirely unreasonable. In fact, I wonder if he’s stretching this out because with the real estate proceeds settled, this is your last connection.” His voice strengthened. “I think he wants to see you.”

“Oh, he does, does he?”

“Now, Danny—” He sought to soothe me with that shortening of my full name, Elizabeth Margaret Danniher.

“I know, I know,” I said, unsoothed. “Don’t bite off my nose to spite my face. And six other sayings from my mother.”

“A wise woman, Catherine Danniher. Now, here’s Wes’ proposal…”

I countered his proposed dinner with lunch and on a different day.

Wes stuck to his proposed day, agreed to lunch.

That’s how I left behind a real death in Wyoming to have lunch in Washington, D.C., with a ghost.


WEDNESDAY


(Nine Days Later)

Chapter One


The KWMT-TV newsroom in Sherman, Wyoming, was as full as it ever gets.

None of the scooters — those who scoot out the door at five, or four-forty-five or three-fifty-three if they can manage it — budged. The late-night folks wandered in early, shaking off hats and shoulders.

Yes, it was spring. It was also Wyoming.

The assignment editor had wisely not tried to send camera people or reporters out during this time slot. No reporters with the freedom to schedule enterprise interviews — including me — allowed anything to interfere with this moment.

Thurston Fine, news anchor at KWMT-TV, was doing a cold open on the five o’clock news.

Maybe it was the journalistic impulse to bear witness to history sparking in our breasts — even a few breasts previously unsparked — that had everyone jammed into the newsroom, staring at clunky old monitors hanging from the ceiling like raggedy teeth haphazardly distributed around an acoustic tile palate.

Maybe it was the less laudable accident-on-the-expressway Looky Loo gene. Because I suspect most, if not all, expected history-making would fall into the Hindenburg, Titanic, Exxon Valdez category.

“Want to get into the How Many Words pool?” Michael Paycik asked me as he lowered a chair he’d carried over his head into the empty spot next to me. Mike wasn’t only KWMT-TV’s “Eye on Sports” — he was the whole body. And not a bad body at all. Ta-dum-dum. He often initiates office pools. Then he shows management potential by finagling someone else to run it so he doesn’t have to bother and can participate.

Usually finding an empty chair or an empty desk in the KWMT-TV newsroom is no problem. Heck, often finding an empty newsroom is no problem. If there were something lower than the Bottom 50 stations in the country, KWMT would be in the thick of the competition for the top — or bottom, depending on which way you looked at it.

“What’s left?” I asked Mike.

This pool was based on how many words Thurston got through before he flubbed.

“All the low numbers are gone, but there are a few open in double digits. If you act fast.”

“No thanks.” Thurston would never make it to double digits.

“There’s also the consolation pool of total goofs.”

“Still no thanks. I’ve had my fill of gambling today. I set up my first appointment to see a house with that agent Diana suggested and I changed my tickets to D.C.” With the addition of numerous fees from the airline, including one I swear was a Because We Feel Like It fee, I’d shifted the tickets I’d bought to attend the called-off hearing to the new schedule.

“Why’d you wait so long?” He cleared up any confusion about which of my accomplishments he meant by adding, “You plan to leave Sunday for D.C., right?”

“The question remains whether my ex will stick with that plan.”

“Want me to come to D.C. to make sure?” Mike grinned.

Mike and my other friends in Wyoming, plus my family in Illinois, are not in the Wes the Ex fan club.

“Thanks, but no thanks.”

“Into commercial break,” someone from the back alerted us.

“Last call, last call,” shouted Jennifer Lawton, who worked as a news aide, production assistant, and pretty much anything else KWMT-TV needed her to do. Including running this pool for Mike.

In KWMT’s version of an old-time commodity trading pit frenzy, three more wagers were placed. Considering the commercial stack, we still had plenty of time, though tension was building. As soon as the last commercial ended, Thurston would launch into his cold open.

Cold opens are not a startling development in television news or any other programming.

You might not know the term, but if you’ve watched Saturday Night Live, The Office, Breaking Bad, among a lot of other shows, you’d recognize the concept. It’s when a newscast — or TV show — launches immediately into the program. No credits or logo or theme music, just jump in and start.

In news, it’s often used for a major story. It’s particularly popular for a story viewers already know the gist of, but they’re coming for updates and details. It gives the coverage added urgency. As if the news is so fresh, so important there’s no time to waste presenting it to you.

Before I came to Wyoming a year ago, I’d been involved in coverage that used cold opens on tornadoes, bombings, murders, indictments, and royal weddings.

In Sherman, Wyoming, the big story was calving season.

“How’s the house hunt going, Elizabeth?” Audrey Adams asked, settling on the corner of the desk beside mine. She’d been on vacation.

A collective groan went up.

“Don’t ask her. Please, please don’t ask her,” Mike said.

“Too late,” I pointed out with malicious briskness. “I’ll tell you, Audrey, it’s—”

“Oh, no you won’t,” Mike intruded, “or we’ll miss Thurston’s tour de force.”

“Aw, let her tell Audrey about the house Chuck Hoskins showed her,” suggested Jenks, a cameraman who once was one of Thurston’s favored few, but left the dark side last summer.

“No,” came the chorus.

“Not any of the ones with Folly, either,” added Mike. Yes, I’d looked at houses represented by a real estate agent named Folly. “We’ll never get to hear Thurston.”

“Speak of the devil.”

At some point, I’d consider how interesting it was that even Thurston Fine’s acolytes in the newsroom immediately looked at his image when someone mentioned the devil.

He didn’t look like the devil.

