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DAY ONE


Chapter One


When there’s not enough real news happening, newsrooms get as restless as preschoolers fed sugar for five rainy days in a row. Not a pretty sight.

As other newsrooms are wont to do under those circumstances, the KWMT-TV newsroom devoted itself to making its own news.

I don’t usually mind this self-generation of news as a sanity valve. Heck, I’ve participated on its fringes in newsrooms from Dayton to St. Louis to Washington, D.C., to New York.

At this moment in Sherman, Wyoming, the internal news came in the form of staff speculation about an imminent battle royale between me and anchor Thurston Fine.

Yesterday, Thurston announced he needed Jerry, the studio camera operator, to film a summer promo this morning.

That caused a mild stir because Thurston rarely did anything in the morning except prepare for a long lunch. Somehow — surely without effort on his part — he’d learned I’d blocked morning time with Jerry and arranged this intended bump to try to irritate me. It was all over his pampered face.

I could have squashed him on the spot. I decided on a bit longer strategy.

To meet expectations, I protested I had Jerry scheduled at eleven to shoot an in-studio interview for the “Helping Out!” consumer segment Elizabeth Margaret Danniher. Thurston pounced and said he needed Jerry at ten-thirty and couldn’t possibly be done in half an hour.

Astute observers might have noticed Audrey trying to hide a grin. That’s because, as today’s assignment editor, she knew my interview was actually scheduled at eleven-thirty.

The less astute expected fireworks at eleven.

By eleven-fifteen, the newsroom was hyperventilating.

I rose from my desk chair, picked up my bag, and went to the assignment desk.

“Audrey, if you’d please escort my interview subject to the studio when she arrives? Her name’s Odessa Vincennes. I’m going to the studio now.”

“Dale, you heard her. I’m leaving that to you,” Audrey immediately said to a news aide. She didn’t want to be stuck in the newsroom with the action in the studio.

Condemned to miss the fun, Dale gulped. “Oh… Okay.”

“Thank you.”

Without looking, I knew the newsroom denizens followed me through the uninspiring hallways of Sherman’s sole TV station. Past the closed door of news director Les Haeburn’s office, past the certainly locked door to Thurston’s posh — by KWMT-TV standards — office, past the library’s seldom-used door, and, finally, down a stretch to the studio.

Michael Paycik, KWMT-TV’s sports anchor and my cohort in several investigations, grinned as I passed him on my stately progress. I maintained complete and deadpan dignity as he, too, fell in behind me.

Mike’s presence was a touching tribute. He’d set up an important remote interview with a baseball rookie hotshot, who’d gone to the University of Wyoming. A place not generally considered a spawning ground for Major League Baseball talent, especially since the state has no high school baseball. See the things you learn from a sports guy?

This John Smith — I’m not kidding — was tearing up the big leagues, while maintaining a steadfast concentration that precluded interviews.

Except with Michael Paycik of KWMT-TV. Turns out, as a child, John Smith followed Mike’s football career at the University of Wyoming.

Mike worked connections to get the guy into a studio in Pittsburgh for his side of the interview, while Mike asked questions from here. Because, of course, KWMT wouldn’t spring to send him to interview the guy in person.

At the studio door, I took a deep breath. Some might have thought it was to prepare for battle. It was to quell an inclination to laugh.

Still not looking back, I opened the door.

Do you know how many people can pack into a none-too-generous hallway outside the KWMT-TV studio? Me, either, because I didn’t pause to count, especially since I wasn’t acknowledging their presence. Though I did happen to leave the door open.

“—already done five extra variations beyond what Les approved, Thurston,” Jerry was saying. He regularly operated the two big studio cameras and served as floor director for newscasts, in addition to other in-studio camera work.

“Then we’ll do a sixth—” Thurston interrupted himself by spinning around and flashing his anchor smile, believing he’d dawdled into my time. “Have we run over? But we must finish.”

His exchange with Jerry and no red light warning against opening the door — Jerry would never overlook that — said they were past finished.

“No problem.” I winked at Jerry.

“No prob—?”

I paid no attention to Thurston’s confusion. The usually unflappable Jerry had not winked back. He looked like the lone teacher left in charge of those hypothetical sugar-high preschoolers.

I’d prepared for this. After all, I’d extended his sentence with Thurston. I owed him.

I took a giant-sized Hamburger Heaven coffee to-go from my bag. Good coffee and with truly insulated cups. I set the still-hot coffee on a table against a wall.

He perked up — caffeine pun intended — as my peripheral vision captured the satisfying sight of Thurston deflating.

Next, I drew out three brownies from the Sherman Western Frontier Life Museum gift shop. Not only delicious, but I’d made the effort of informing their maker they were all for Jerry, none for me.

I didn’t really think she’d try to poison me, especially since we’d reached a sort of cease-fire not long ago. But there’d been a time…

Anyway, it would be unfair to Jerry if I’d misread her. So, I’d been emphatic about who the brownies were for. She’d looked at me like I was demented, while she rang them up with no commentary.

Jerry, however, had commentary. “Yum.”

“I brought a scarf to soften that wood backdrop,” I told him, drawing the next item from my bag.

Most TV news sets resemble a designer’s vision of the bridge for the next Star Trek series. KWMT’s looks like a heart-breaking Soap Box Derby entry that falls apart nine feet into the race.

A rough wood wall serves as backdrop for far too many in-studio interviews. I’d started bringing fabrics to change up the look so viewers don’t slip into a catatonic that-again state.

“Nice.” Pretty sure that’s what Jerry said. He had his head down, unwrapping brownies.

“They’ll have to use a scarf over the lens for you soon.”

Thurston referred to my age, which is decidedly over twenty-one. As is his, so rather risky of him.