He had regular features and decent hair. A tad on the plastic side, but not bad.

Where Thurston Fine lost out was under the hair and behind the features.

Not that his brain was empty. It was entirely occupied with Thurston Fine.

Movies have played anchors for laughs (Will Ferrell in Anchorman) or crazy (Peter Finch in Network) or shallow, manipulative, and ego-driven (William Hurt in Broadcast News.) Okay, ego is a strong connector thread among the anchors — male and female — I’ve known or watched up close. Most also have been at least decent news people, some great.

If Thurston was a decent news person, it was impossible to see the proof of it beyond the balloon of his ego. Evidence also pointed to it being impossible for him to see out past that balloon.

Which is what brought us to the cold open, despite numerous efforts to talk him out of it, and the pool for how many words he’d get through without a mistake.

His face came on all the screens hanging from the ceiling.

He looked directly into the camera — as far as I knew, the closest he’d ever come to a committed relationship.

“It has begun. Cabbing season—”

“Cabbing! He said cabbing instead of calving.”

“Word four!”

“That’s me. I have word four,” called out Jenks.

“—which cane make or break—

“Cane, instead of can. That’s word six,” Mike shouted.

“—a cattle rancher’s financial here. We—”

“Here instead of year.”

“Keep counting,” Jennifer ordered. “There’s the consolation pool still to go.”


Chapter Two


Starting from mid-March, most of the rest of the civilized world has spring break, NCAA basketball’s Final Four, possibly Easter, maybe Passover, perhaps Ramanavami, now and then calendar-roaming Ramadan, certainly St. Patrick’s Day.

Wyoming has calving season.

All those other celebrations involve people doing something all at the same time. Go to church, scream, worship, observe, drink, get sun burnt.

Sure, spring break is spread out. Its multiple dates depend on the vagaries of school boards from pre-school through universities, whose claims to good sense are shaky as they make defenseless kids go to school earlier and earlier — in the day and in the calendar. At the rate they’re going, spring break will be in February. Those who can’t afford Florida, the Caribbean, or Tenerife, can stay home and toast themselves by a portable heater.

But even spring break is reasonable and organized compared to calving season.

The date of calving season is not only a moving target, it’s a dodging, weaving, camouflaged target with a few yuks thrown in by Mother Nature.

That’s because, it depends — at the macro level — on the approach, techniques, thought processes, and best guesses of Wyoming ranchers. I have yet to meet two who share all the same opinions, including — or especially — those in the same family.

On the specific level, the dates of calving season depend on when each individual cow puts up with the bulls getting it on, along with slight variations in gestation period.

Calves are born every hour of the day from mid-March — talk about March Madness — to May 1. But things heat up in April — that’s a Wyoming joke, because anything that combines heat up and April is laughable.

Those factors explain why I was touched by Thomas David Burrell joining us for dinner that night.

Us was me, Mike, and Diana Stendahl, my favorite camera person and, as owner of my bunkhouse and the ranch it sat on, my landlord. Working together, some combination of the three of us frequently had meals together. That multiplied if we were involved in … let’s call them special inquiries.

For most of those, Tom has been a regular part of our group. But not during the past weeks. Although Tom owns a highway construction company, his true calling is ranching. During calving season, he’s fully occupied with birthing cows.

I also hadn’t seen his daughter, Tamantha, though she called and texted me. First to ask how my dog, Shadow, was doing and requiring an up-to-date photo. Secondly, about a social engagement tomorrow night.

I was going to the theater.

Okay, I was going to the Lewis and Clark Elementary School gymnasium for the third-grade spring performance. I was confident I would be thoroughly entertained.

Tonight was the dress rehearsal and Tom arranged for a part-time ranch hand to play nursemaid to his cows who might give birth during these few hours, so he could drop Tamantha off, eat with us, then pick her up.

After Thurston’s cold open, Diana and I went to her ranch, her to feed and check on her two teenagers, me to feed and check on Shadow. Tamantha would approve.

Mike, who had to stick around the station to do the sports report at the end of the broadcast, and Tom walked into the Haber House Hotel’s dining room immediately after Diana and I did.

Our conversation ranged wide and fast over the doings of the past month, then, as the chocolate pie that made dinner at the Haber House worthwhile arrived, Tom asked, “How’s your search for a house coming, Elizabeth?”

First, I’d lived in a Sherman rental unlovingly called the Hovel. Then, I moved into Diana’s bunkhouse. Time to find my own place.

“It doesn’t have to be a house,” I said. “Diana and I stayed in a nice condo when we got stranded in Cody last month. Cozy western with a touch of industrial. What are you laughing at, Paycik?”

“Condos in Sherman. And the touch of industrial would be a World War II Quonset hut. Hey, Tom’s got one on his place. Course you’d have to move out the cows.”

“Cows’re staying.” Tom said. “What have you learned about real estate—?”

“I know a good amount about real estate.” I remained friendly with the agents, both named Jane, who had helped me — and my ex — buy, then sell houses at a profit in St. Louis and Washington, D.C. I’d felt the Janes were as interested in my wants and needs as their commissions, which is fair.

“—in Cottonwood County, Wyoming?”

“Oh, well, if you’re going to limit it to here, I’ve learned that ‘Great shop’ in a listing does not mean Nordstroms or Neiman Marcus. It refers to a workshop. Leading a listing with the workshop’s charms is a strong indicator that the house is not something I’ll like.”

Mike grinned. “Yeah, she learned a lot from showings with Chuck Hoskins and Folly Rucker.”

Tom’s brows rose. “Why them? Don’t see either being your style. What did you learn?”

“Two of the top sellers in the county,” I defended myself. At least the name Folly provided subliminal warning. The second agent had been a folly in Chuck’s clothing. “I learned that Plenty of convenient parking means an all-gravel front yard. That 360-degree panoramic views are uninterrupted by anything resembling a place to live. Zero bathrooms was not a misprint. It was a one-room cabin with an outhouse.”

“At which point,” Mike said, “Diana took her aside and said this had to end.”

“I was tired of hearing about the Chain Link House where—” Sweeping her hand down from her shoulder, palm up, Diana did the take-it-away gesture.

I took it away. “Chain link wasn’t limited to fencing. It was over the windows, on the roof, used as stair rails and—”

Diana overrode more details. “Or the Pine Box, where—”

“Every surface, interior and exterior, was unfinished pine, including toilet seats,” I supplied.

“Or the seven-bedroom sprawl with income potential from renting rooms, because when you said you didn’t want to be a landlord—”

“Chuck didn’t realize that ruled out running a boarding house. Okay, okay, I might have mentioned those disasters a time or two.”

“Or ten or twenty,” muttered Mike.

Diana said to Tom, “I gave her the name of a real estate agent recommended by two couples I know. She said—”

“ ‘Just two?’ ”

Mike crowed at Tom’s lucky guess of what I’d said.

“I reminded her,” Diana continued as if I weren’t there, “that two recommendations are a lot around here, and, considering how she’d done finding a rental place on her own when she moved here, she needed help.”

“Hey, Stan Newton’s ad for the Hovel was darned near criminally misleading. It didn’t even mention the kitchen wallpaper resembling giant measles spots. But I agree, I want an agent.”

Newton, my landlord when I’d lived in the Hovel, was a Cottonwood County businessman who spent a considerable amount of time on the shady side of the ethical line for someone not actually in jail. In addition to the Hovel, he had considerable other real estate holdings. The biggest was his “low side” ranch. It’s not in the fertile “high side” section of the county. Newton’s spread makes up for that by … well, spreading. It’s huge.

“I’m meeting Renata for the first showing tomorrow morning,” I said.

Was I looking forward to it? Couldn’t say my optimism ran quite that high. On the plus side, the photos didn’t show a lick of chain link fencing.

Mike said under his breath, “Don’t get her started on the last house—”

I have good hearing. “The Folly straw that broke this camel’s back. There was a mounted deer head in the bathroom.”

“Antelope.”

I glared at Mike’s correction as I told Tom, “A mounted animal head in the bathroom. A fish in the laundry room. Over the dryer. Every time you pulled out a load, that thing would give me the fish-eye. The way it was bolted and glued to the wall, it would be easier to remove the wall than that thing.”

“Where was this?”

“Norman Weld’s house,” Mike said.

Burrell laughed.

“What?” I asked.

Now they were both going. Diana wasn’t far behind.

“Norman’s a taxidermist,” Mike said at last.

Tom added, “Though what surprises me most is he has a laundry room.”


THURSDAY


Chapter Three


The snow had stopped falling, but not moving.

I would bet not a single flake remained where it first fell, thanks to last night’s wind. But the gist of the formations would stay put until the wind got serious again. Oh, sure there’d be fringes floating and bellowing through fences, across roads, against rises.

Under a sky so blue it could make your teeth ache, I drove from my apartment at Diana’s ranch, through town for a brief drive-through stop for coffee, then west to a left turn that would take me toward the southwestern quadrant of the county and the listing Renata Santo called the Debbens place.

I hadn’t been in this area much, though I knew this road led to the Cody airport. I turned on GPS to alert me when to turn east off the highway.

In our meeting at her office, Renata Santo tended toward brisk and upbeat. In contrast, she’d sounded almost subdued about this listing when she’d called, saying it would give her a better handle on my wants and needs.

Little did she know that I had with me a copy of my list with subheadings: Must Haves, Really Wants, Would Be Nices, and As Long As I’m Dreamings.

Houses fascinate me. Always have.

My parents still live in the Northern Illinois house where I was born. Maybe that security gave me roots to let my imagination play at living on the prairie with Laura Ingalls, in New England with Louisa Mae Alcott, in Georgian England with Jane Austen, at Camelot with T.H. White.

No such magical places lurked in the Sherman real estate listings.

In fairness, the underlying problem is Cottonwood County doesn’t have a lot of houses for sale … because it doesn’t have a lot of houses.

This listing had more acreage than I was after. I preferred the three on the right side of the decimal point, not a couple stops to the left. What was I going to do with thirty acres except wonder what was out there that might try to get in?

No, I’m not afraid of cows. Much. But Wyoming had a lot more than cows. For starters, its bugs qualify as animal kingdom predators. With a short season, they maximize their impact by growing at lightning speed and being vicious. I’ve seen moths that could conquer Manhattan.

The Debbens place also was farther from town than I wanted and in the opposite direction.

The GPS announced my left turn, Wagon Road.

It was overly optimistic. Not on the distance — that was correct. On labeling it a road. This bump and grind terrain laughed at the worst of city potholes. It laughed at sink holes.

I slowed way down, gripped the wheel, and tried not to clench my teeth as I was pitched nearly into the passenger seat, then the top of my head brushed the liner.

I finally hit a patch flat and smooth enough to allow me to look at the time. I was late. A stretch on the map I’d mentally translated to a five-minute zip, had taken twenty. I started to call Renata, but here came another loop-de-loop. I prioritized survival over courtesy.

At last, around a curve, I spotted the house.