“I wonder if that would work,” I said thoughtfully. “I’ve heard Vaseline on the lens or shooting through a stocking as the tricks used in Hollywood’s heyday. Never successful on men in my view, but you can try, Thurston. What do you think, Jerry?”

“Mmph” was the best he did around a bite of brownie.

“Whatever.” Unaware of sounding like the cliché of a disaffected teenager, Thurston went back to his original tactic. “We’re not done. You’ll have to wait for the studio.”

“Sure looks like you’re done.”

“We need to do an OTS.”

Jerry snorted. “Over the shoulder looking at what? Me? You’re not interviewing anybody, not like Elizabeth is.”

“Soon, but not soon enough, you’ll be replaced by robotic cameras,” Thurston snarled.

“You’re already a robot,” Jerry grumbled as he took another bite.

The combination of mutter and brownie made deciphering his words difficult, especially from across the studio.

Thurston peered at him suspiciously.

It was no part of my plan to draw anyone else into Thurston’s line of fire. I quickly covered Jerry’s grumble. “You’d hate robotic cameras, Thurston. Did you see the difficulties the BBC had to start with them?”

“Of course I did,” he lied.

“That’s right,” Jerry said around the final chews on that brownie. “Robotic cameras went rogue, panning the studio, showing people — presenters they call them — walking around the set, or an empty desk, while the one talking stood at another part of the set talking to themselves. There’s one clip where the camera sneaks up behind the anchor and shows his significant butt, when it’s supposed to be focusing on the weather person.”

I contributed, “Or when the anchor chases the camera, trying to get in the shot.”

Both Jerry and I laughed.

“When he finally does get in the shot, he’s still looking the wrong way,” he said. “And then where the camera’s on the wrong anchor. The one off-camera keeps talking, giving the report, while the other one’s taking notes and making faces. It’s like a ventriloquist act.”

“Ha. Ha. Ha.” Thurston was not amused. “You’ll have to wait, Elizabeth. I— What are you people doing here?”

The latter was screamed at the audience at the door, who resembled a phone-booth packing effort from the 1950s. They disassembled more easily, but no faster than the phone booth packers and, I’m guessing, with the same level of amusement.

Proving my tact, I turned my back to the studio to attach the scarf to pegs protruding from the wooden wall, letting Thurston depart with whatever dignity he dredged up. It wasn’t one of his abundant resources.

I ignored sounds of huffing and puffing behind me, fussing with the scarf. The only sound from Jerry was chewing.

At last, I heard Thurston moving toward the door. I stepped back from the wall, as if judging the scarf’s effect.

“Right this way, Ms. Vincennes,” came Dale’s voice from the hallway.

Then, “Oh. Thurston Fine.”

I turned to see him recoil from contact with the woman who’d entered the studio.

“No time for autographs. Working. Very busy. Very, very busy.”

He rushed out, past the parted ranks of staffers, leaving them and Jerry fighting laughter, while I contained myself to greet my interview subject. She raised her brows, inviting comment on Thurston.

But there’s battle and then there’s tromping on the vanquished. I nobly refrained from tromping.

Odessa Vincennes stood straight and wore shoes with chunky wedge heels, bringing her about to my chin. She was focused, energetic, comfortably rounded, and far more practical than her exotic name.

I introduced her to Jerry, who had his laughter under control and his Thurston-sapped energy replenished by caffeine and chocolate.

We explained the interview was a lot like a conversation… with bright lights focused on you and a big clunky camera peering into your face. And KWMT had the biggest and clunkiest cameras I’d encountered, because they were the oldest I’d encountered.

No, we didn’t mention the lights and camera part.

Odessa Vincennes did okay with them. Only a flicker of her eyes when Jerry repositioned.

She was justifiably enthusiastic about the program she represented. It researched local scams victimizing seniors, consulting with law enforcement and consumer affairs experts then created flyers about them.

“…we don’t stop with passive information. We’ve teamed with other services to seniors — meal deliveries, visiting clergy, home health aides — to deliver the flyers and talk to the seniors about the information. Pilot studies have shown this increases the effectiveness.”

Earlier, I’d given Jerry a quick look, asking without words if this was coming across okay on camera.

He’d responded with a slight nod, saying it was coming through fine. That was the technical aspects, though.

Most people are nervous, some disastrously. She persistently rubbed her right thumb against her curved forefinger, but out of frame. No worries there.

Nerves weren’t the issue. More like she’d locked herself down and I didn’t have the key.

I tried a few approaches — I’d have way more footage than I’d ever get on air. And still hadn’t hit the key.

Odessa Vincennes remained out of my reach.

Maybe if I pushed a little.

“I’d like to see data from that study—”

The studio door opened.

That probably doesn’t sound newsworthy. A door opened. Big deal. But the studio door opening during an interview? That was darned near earthshattering.

Jerry and I looked at each other, even before looking toward the door.

“Light’s on,” he said.

The first thing drummed into every TV station employee’s head is not to interrupt when the red light’s on.

Turning more, I saw the door opener was Mike Paycik.

Who definitely knew better.

He held up one hand to ward off being told he knew better, striding across the studio. “Elizabeth, you need to know about this. Right away.”

As well as a co-worker, Mike was half of a complicated situation.

“I’m interviewing—”

“There’s been a shooting at Tom’s grazing association.” He reached out a reassuring hand, so I must have reacted. “Not Tom. It wasn’t Tom. It was the foreman from another ranch. Guy named Furman York. Looks like murder.”

Tom was Thomas David Burrell, a local rancher.

And the other half of the complicated situation.

Or some portion of it, anyway, because I’m part of it, too. Though whether that makes us each a third, I’m not prepared to say.

To make it more complicated, Mike and Tom were friends. And all three of us have been involved, along with a few others, in investigating murders.