Good news and bad news.

The good news was the house looked promising. It was long, with a second story over the main section. Rock pillars supported a broad front porch, with more rock on the chimney. Large windows promised natural light. The rest was an unobtrusive earthy reddish-brown.

The bad news was a sweeping drive passed a hunkered down barn, then turned left to rise toward the three-car garage. Why was that bad? Because I was on a rutted track that came from the opposite direction, making it all too clear I’d come the wrong way.

Renata’s SUV sat to one side, leaving the prime spot for me. D.C. Jane the Real Estate Agent had told me she figured if she did a dozen small things that made a prospective buyer feel more at home, the chance of a sale doubled.

Renata couldn’t claim credit for the first of the dozen.

A red barn, prominent in the online photos, had been a mark in my “con” column. But, seeing the way it sat, well off to the left and below the house, it looked … cozy. It made the house seem less isolated.

If I rented out the acreage, maybe I could rent out the barn, too. I didn’t want to be a landlord, but hosting one rancher and a bunch of cows might not be so bad.

Up broad steps to the porch, I turned to look at the barn. The top third was visible, looking bright and jaunty, while the topography hid the functional part. Nice.

Yet something jangled, something off-key. The thirty acres? The location?

The porch light was on, even in the daylight, I realized, as I turned toward the door, which optimistically sported a spring wreath — homey touches two and three. The heavy wood door arched, making a nice counterpoint to all the straight lines and angles. I felt my heart thud a little harder the way it had when I’d first seen what became our house in D.C. … and had not done for the apartment in Manhattan.

With the door slightly ajar. Renata was up to No. 4 and I wasn’t even inside yet.

“Hello, Renata? It’s Elizabeth.” I nudged the door wider. “Sorry I’m late. I took a wrong turn somehow. Came in the back way.”

No response.

The front door opened into a slate-floored vestibule, with doors on one side promising a coat closet and glass French doors straight ahead.

The French doors buffered the house against visitors letting in winter cold or summer dust, yet revealed a bank of windows and glass doors across the back of the house that framed a view of the mountains.

I pushed open the interior doors and called again. “Renata? It’s Elizabeth Danniher.”

Maybe I could have stayed in the vestibule, but that view drew me. The living area was to the left, gathered around a restrained rock fireplace, the kitchen was to the right, demarked by a large island with stools for kibitzing, then a smaller working island in the center, and a wide window over the sink promising more of the view I enjoyed through the center set of French doors, opening to a step-down deck.

I went out.

Ka-thud, ka-thud, went my house-hunting heart.

This was a great house.

Thirty acres? I could deal with thirty acres. Bug spray by the drum, for starters.

Farther out of town than I wanted? That’s what four-wheel drive and audiobooks were for.

Away from my friends? Hey, they were Wyoming natives, used to long hauls.

“Renata?” I called.

Belatedly, I realized that if she was inside, she wouldn’t hear me. If she was outside, she still wouldn’t hear me, because the breeze shoved my voice back into my face.

Following the deck to the right, I came to a deeper, covered area with a moderate outdoor kitchen and seating around a square fire pit.

This covered area sat behind the three-car garage, so its roof blocked none of the living area’s views. A door gave easy access to the kitchen.

An extra-large coffee cup from Hamburger Heaven sat on the stone edge of the firepit. I recognized it immediately because I had its twin in the cupholder of my SUV. Mine was empty after the drive. This must be full or nearly full. Any cup holding less would tip over, even in the current blow, mild by Wyoming standards.

I reached for it to take it to Renata, then stopped. If she’d set it there to provide an excuse to enjoy the view one last time, who was I to deny her one of her dozen homey touches?

I retraced my steps, calling her name as I went inside.

She might be upstairs. Before I checked, I wanted to see the master bedroom, which the listing showed as beyond the living room. I passed the stools at the island, one with a large blue-striped satchel plopped there. That gave me another view of the TV-topped fireplace and built-ins on either side, framing displays of Native American artifacts. I liked the baskets to the right better than the weapons to the left.

Down a short hallway, past a powder room, I saw a door cracked open. I swung it wider.

The room was good-sized, with sunlight slanting in big windows, and another cracked-open door promising a bathroom. These breadcrumbs of partially opened doors pulled me through the house. If each counted as a homey touch, Renata was rivaling D.C. Jane.

I nudged the partially open bathroom door and recoiled.


Chapter Four


Renata, fully dressed, including an outdoor jacket over slacks, was folded over the edge of the tall, free-standing bathtub, with her head and shoulders inside the tub, her legs outside, her left arm caught in front of her, her right arm trailing into the tub.

Even from this distance, I saw blood. I also smelled death.

I knew she was dead. Knew it absolutely.

But I made myself walk across that space, look to where blood congealed in her upside-down hair, and rest my fingers on the skin below the turn of her jaw.

Nothing.

Worse than nothing.

A film of coolness overlaying ebbing heat.

I had my phone out before I realized it.

I don’t remember details of the beginning of the 911 call, except I reported the pertinent facts of who, what, when, where coherently. How and why must wait. The young, male dispatcher made me repeat a couple things, including the address.

“How do you know she’s dead? Could she be—?”

“No. She’s dead. Someone killed her. There’s blood.”

“A fall? An accident?”

“No.” I wasn’t going to describe to this twelve-year-old voice that she wouldn’t have bled from the back of her head if she accidentally fell forward.

“But—”

Another voice came on. “Elizabeth? Elizabeth, is that you?”

It was Mike Paycik’s Aunt Gee, Gisella Decker, who headed the dispatch office for the sheriff’s department substation in O’Hara Hill, the county’s second-largest town. For a couple breaths it disoriented me — had I gotten O’Hara Hill instead of the main dispatch?

Then I remembered the new sheriff of Cottonwood County had started Gee training additional personnel for headquarters dispatch in Sherman, too.

The reminder of the new sheriff wasn’t entirely pleasant. Russ Conrad seemed to consider me a pain in the ass.

I respected his hard work trying to turn around a department that rotted from the top down under the previous sheriff. I also acknowledged and appreciated that Russ Conrad was the man Diana had fallen for hard and fast, he reciprocated, and he was good to her and her kids. Beyond that, I considered him a pain in the ass, too.

Notice I gave him a lot more credit than he gave me.

“Gee, it’s me. Elizabeth. I found—”

“I heard. Are you okay?”

“Yes. But—”

“Is anybody else there?”

“No — I don’t think so. I haven’t been all over the house.”

“Where are you?”

“Master bathroom. Main floor.”

“Get out. Get in your vehicle. If anyone who’s not one of our folks shows up, you get away from there. You hear me?”

“I will. Will you tell Shelton? And I suppose you have to tell Sheriff Conrad.” Belatedly I winced. That would be on the official recording. I’d asked her to inform the Sergeant and shown reluctance for informing the Sheriff. Oops.

“Yes. We’ve started folks to you.”

“Thanks. It’s Renata Santo. The real estate agent. We had an appointment to see this house. Her SUV’s in the drive. I went through the house, called out to her, found her in the bathroom.”

“You’ll have to tell them all that again when they arrive. For now, you get out of that house. Ben will stay on the line with you—”

“That’s okay. I’m fine. Thank you, Gee.”

“We’ll stay on with you.” Ah. Not an offer, a command. “Ben’s going to be talking with you.”

“Hi, uh, Elizabeth. Um, tell me what happened.” Ben sounded young and slightly rattled. I didn’t blame him. Aunt Gee might.

“I came to see a house for sale. I was meeting my real estate agent — Renata Santo — here. I was a little late. Got lost.”

“Uh-huh. Why was that?” From his voice, I suspected most of his attention was on what was going on there at the sheriff’s department. Was Gee corralling Sergeant Wayne Shelton? They likely wouldn’t be the first on the scene, but wouldn’t be far behind.

“I took a wrong turn.”

“What? Oh, right.” Definitely not listening. That suited me fine.

I clicked on my phone’s camera app and started taking photos. I didn’t stop to sort out why. I took a lot and fast as I backed out of the bathroom, then sprayed photos around the bedroom.

“Uh-huh. You went in the house without this woman, this Renata you were supposed to meet, being there?”

Backing down the hallway, a bit into the powder room, skirting the living area. Tapping, tapping, tapping.

“I thought she was here — she is here. She’s the victim. Her SUV is parked out front. The front door was unlocked. I figured she was inside, waiting for me.”

“You went right to the bathroom?”

“No. I went into the living area.” Where I stood now. Photos of the fireplace, out the windows, adjusting for the light streaming in, turning toward the kitchen. “Then out on the deck. Calling for Renata. Her drink was by the firepit.”

“Her drink?”

“Coffee from Hamburger Heaven. Extra large.”

Stepping backward through the vestibule until my back hit the door.

“How do you know that?”

This guy sounded like he’d taken suspicious lessons from Shelton or the sheriff or both. Though neither of them would have asked that question. The answer was too obvious, the accuracy too easy to check.

“The previous time we met she had a cup from there.” I turned and took a good look out through the window beside the arched front door. The wind moved the vegetation around. It had already swept away the earlier blue sky. “I’m going outside to my vehicle.”

“Uh, okay.”

I took more photos around the front door, then took a break as I sprinted to my SUV, got inside the vehicle I’d left unlocked in true Cottonwood County-style, then flipped the button to lock it all around, and tried to catch my breath.

It hadn’t been lost in the exertion of that exit. It had gone the instant I saw Renata.

“Are you there?” my phone asked.

I figured he could wait a couple more breaths.

“Connection went,” the dispatcher named Ben said loudly, apparently telling someone in the dispatch center.

I saw no reason to correct him.

Carefully, I disconnected. Not wasting any more breath on him.

Especially since, I wasn’t waiting to have all my breath back before I called Diana.


Chapter Five


It took me three sentences to get Diana and her equipment in KWMT-TV’s Newsmobile started toward the location I gave her.

Somebody’s been killed.

I’m okay, so far.

Get here fast.

She said she would.

Then I added one more sentence.

I’m copying photos to you. In case.

In case something happened to them, like my phone being confiscated.

I called Mike next. Got his message and told him the situation, but without enough detail that someone listening to the message could run with the story. You might say paranoid, I’d say experienced journalist, particularly in an operation including Thurston Fine.

What now? Sit back to wait?

Wait for Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department. Wait for Diana. Wait for Mike.

Wait for whatever else might happen.

Had the killer been here when Renata arrived? Was that why she hadn’t parked close to the door, because another vehicle occupied the spot? Or had someone struck because she was in the way?

How long could Renata have been dead?

I shivered at the reminder of the coolness I’d touched. That was more than the ten to fifteen minutes I’d been late, wasn’t it? How much more?

I hadn’t seen any other vehicles when I drove in. But, then, my wrong turn had brought me long-way around. Could someone have been leaving by the highway while I came in the back road?

It might help to know how long Renata had been here.