But, still, to interrupt an interview—

“They’re talking to Tom. The sheriff’s department.”

Those words derailed the rest of my thought.


Chapter Two


“Tamantha’s on the phone for you right now. At your desk,” Mike finished.

Tamantha Burrell, the heading toward fourth grade daughter of Tom.

For a frozen second, Mike and I looked at each other.

I shot up and was three strides toward the door, when I spun back. “I’m sorry, Odessa. I’m so sorry. There’s an emergency and— I’m sorry. I’ll be in touch as soon as I know about scheduling the finish of this.” My gaze shifted. “Jerry?”

“Go. I’ll take care of it here.”

I didn’t wait for more.

“What makes you say murder?” I demanded of Mike on the move.

“He was found out on grazing association land, dead. Sounds like they’re not thinking suicide or accident, which doesn’t leave much other than murder.”

Mike was behind me as I reached my desk, barely aware of the few staffers in the newsroom. I concentrated on getting the phone in my hand and up to my ear.

“Tamantha? Are you okay?”

“Make them stop, Elizabeth.” No tears, no shake in her voice, vintage Tamantha determination. “Fix this.”

Air streamed out from somewhere that felt far deeper than my lungs at hearing her so like herself. “I need to know more before—”

I broke off because, on the other end, Tom spoke close enough to the phone for me to hear, as long as I didn’t drown him out.

“It’s okay, Tamantha. I told you not to bother Elizabeth.”

“It wasn’t okay last time. Not for months and months and months.”

“This is different.” By the way his voice came closer, I deduced he’d taken the phone from her. “Elizabeth?”

Deduction confirmed.

“I’m here. What can I do? Where are you? If Shelton—”

“We’re at the Circle B. There’s nothing for you to do. Not about that. But…” I heard rare hesitation in his voice. “My sister’s out of town. I don’t have time to get Tamantha to Mrs. P—” Mrs. Parens, a retired teacher and principal, didn’t drive, so couldn’t get to his ranch to pick up his daughter. “—and my neighbor, Mrs. George, isn’t home… Would you come get Tamantha?”

“I’m staying here with you,” I heard in the background from that redoubtable child.

“I’m not staying. I’m going with Sergeant Shelton to help in any way I can.” Tom’s words were for his daughter, for me, and for Shelton.

“Then I’m going with you,” his daughter declared.

“You are not.” Tom’s voice reminded where the redoubtable in Tamantha came from.

“I’ll be there as fast as I can,” I said into the mouthpiece. I’d already stood and was dropping things into my bag. “I’m leaving the station right now.”

“I’m stuck here,” Mike grumbled.

“I’m driving,” another voice said from over my shoulder.

It was Diana Stendahl. My friend, another member of our investigating group, and the best cameraperson at KWMT-TV.

“Then you’ll get here faster,” Tom said, with a faint smile in his voice, clearly having recognized the volunteer’s voice.

Diana’s driving speed is undeterred by pesky items like the Rocky Mountains, which would come in handy, because Tom’s Circle B Ranch had more than a passing acquaintance with their eastern edge.

“We’re leaving now. Tell Tamantha. We’ll be there. I’ll be there.”

*   *   *   *

“It’s not like before,” Diana said into a silence in her truck.

“What?”

I didn’t ask that buying-time question because my thoughts had been in some distant arena, but because they had been on the same track as hers … going the opposite direction. Fearing it could be exactly like before.

“They’re talking to Tom,” Diana said. “That’s what he said. Not questioning him at the sheriff’s department or… anything else. Besides—”

“Do you know anything about this guy who’s dead? Furman York?”

“—it’s not like it was with Sheriff Widcuff not knowing his head from a hole in the ground. It’s Shelton talking to him. And Russ is sheriff now.”

Russell Conrad became sheriff of Cottonwood County last fall. Not long after his arrival, he and Diana became … an item. Russ Conrad made her happy. She seemed to do the same for him. The second point didn’t weigh heavily with me.

About the only thing Conrad and I agreed on was Diana.

“It’s not like before. It’s totally different,” she said again.

“Uh-huh.”

I sure hoped so. But that’s not what had been in Tamantha’s voice.


Chapter Three


Tamantha Burrell is not a child you scoop up and wrap your arms around. Unless, perhaps, you are her father.

I felt more like saluting her after a deputy opened the front door, admitting us to the Burrell ranch house and Tamantha’s presence.

Especially you did not scoop up Tamantha Burrell and wrap her in one’s arms when she is dagger-eyeing the world.

Most of the daggers were for Sergeant Wayne Shelton of the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department. Under other circumstances, I might have enjoyed his discomfort. Right now? No.

“I came out here because I know your daddy and it’s important he comes with us and talks to us about what he knows,” Shelton was saying to her.

Yeah, like that would cut it.

“Why?” I asked, stepping beside Tamantha.

I also wanted to ask who and what and when, since I already knew where.

She gave me a quick look of acknowledgement, perhaps even approval, then fiercely repeated, “Yeah, why?”

Neither Tom nor Shelton blessed me with approval, though their frowns certainly acknowledged my arrival.

“You know I’m chairman of the grazing association, Tamantha. Something’s happened there—”

“That guy got shot. Doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

Shelton glowered. Automatic reflex. He’d been around far too long to have expected the news not to be all over the county. And he knew Tamantha well enough to be unsurprised she knew and didn’t sugarcoat what she knew.

“—and I need to go help in any way I can,” Tom finished.

Tamantha did not falter before Shelton’s glower. If anything, her glower back one-upped his. “This is like before. You were wrong. All wrong. Elizabeth had to figure it out and make you admit it.” She faced me, the daggers not quite sheathed. “You do it again. This time faster.”