After carefully looking all around and seeing no person, vehicle, or dust plume, I hopped out of my SUV and went to Renata’s, resting a glove-covered palm on the sun-glinted hood. I felt no change in temperature one way or the other.

Nice to know these gloves worked that well but it wasn’t telling me anything. If I took my glove off and left a palm print, Sergeant Shelton would vie with Sheriff Conrad to have first go at skinning me. Whoever lost first crack wouldn’t let that stop him from taking a second crack.

I looked at my gloved hand a moment, then had an idea.

I tugged down the glove and pulled up the layered sleeves of shirt, sweater and jacket. A couple inches of skin showed. I pressed it to the hood.

Not icy, but decidedly cool.

What next?

If I touched the driver’s or front passenger’s door handle, dual skinning returned to the agenda. Especially if my touching messed up other fingerprints. Even if those surfaces had otherwise been wiped clean, they’d get me for messing with their crime scene. The door behind the driver was also iffy.

But the fourth door, the one farthest from the house, that might be worth the risk. If it was open. I backed up from the SUV, circled wide around it in case of any footprints, then angled toward the passenger side back door.

My phone rang in my pocket.

Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department. Damn.

If I didn’t answer… They’d think I wasn’t available. Possibly think something bad happened to me. Possibly come in with guns blazing.

Not a good idea.

I answered, “Hello? Hello? Is this the sheriff’s department? Are you there? Hello?”

Using the tail of my shirt, I tried the handle.

Unlocked.

“Ms. Danniher? Is that you? Are you okay?”

“Yes, yes. I thought you — I thought — We must have lost connection. Unless… You didn’t, did you? Hang up on me, I mean.”

“No! No, we don’t hang up on callers…”

As he explained and assured, I muted the phone and continued looking without touching, taking lots of photos.

The backseat held three canvas document holders, each loaded with papers, then more papers scattered over the surface of the seats and drifting into the footwells.

A rubber-headed mallet sat on the backseat with its handle pointed toward the driver’s seat.

The weapon used on Renata? I didn’t think so. A hammer without the rubber covering possibly, but there’d been tears and cuts.

Besides, the mallet showed no blood. And it was under the papers.

I twisted toward the back.

A cover hid the deck’s contents from anyone looking into the vehicle, but wasn’t attached to the backseat. I used my elbow to lift it higher and saw the purpose of the mallet explained by a stack of real estate signs. In Wyoming’s sometimes dry, often hard ground, the mallet would come in handy for driving the narrow poles in.

Unlike signs I’d seen for properties being sold by Folly Rucker and Chuck Hoskins, which featured their names prominently, these listed only the company name of Real West Realty. I took photos of them.

“Ms. Danniher? Elizabeth? Elizabeth? Are you there?”

“I’m here.”

I craned around the high back of the front passenger seat to see what was there without touching anything. The front seats were clear. The console in between was closed, though a container in front of it held sunglasses and pens. A phone holder was empty.

I took more photos anyway.

“Uh, do you see anything?”

“Not much.”

Renata’s phone was probably in the bag on the stool. Or in a pocket.

Quickly, before Ben could wonder why I sounded disappointed, I added, “I mean, I’m in the car — SUV. My SUV. Can’t see a lot from here.”

“That’s good. Stay where you are.”

“Uh-huh. I will.”

A robbery gone bad was a standard motive to consider. But her bag, sitting on that stool, hadn’t appeared disturbed. I itched to go back to check, but not with my cellular babysitter. Or the possibility of a killer still inside.

With easy access to the bag, that killer could have her keys.

That might indicate a single attacker who had transportation, with no need of Renata’s SUV. Unless there’d been more than one and I’d come before they could — No. The blood on the back of her head was too dry. Though there’d been that watery flow mark toward the drain…

I thought I heard a voice in the background over the phone, then my new friend Ben asked, “Is there anything else you saw that might help us — er, that the deputies should know?”

I shifted my attention to the papers here on the backseat, taking more pictures.

“No.”

Was this how she’d left them or had someone been searching for something?

The papers were mostly printouts of real estate listings and closing settlement sheets. A few brochures. A couple copies of the Sherman Independence. Then a littering of miscellaneous papers with a flyer on top for a play about bugs at—

“Shit.”

“What? What’s wrong? Elizabeth? Are you there?”

A play tonight at Cottonwood County’s Lewis and Clark Elementary School.

Shit, shit, shit.

But that had to wait until I got out of this SUV.

“Fine. I’m fine. I, uh, bumped my knee.”

I bent lower. A floral tote that reminded me of Mary Poppins’ magic bag, sat in the shadow behind the driver’s seat. Renata had not struck me as someone who’d mix stripes and floral, but you never knew.

The bag was open. I couldn’t see much detail, but made out a gap in the bulk of items inside. Sure would be interesting to look at its contents. I had to be satisfied with photos, some with flash, some without.

“On the steering wheel, huh?” Ben asked. “I do that all the time. Hurts like he — A lot.”

Steering wheel? Oh, yeah. My knee.

“It sure does. Do you know how much longer before the deputies get there?”

“Shouldn’t be much longer. Maybe a couple more minutes.”

Darn. Back to the being skinned scenario. I needed to get out of Renata’s SUV.

I retreated a bit and took general photos.

“Ben? Are you—?”

I muted the phone, then backed out, closed the door with my shirt, and retraced my steps to my vehicle. No sign of any approaching cars — official or otherwise.

As I settled in my driver’s seat a splattering of rain hit the windshield with quarter-sized drops.

I quickly sent Diana the photos from the SUV.

I unmuted the phone, moving it around as I dropped my voice. “I’m here. Are you there, Ben? I can’t hear—”

I disconnected.