Without the muscles or bones of his face moving, Tom’s gravity lightened, revealed by a glimmer in his eyes.

Fine for him to laugh. I’d been handed an edict and a deadline from the ruler of the universe.

“Tamantha.” Her father waited until she turned to him. “This isn’t like before. I can’t guarantee it won’t ever be, because sometimes things go … wrong. But right now, it’s important I go with Sergeant Shelton and the others and tell them anything I know that might help figure this out. That’s my duty as a citizen. You know about that. And it’s my responsibility as chairman of the grazing association.”

“Just because that man got himself shot there—”

“Tamantha.”

It was the redoubtable standoff at the Circle B. Not the first between father and daughter Burrell.

She blinked first, though a small blink. “I’ll wait here for you.”

“You will not.”

This standoff wouldn’t end up in a shootout, but it might end up enduring as long as, say, Mount Rushmore. Which was what their profiles reminded me of.

I was wrong.

It ended relatively quickly, though they still resembled Mount Rushmore.

Tamantha didn’t actually relent. More like she graciously acknowledged he held higher cards for this particular hand, what with being several feet taller and her father and all.

Tom did not rub it in. He said, “If it’s all right with Elizabeth, she’ll take you to her house. If this runs long—” He clearly expected it to. “—you can sleep over there tonight, and when I’ve finished with the deputies and—”

A nice touch of verbally establishing roles. Not when the deputies were done with him, instead, when he was done with them.

“—helped all I can, I will come there.” His gaze flickered to me. “If that’s all right with Elizabeth.”

Tamantha’s hand slid into mine. So unexpected a touch, I almost jumped. Her thumb rubbed against my skin.

Redoubtable was still a child.

“It is.” I squeezed.

“We’ll all be there,” Diana added.

He declined his head, acknowledging both of us. “Now, get your things, Tamantha. I’ll see you on your way before I go with Sergeant Shelton.”

And if Shelton thought he’d reverse the order of those events, he didn’t know Tom Burrell.

Mount Rushmore man was not about to have his daughter see him escorted away by the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department.


Chapter Four


“Who was shot?” I asked Tom quietly.

“Furman York, foreman of the Lukasik Ranch. Big place. East of town.”

“Do they know when?”

“This morning. Sheriff’s department caught a break. It couldn’t have been much before he was found, around nine-thirty.”

“Who found—?”

“Enough,” Shelton ordered. “Be quiet or I’ll take you all in.”

Before I could respond, Tom said, “I’ll go help Tamantha.”

Shelton sent a deputy along.

Diana and I exchanged a look. Hers mirrored my concern that this was more than Shelton simply wanting information from Tom as grazing association chairman.

After several minutes of silence in the living room, Tamantha emerged first from the hall to the bedrooms, rolling a miniature suitcase that made me blink.

Its surface was like an explosion of multicolored confetti that dared any airline to even consider losing it. It was beyond neon. It was irradiated.

And completely unlike the practical clothes she wore. Practical in colors that wouldn’t show the dirt and wear of ranch life. And practical in wearing them well past their prime of fit and form.

Tom picked up this resplendent bag with one hand, his other arm around her. Through the living room, out the door, across the porch. The two of them in sync every step of the way despite the difference in their strides.

At Diana’s vehicle, he buckled Tamantha into the back seat.

She didn’t even complain about being treated like a baby. On the other hand, she didn’t deign to reply when he told her to be good. They didn’t hug, but exchanged a long, level look.

To Diana and me he said in a low voice, “I’ll call.” The unspoken rider was When I can.

As we drove out, Tamantha looked back to where her father stood, watching the vehicle, with one hand raised, until trees and a curve around a low hill cut off the view.

Unspoken thoughts filled the passenger compartment like a heavy gas.

To change the subject that hadn’t been mentioned aloud, I said, “That’s a great suitcase, Tamantha.”

“It rolls.”

“I saw that.”

“Not much good on the ranch, but it’s good when I stay with friends in town.”

“That makes sense. Was it a present?”

“My Grandma Burrell gave it to me.”

A prickling at the bridge of my nose provided an early warning of tears. I’d learned to pay attention to it to ward off crying on air, during interviews, or other inopportune moments. Like in front of this child.

Tears. Because her father’s mother gave her a present expressing joy and color, when I hadn’t believed there was any relationship there at all.

Certainly, I’d heard almost nothing of Tom’s relationship with his parents, nor theirs with Tamantha. Though both Tom and Tamantha were close with his married sister, who lived not far over the border into Montana.

“What a great gift to get from your grandmother.”

“Yes. She said to select what I wanted and then she got it for me and had it delivered in a big box. Not wrapped, but plenty of paper around it inside the box.”

Her tone was far too matter-of-fact to allow for wistfulness. Another attack of prickling at the bridge of my nose acknowledged the collapse of my dreams of a grandmother who nurtured this girl’s wild, colorful side, perhaps even in the guise of exotic wrapping paper. Instead, going with the practicality of direct shipping.

Except, the reality was better, because it turned out it was Tamantha who nurtured that wild, colorful side.

She chose the confetti explosion and she used it, apparently with pleasure, when it didn’t involve her father being interviewed by the sheriff’s department.

“Great choice. I love it.” I cleared my throat, catching a glance from Diana. “It suits you.”

“Of course. I picked it.”

*   *   *   *

My thoughts went to the situation with Tom, Mike, and me.

We — Mike and I, then Tom and I — had become friends and part of this group of friends, while mutual attractions brewed underneath. Bringing the attractions out in the open — testing them, so to speak — had been the idea behind starting to date recently.

Maybe it would have helped if the dates happened frequently and close together. Maybe then the compare and contrast hypothesis would work.

That didn’t happen.

Duties at KWMT-TV kept Mike busy, with the wrap-up of local spring sports seasons, the beginning of rodeo season, full-throttle pro basketball, hockey, and baseball seasons, and football off-season. “I’m a well-seasoned guy,” as he said.

Duties at the Circle B Ranch kept Tom busy, with the end of calving, the beginning of branding, the ever ongoing fence-repairing. Plus his road construction business and his rampant civic activities.

Add in my settling into my new-to-me house and the fact that when our calendars’ open spots meshed, we often applied them to getting together as a group with Diana, Jennifer Lawton, other friends, plus now and then Diana’s honey Sheriff Russ Conrad, her kids, and Tamantha … and you have a sprinkling of dates each over the past month-plus.

“Elizabeth,” Tamantha said from the back seat.

For our return, Diana dropped her speed a notch. Still, I braced against the dashboard as I turned toward the back. Diana’s truck had seat belts and airbags, of course, but I wasn’t above helping them out.

“This man was shot at the grazing association.” Tamantha did not make it a question. “That’s where the clues are.”

“Maybe. All we know for sure is Sergeant Shelton needs your dad’s help figuring some things out about what happened.”

Not bad. I’d avoided shot, killed, murder, suspect, and questioning.

Unimpressed, she humph’d. “That’s where we should be, at the grazing association. To figure this out fast.”

“No way, Tamantha.”

I thought I heard a Good from Diana under her breath.

“You always want information. That’s what you say all the time. That’s where the information is.”

Tamantha had a point…

“No. We’re going to my house, where we’ll wait for your father to finish, uh, his business with the sheriff’s department.”

“There isn’t any information at your house.”

Not yet. But I could work the phones while she was there. Heck, she’d probably help me dial if she thought that would speed things up.

“And,” she continued, “I know how to get there. We go there a lot. I pick the flowers, but only after Mike said I could. We could go right now.”

Sidetracked by flowers at the grazing association and why Mike had the say-so over them, I replied a bit slowly. “I promised your father to take—”

“Care of me. The best way is to get this figured out fast. So Daddy is home.”

“Tamantha, I am not taking you to the grazing association, that’s final.”

“Then you go. You go and get the information you need like you always do. I’ll stay at your house. I’m old enough to stay by myself and—”

“You’re not staying by yourself.” Now I heard Uh-oh from under Diana’s breath. I hurriedly added, “That’s final.” It sounded weak.

“Shadow—”

“Or with my dog.”

“That’s silly. But if you go to the grazing association to find out things and get my daddy home, I’ll stay with Mr. and Mrs. Undlin.”

“You know them?” This time I’d swear my words were followed by Goner from Diana’s sotto-voce commentary.

“Of course. They’ll be happy to help.”

*   *   *   *

Tamantha was right, of course.

My next-door neighbors, Iris and Zeb, did know Tamantha — no surprise. First, almost everyone in Cottonwood County knew everyone else. Second, I already knew her father thought highly of the Undlins.

Also, she was right about their willingness to look after her. They were delighted to have Tamantha stay at their house until I returned.

“Are you sure? I can’t tell you exactly when I’ll be back.”

“Not necessary. Not necessary at all. Let us know if you’ll be past her bedtime and we’ll tuck her up in your guest room and stay there until you come,” Iris said.

Tamantha punctuated that with a look that clearly said the arrangement left no excuse for slacking and I better not come back until I had a lot of information or, preferably, the whole thing figured out and her father in the clear.

Iris softened Tamantha’s look by adding, “I was thinking of making doughnuts. Would you like to do that, Tamantha?”

“Yes, I would. I’ve never made doughnuts before.”

She sounded as if her sole desire was to add doughnut-making to her resume. However, I’ve seen her eat doughnuts and she was no slouch.

As we left, I heard Tamantha casually mention to Zeb that Shadow was alone at my house and it seemed a shame to wait until she was ready for bed to see him.

I suspected doughnuts were also in Shadow’s future.


Chapter Five


I broke the silence in Diana’s truck cab once we’d cleared town.

“What was that look for when I was talking with Tamantha about her suitcase?”

“Mmm. Thinking about Tamantha, how she’s growing up. The bag’s a good sign, but…” She cut me a look. “Being extraordinary’s not necessarily easy. Especially at her age.”

“You mean being accepted by other kids? She doesn’t seem to have trouble there. If anything, she’s a leader.”

“Yes, she is. On the other hand, I’ve seen with my two a period when what kids accept as ‘normal’ shrinks. Happens at the same time their self-confidence plummets. It opens up later, thank heavens. Now, there Tamantha won’t have any trouble. In the meantime, small shifts in her — let’s call it style — could make that narrower period easier for her.”

“Her style? You think Tom getting her to wear something other than old jeans and older sweaters would ease her way?”

“I don’t think Tom would have a clue.”

Her emphasis made me edgy, though she had a point. Beyond a couple decent suits, he was strictly utilitarian.

“He dresses okay for what he does,” I said. “So does she. I mean, jeans and sweaters are practical for her.”

“You said old jeans and older sweaters a second ago. In fact, she’s a not-yet fourth-grader wearing mom jeans and grandma sweaters.”

“If anyone can pull off the look, it’s Tamantha.”

“The point is, should she have to? Do you want her to have to?”

My answers to her spoken questions were easy.

No, she shouldn’t have to if she didn’t want to.

No, I didn’t want her to have to if she didn’t want to.

Then came my question in response to her unspoken statement that I should do something about it.

Why me? How am I supposed to take care of this?

Maybe Diana didn’t catch that internal bleat, because she continued. “Do you want her to be dressing like this in middle school? Tom’s gun-shy, what with Mona…”

Tamantha’s mother and Tom’s ex-wife, now deceased, had fancied herself a fashionista. In that and other ways, she had not provided a model any who cared about Tamantha wanted the girl to follow.