One breath, two, then hit the button to call out.

Not to 911, to Tom.

After five rings I thought I’d get his message. He picked up as the sixth started.

“Tom. It’s Elizabeth. I—”

“This isn’t a great time. A heifer might be getting ready to have a breech birth. Can I call you back?”

“Um, probably not. I think I’m going to be tied up. I’m afraid I might not make it tonight. I’ll do my best, but if I can’t be there tonight, I’ll try again tomorrow. Tell Tamantha I’m really sorry.”

Pause. “I’ll tell her. Are you okay?”

“I … yeah. I’m fine.”

“Elizabeth.”

“Hey, you’ve got a breech birth heifer and—”

“Elizabeth.”

I sighed. “Someone’s been killed.”

“You’ve got to cover it?” It was neutral.

“Not exactly. I found the victim.”

This pause was deeper, but shorter. “Tell me.”

I did.

I’d reached the part where I’d left the house to return to my SUV, going to the window, looking all around in case the killer was still around.

“You looked everywhere?”

“Of course.” I did the same now. And there was the barn. Had I looked toward it from the house? Its position on that lower plane blocked most of it from view. “Though I don’t think I looked toward the barn, come to think of it. It’s off to the side and lower than the house.”

“How far away?”

“I don’t know.” I opened the SUV door and half stood, craning my neck. “I can’t quite see the bottom of it…”

“Why do you want to see the bottom? Never mind. The distance. A football field? Two?”

“You do know you’re not talking to Paycik, don’t you?”

I used the hand not holding the phone to keep my wind-frothed hair out of my face and mouth. There was an engine-like sound… The cavalry arriving? It didn’t sound quite right.

“Fine. Give me some gauge—”

“Half a block, say. A lot of it is downhill, so — Oh, my God.”

“What?”

“The barn doors are opening.” Giving up on containing my hair, I used that hand to hang onto the top of the door while I stood on the threshold.

“Elizabeth.”

“I can only see the top of the doors opening and I hear a sound. Not quite like other car engines — vehicle engines,” I amended, since cars were the minority in Wyoming. “I can’t see what the vehicle is. Darn it, I can’t see. I’m going down there to check.”

“No.”

Wind caught the SUV door and swung it wide, stretching me out like the carved figurehead on an old whaling ship.

“What’s wrong? What happened?” he demanded.

“I … slipped.” I struggled upright. “It could be the guy—”

“Damn right it could be. That’s why—”

I sat back into the SUV, closed the door, and started the engine. “I’ve got to. Oh — Another vehicle’s coming. I see flashes of it when the road curves around the hills.”

“Sheriff’s department. Got to be. Wait for them to get there.”

“Can’t. They’re too far away.” I might be too far away to get to the barn in time to stop the escapee, too. Still, I backed up along the track I’d come in on, rather than making a three-point turn that might cover other tire marks.

“Elizabeth, don’t.”

“Whoever it is who’s coming won’t be in time to see this guy — Damn.”

“What?”

“It’s out of the barn. I couldn’t see what kind of vehicle. Just a flash. Red.”

Tom swore. Not loudly, but impressively wide-ranging.

“There’s another call coming in,” I said.

“Elizabeth, do not hang up this phone.”

“It’s Mike. I’m switching over.” Thank heavens this drive was a lot smoother than the route I’d come in. “Hold on. … Hello.”

“Got your message. Is it murder? Your real estate agent—”

“Just a minute, Mike. I’m trying to make this a three-person call. A—”

“—is dead? I can’t get out there. A studio interview’s coming in any minute—”

“Mike, listen, Tom’s on, too. Tom are you there? We’re all on now. It looks like a law enforcement vehicle coming in the main entry. I’m—”

“I’m here.” Tom’s grim tone didn’t sound impressed with my accomplishment in switching and reswitching with one finger to get us all connected, while I tried to drive like I was at Indy when I was on dirt. “Mike, she’s alone at this house where she found a body and now she’s seen somebody driving out of the barn and she’s trying to chase them.”

“I’m recording,” Mike said. “If you can get the plate number, Elizabeth—”

More swearing from Tom.

“I could barely tell it was red, with all the dust. I don’t think I can get close enough before — No, no, no.”

“What?”

“Whoever came out is already around the corner, past the barn. I can’t see it. Not even what kind of vehicle. I have to close the gap. If I can catch—”

“Let the sheriff’s department catch it,” Tom said.

“The guy from the barn isn’t on that road. He’s following some other track and—”

“Ranch road,” Tom said.

“If you get parallel to him instead of right behind, you won’t have the dust tail,” Mike said.

“Parallel?” I might have been shouting. “I’d be driving sideways on a cliff to get parallel. The sheriff’s department car’s not coming fast enough. Hurry up. Oh. Not sheriff’s department. It’s Sherman Police. Is he…? He’s slowing down. What is your problem?” I gestured strongly, pointing in the direction the barn-escaping vehicle had gone. “Go after him. That direction. Go, go, go. Don’t do that, you idiot.”

“What?” Tom and Mike demanded in stereo. Tom added, “Why are you honking.”

“To get him out of my way. If he’s not going after that car, I am.”

The driver of the Sherman, Wyoming Police Department patrol vehicle had other ideas.

He’d pulled across the road, blocking me from the ranch road, still boiling with dust from the mystery vehicle’s escape.

I slammed the brakes on, jerked the gear into park, yanked the emergency brake and was out of the SUV.

“Move!” I shouted at the thin young man getting out of the police car. I recognized him. What was his name? “You’re letting him get away!”