Belatedly, my bleat burst out as, “Well, I’m not the one to get him to change. Or her. What will probably happen if I try to guide her is I’ll start wearing mom jeans and grandma sweaters.”

“She is strong-minded. As we just saw.” She looked over at me with the last sentence.

“Yeah, I know. Tamantha manipulated me.” Then a much more cheerful thought than being outmaneuvered by a not-yet fourth-grader struck me. “Maybe I let her because deep down, I want to see what’s going on.”

“Of course you want to see what’s going on. Though it had nothing to do with what happened. Do you want to know where you went wrong?”

“Turning around when she said my name?”

She chuckled. “Not quite. You did well when she proposed all of us going to the grazing association. But then she distracted you from your first, blanket No by dividing the blanket into pieces. No, she couldn’t go to the grazing association. No, she couldn’t stay alone. Even as you said no to those, you implicitly said yes to your going to the grazing association, to leaving her with somebody. Step by step, she got you to where she wanted you to be — right here, on your way to the grazing association.”

I swore. “She should be negotiating in the Middle East.”

“Oh, this was pretty basic kid tactics.”

“I’m a patsy? Is that what you’re saying? Why didn’t you stop it? Why didn’t you save me?”

“Because I wanted to go with you to the grazing association. Notice I didn’t volunteer to look after her.”

I gave her a look of admiration. “I never realized you were that sneaky.”

My phone rang.

“Thank you,” Diana said modestly. “Aren’t you going to answer? I thought you were past dodging your parents.”

What was this? Hit Elizabeth Margaret Danniher With the Truth Day?

In fact, I hadn’t dodged my parents. Not lately. They had stayed with me for three and a half days before heading farther west for Yellowstone Park.

We’d had a good visit. A very good visit.

We’re not a family that feuds or fusses, but I often experience internal tension in the company of my parents and older siblings. Love isn’t the issue. Neither is liking. It all stems from their seeing me as a nine-to-thirteen-year-old (depending on their mood) not overly blessed with common sense and me seeing myself as a passably functioning adult.

There’d been far less of that tension in my parents’ recent visit than I’d experienced before.

One evening, Diana hosted a cookout at her ranch house, where Mom and Dad met a lot of my Wyoming friends. We went to the Sherman rodeo and had chocolate pie at the Haber House Hotel dining room another evening. They connected with my next-door neighbors, Iris and Zeb.

Oh, and they petted, treated, and fussed over my adopted stray dog, Shadow. In further proof he was putting his antisocial ways behind him, he lapped it up.

Mom and Dad would stay with me another few days — duration not yet specified — after Yellowstone and before their drive back to Illinois.

I looked forward to their return, tamping down any uneasiness over whether the outbound visit had been a fluke.

“It’s not my parents.” Score a point for honesty that I didn’t try to deny I had, at some points since my arrival in Sherman, dodged them. “It looks like a station number. Not one I recognize.”

“Maybe it’s Thurston, calling to apologize. Or Les, calling to assign you to cover the murder.”

The second possibility was as unlikely as the first. Les Haeburn, officially the station’s news director, spent more of his time placating Thurston than directing the newsroom. He largely left me alone, since my new contract from last fall gave me considerable latitude.

With a smirk about Diana’s Thurston and Les speculations, I answered the phone.

“Elizabeth, it’s Jerry. You need to come to the station.”

“I’m sorry for walking out mid-interview and leaving you to deal with—”

“No problem. I want you to see something. Maybe I’m totally wrong, but… I think you need to see this, you and Mike. I couldn’t catch him in time or—”

“Jerry, I can’t get away. And I don’t know where Mike is.”

I’m not sure he heard that because he seemed to be involved in a conversation taking place in the background on his end.

He came back to say, “Okay, we have a solution. Might take a while.”

“Whatever works, Jerry. Thanks. I’ve got to go now. Thanks again.”


Chapter Six


Diana turned off the highway, then from one dirt road to an even rougher one, seemingly knowing where she was heading.

Much of Cottonwood County sat on the Jelicho Table, a stretch of relatively flat land, driest on the eastern edge where it blended into the semi-arid Bighorn Basin.

Ah, the Bighorn Basin. That presents issues to elevate the blood pressure of print journalists everywhere.

The sheep are Bighorn — one word. The county and town are Big Horn — two words. The sheep had no say, the town and county got to decide for themselves.

Then there are the mountains, river, and basin. Depending on the governmental source and, apparently, mapmakers’ whims, you’ll see either spelling, and sometimes both.

Broadcast journalists are fortunate — they sound the same.

However, we broadcasters get our come-uppance on the western end of Cottonwood County, where the Rocky Mountains, specifically the Absaroka Range, bring the Jelicho Table to a jagged conclusion.

Although more formal sources mostly divide between “ab-SOR-o-ka” and “ab-SOHR-kuh” — with a whole lot of variation on how “O/Oh” sounds — we have a persistent strain of “ab-sah-RO-kuh” pronouncers in our listening area.

No matter how I pronounced it, to some segment of our audience, I’d be the outsider who hadn’t bothered to learn local ways.

I do my best to not venture into such dangerous territory. So, what I viewed through the back window of Diana’s truck as we headed east across the Jelicho Table, those were the Rockies.

“Will we be at the grazing association soon?” I asked.

“We’re here.”

“That last turn? I thought there’d be a sign or something.”

“Two turns before. Expecting a sign like the one at the country club? Maybe landscaping with a rock wall? It’s not that kind of group. Only the land matters.”

“They lease?”

“Not much. Most associations have some deeded land, this one is almost all deeded. They don’t like being subject to lease prices rising.”

Before I could ask more, we came to the end of an extensive line of vehicles, nearly all pickups, parked along the dirt track.

Not something I would have expected before my move here, but those pickups provided information.

Pickups, like cowboy boots, fall into classes in Wyoming.

There are very few of the fashion statement type — which is mostly what you see in cities, especially east of the Mississippi.

Then there are Sunday-best pickups, saved for plan-ahead occasions. Vehicles that leave from their starting point shined up, even if they seldom reach their destination in that state. It can take a trained eye to distinguish fresh dirt or mud on a recently shiny vehicle from the long-standing variety, but it’s quite clear to Wyomingites. It can be a social solecism to arrive to some functions with old dirt, while fresh dirt is perfectly acceptable.

The next variety — the working pickup — goes to town for business or casual pleasure, never fancy. Old dirt is perfectly acceptable. If these trucks are clean it’s because it happened to be time for that chore.

On the bottom — perhaps the most important — rung are the ranch trucks, so-called because they seldom left the ranch. Their dirt is old and honorable, as are their rust, scratches, scrapes, and screeching doors. They’re battle-scarred warriors, afraid of nothing, even if, at times, they aren’t able to get out of situations their willing spirit and optimistic drivers get them into.

As Diana and I started walking forward from where we’d parked, we passed mostly ranch trucks.

Except at a roundup or helping with branding, the people of Cottonwood County didn’t usually congregate in ranch trucks. They kept their beasts-of-burden ranch trucks on their ranches … carrying burdens.

But what brought them here had been so urgent their owners stopped work, jumped in their ranch truck, and drove straight here.

Closer, we saw that inside this deep layer of ranch pickups sat a bevy of official vehicles, mostly SUVs, with trucks and vans sprinkled in.

It took getting closer still, past where the curve of a slight swell of land had masked them, to see two more pickups — one working and one a ranch truck.

The working truck bore the name Lukasik Ranch on its green door. The other had no name on it, but I recognized its faded, dented, and pummeled blue surfaces from scoping it out as a potential shield from imminent gunfire last year.

Fun times in Cottonwood County.

As we cut through the ranks of parked pickups, shifting that swell of land to a new angle to reveal more behind it, my attention skidded past the two isolated pickups to an unexpected sight.

A square house to our right.

The structure itself wasn’t that surprising, though its solitary situation here, amid what even I recognized as grazing land, was.

Carrying ghost traces of once white paint on its walls and porch, it resembled the last outpost of a deserted civilization. The pyramidical hipped roof sagged at one seam. The symmetrical windows to either side of the front door glinted with glass, the one on the side of the building we could see was boarded up.

The surprise was a riot of roses growing around the house, up the walls and over the porch, like a fairy tale rose thicket to protect — or imprison — the princess. They stubbornly bloomed in a true red far darker than the pink wild roses I knew from growing up in Illinois.

I admired their courage, at the same time they made me sad.

At some point someone carefully planted these bushes for the vibrant red and green against a white house. The white had mostly worn away. The red and green scraggled wildly.

And, now, in a further indignity, police tape attached to the post holding up the left end of the porch.

At that instant, a second unexpected sight drew my attention — the athletic stride of Mike Paycik, headed between scattered vehicles for us.

“What are you doing here, Mike?” Diana asked.

“Got a ride with Jenks after my interview ended.”

Past Mike, I saw KWMT-TV’s senior cameraman raise a hand in greeting, which we returned. Jenks hoisted his equipment bag — camera out and at the ready — and headed toward the police tape.

That explained Jerry’s reference to not catching Mike — he’d already left the station.

“Hoped I’d get to look around before you two got here, until Jenks said that had to be Diana coming up behind us like a bullet. You almost beat us here.”

She ignored the comment on her driving. “Glad the station’s on the story.”

“No thanks to Thurston. He turned the police scanner off again to get his beauty rest. Right after you two left for Tom’s, Pauly—” His part-time sports stringer. “—and I had to get on that interview. As it was, I got there a minute after the line opened and I thought Pauly would keel over from fear I wouldn’t show up. It wasn’t until after finishing the interview that I could tell Audrey about this.”

Distracted as I was, I asked, “How’d the interview go?”

It was a coup and it was important to Mike.

“Went well.” He grinned as he tipped his head, indicating we should follow the path Jenks had taken toward the activity. “Went real well. John was a little nervous at first, but we talked a couple minutes about Wyoming and connected about the weird stuff you encounter when you first leave.”

“Like escalators?” Diana said, touching on a past discussion.

“Hey. You know there are two in all of Wyoming, but—”

“I do know, since you told us.”

“—turns out John had been on both before going pro, so he was ready for the big leagues. Anyway, afterward, the team’s media guy called almost as soon as we’d finished, all excited, saying nobody else had gotten much of anything from John except Bull Durham cliché quotes — you know, We play them one game at a time and There’s no I in team. The media guy wants to get clips to their local network affiliate, maybe some other cities in the league, on their website, stuff like that. Haeburn will go along. It’s only sports.”

That last part was a credible imitation of our station manager.

“We’re not even going to run the whole interview until the weekend. I get snippets in the next few days.” Mike concluded, “You look confused, Elizabeth.”

“Not about any of that. It’s no less than I expected and when those other stations get a look at your work, they’ll be knocking at your door. No, don’t deny it. John’s not the only one ready for the big leagues.” Glancing toward the house again, I added, “But I am confused. I thought a grazing association was like a ditch.”

I’d learned about irrigation ditches and their importance to Wyoming, especially ranchers, as the conduit for essential irrigation. Also about organizations called ditch companies, which united the landowners who shared a ditch, and the ditch boss responsible for the water getting where it belonged.