“Get out of the car, ma’am.”

“I am out of the car. You get back in your car and get the hell out of the way.”

“Put your hands up.”

“They are up.” Not straight, but up, because I was using them to gesture in the direction of the disappearing dust trail.

I heard Tom and Mike from the phone still in the car.

I twitched with the instinct to reach into the car for the phone. That’s all I did. Because a roll call of news stories about people shot because law enforcement or someone else thought a phone was a gun flashed through my head, accompanied by another instinct — or belated rationality — recognizing the officer had a gun aimed at me, and it was shaking.

“I’m Elizabeth Margaret Danniher of KWMT-TV,” I shouted.

“I know who you are. Get down on the ground.”

“In the dirt?” I stupidly asked.

Hollister. That was his name. Randy Hollister.

“Get down on the ground.”

“I’m the one who called this in, Randy. I called 911. Check with them. Ask for Gee — Gisella — Decker. Or Ben. I was talking to him.”

I said all that from on the ground.

Not one little bit happy, but face down on the ground.


Chapter Six


Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Deputy Richard Alvaro arrived a minute later, with me still on the ground and Officer Hollister nearby, pointing his none-too-steady gun at me. I couldn’t hear Tom and Mike on the phone anymore.

I didn’t know it was Alvaro at first, only that another vehicle pulled in behind Hollister’s, because my head was down, my arms straight out.

Alvaro identified himself from his car, loudly and clearly. Hollister shot a quick look over his shoulder, keeping the gun on me.

Alvaro approached, until he was close enough to repeat his identification. At that, and with the SUV door still open, I thought I heard a sound from the phone, but it might have been my imagination. Alvaro ordered, “Report.”

“Murder,” Hollister blurted out. “There was call of a murder. This person was trying to get away.”

“She called in the report,” Alvaro said. “A follow-up report said she was chasing a suspect.”

I raised my head enough to say, “I told him that.”

Alvaro glared at me.

I put my head down.

Wyoming dust was never going to make it as a facial treatment. Too much sharp grit, too many hard clumps. It hurt my cheek. It couldn’t be doing my hair and clothes any good, either.

“Did you check with dispatch?” Alvaro asked Hollister.

“Uh, no. There wasn’t time.”

“Did you listen enroute?” That answer, judging by Hollister’s expression, also was no. Alvaro continued calmly, but sternly, “The identity of the 911 caller was out immediately after the initial call. The report that she was chasing a fleeing person of interest must have come in as you arrived.”

“I, uh — I had to secure the scene.”

Alvaro wasn’t listening to him. He’d reached a hand to me and helped me up.

“Where’d he go, Elizabeth?”

“That way.” I pointed to where a dust plume still showed in the distance. The far distance. “I think it was red. I couldn’t get any more description than that. I never had a hope of seeing the driver.” I rounded on Hollister. “Did you see him?”

“Who?”

I was in no mood to be subtle or make him feel better.

“The guy you let get away. Probably the murderer. That’s who.”

*   *   *   *

Sergeant Wayne Shelton delivered the blistering of the young Sherman PD officer who’d stopped me, but not the getaway car, out of my hearing range, though not out of my body language reading range.

It appeared to be a masterful performance.

I might hear more details when I could talk to Diana, who’d pulled up in the Newsmobile mid-tirade. She’d tactfully messed with her equipment until Shelton moved off, heading toward the house where evidence collection had started. Then she began shooting establishing shots of the house and barn.

About that same time Richard Alvaro returned from a failed attempt to track the fleeing vehicle, judging by the quick head shake he gave Shelton.

I’d split my time watching the professionals secure the scene, observing Sheriff Conrad arriving and getting an update, and taking a break by staring at the house.

I remembered that jangle of feeling something was off.

Was it the slightly raw appearance of minimal — or nonexistent — foundation plantings I’d associated with new construction until arriving in Wyoming?

Where I grew up, evergreens, lilacs, roses, perennials gathered around the skirts of established houses. Wyoming houses’ foundations meet the earth out in the open, as if to do otherwise might be sneaky. See? Nothing up my sleeve.

Although my late, unlamented rental house, devoid of foundation plantings, had plenty of nasty tricks up its sleeve.

Shelton approached where I sat sideways in the open driver’s doorway of my SUV, pulled off the drive near where it turned toward the house. My body language reading skill told me it was my turn.

Oh, goody.

“Start from the beginning,” he ordered.

I told him about the appointment with Renata, including when it was made, in case that helped limit who could have known she’d be here. Although if it was premeditated, the killer would also have had to count on my being late. Or else got lucky or—

“I said, why were you late?” Shelton’s repetition echoed and intruded on my thoughts.

“I came in that way.” I pointed. “It took longer than I thought.”

“You came in Wagon Road? Surprised you’re here now. Why on earth did you do that?”

“GPS.” I threw the electronic direction-giver right under the bus by failing to admit I’d used it after I’d committed to the route. I’d apologize the next time I turned the thing on because, yes, I worried about the feelings of an electronic direction-giver. But not as much as I didn’t want to hand Shelton ammunition.

I continued, “I saw Renata’s SUV there—” I pointed. “—and I parked mine next to it.”

His scowl prepared me for comments on the fact that my SUV hadn’t stayed in that spot.

He surprised me.

“You shouldn’t stop where there are no cars or one car,” he said. “Most crime at rest stops happen when somebody ignores that rule. It can mean somebody’s lurking around for a shot to grab a car. Or two bad guys in one car, looking to get another one — or to overpower and hurt somebody.”
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