From what I’d heard, grazing associations ran along similar lines, with a group of ranchers going together to buy or lease acreage for grazing — dividing costs and sharing benefits in the same proportion.

This house represented something I hadn’t expected, since all I’d heard about grazing associations was … well, grazing.

“Sort of similar,” Mike said. “What’s confusing?”

“Grazing associations have clubhouses?”

We cleared the last pickup as I gestured toward the house and the entire scene before us.

From its anchor on the house’s porch post, police tape extended toward our left, forming a large, lumpy off-limits oval. Within it, an expanse of screening blocked all view of an area about the size of a large pickup truck. Crime scene personnel came and went from behind the screen.

Everyone else’s attention focused toward that screening.

Everyone else included Shelton talking with Tom near a knot of law enforcement from multiple jurisdictions, judging from the variety of uniforms.

Another group, this one civilian, congregated well to our left, near where police tape enclosed those first two pickups in its thin, yellow arms.

My attention pulled away from the scene when Mike laughed, because that familiar sound had an unexpected edge to it.

He looked back in the direction we’d come, leaving me the back of his head to try to decipher the edge.

Diana glanced at him, perhaps she’d heard it, too. When she spoke, though, she gave no sign of it.

“It’s not a clubhouse, Elizabeth. This used to be part of a ranch. When the owner sold, he got more money selling parcels to various buyers than he would have for the place as a whole. This section wasn’t as sought after. The association got a good deal on the land. This house came with it. It’s used for supplies and such now.”

“How have the roses survived with nobody living here?” I wondered.

“There’s a spring — that’s why they picked this spot for the house.”

I expected local knowledge from Diana. But Mike, who’d been away playing college and pro football for a decade and a half, being the source for that information had me asking, “How do you know?”

I caught Diana taking another glance at him.

Without that I’m not sure I would have heard anything deeper in his tone. “Because my great-great-grandparents started this ranch and built that house, my great-grandmother planted those roses, and my grandmother tended them until the day she died.”

“This… this is your family ranch.”


Chapter Seven


I stumbled over the words and felt as if I’d nearly stumbled physically, too.

Or possibly blundered. Right into his past.

The huge house he lived in and its surrounding substantial acreage, which he leased to nearby ranchers, were purchased with earnings as an NFL player with the Chicago Bears, supplemented by good investments. I knew that.

I also knew he’d grown up on a struggling family ranch that his father sold.

Leaving that family ranch had broken his boy’s heart. It had nearly broken his relationship with his father, too, though that seemed to have improved, if not completely healed.

He had never told me the family ranch’s name, never detailed its history, never indicated what part of the county it was in, even.

One other fact I’d known about Mike’s family ranch was it was broken up when his father sold it, so it no longer existed as a ranch for Mike to buy back with his football money, instead of the one he had now.

Standing here, on what had once been Paycik land, it struck me I didn’t even know if he’d tried.

“This was part of the family place.” The care he took to make his answer offhand undercut the attempt.

“This was where you grew up?”

“Here? No.”

His emphatic dismissal struck us all as funny.

One of those moments that wasn’t truly funny, but with the group reacting as if it were, it became funny. And relieved the tension.

When we were done laughing, he said, “It didn’t look quite this bad then, but no, our house — and the place where my grandparents lived when they got older — is over that ridge.” He pointed to the southeast. “Grandma came back to fuss with the roses almost every day. They were really rare around here when they were first planted and surviving like they have…”

“They’re amazing.”

They also explained Tamantha’s comments about picking flowers here with Mike’s permission. The ranch had been sold, but to some the roses still belonged to the Paycik’s.

“Yeah. Most days Grandpa came back with her. They left some of their things here, including an old record player and records. With the wind right, you could hear the records playing, and they’d dance together on the porch. I watched them a few times until Mom caught me.” His faint smile faded and he cleared his throat. “Good to see the roses still here. Though the circumstances…”

Mike turned toward the crime scene, shutting the door on memories. Following his lead, so did we.

I saw Tom still in the company of Sergeant Shelton near a section of police tape fluttering busily.

They stood in earnest conversation at the western side of the police tape enclosure, facing away from us. With any luck, that would continue.

Small groups of civilians dotted the northeast curve of the police tape ring. More men than women. They wore cowboy hats — the majority — or ball caps, shadowing their eyes from the bright sun.

“Grazing association members?” I asked with a nod toward that group.

“A lot of them are. Not all,” Diana said.

I recognized a few from events around the county, including a search for a missing man last fall. One who’d been involved in that search, though, I’d already known.

Plus, he wasn’t part of the group. He stood just inside the police tape under the watchful eyes of two deputies, Richard Alvaro and Lloyd Sampson.

He was a rancher named Hiram Poppinger, widely known as an eccentric. When Cottonwood County, Wyoming, calls you eccentric, that’s saying something.

It was his battered ranch pickup I’d recognized.

Inside the tape, the screening cut off the view from north to south. Whatever it masked — and it was a pretty good guess it included a body — was in an otherwise open area.

“Is Hiram Poppinger in the grazing association?”

“Yep,” Mike said.

“Yet, he’s been separated. And look where his truck is.”

“Inside the crime scene. He found the body?” Mike suggested.

I moved slightly closer to Hiram and his escorts, not directly facing them, showing no overt interest.

Even without looking at him, I had an image of a bright reddish-orange vest encasing Hiram’s torso — startling the eye against his otherwise subdued, if not downright drab attire — burned into my retina. Somehow, it suited him. It reminded me of portraits of men in the American Revolutionary era with their button-straining waistcoats. In those times, a pot-belly indicated the wearer’s wealth — enough to eat to develop a potbelly — and I found that subtle bragging rather endearing.

I put aside Hiram’s sartorial choices and shuffled another foot closer.
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