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To Marion Hale,

Who started all this by introducing me to mysteries


DAY ONE


MONDAY

Chapter One


“Holy smokes,” Jennifer said. “You’ll never guess what just came over the police radio.”

Only she didn’t say smokes and said is mild for the sound that crossed the KWMT-TV newsroom.

Like everyone else in the open room cluttered with desks, computer terminals, filing cabinets, and KWMT employees, I turned toward Jennifer. She is officially a newsroom aide, unofficially a sometimes-production assistant, and very unofficially the computer guru for me and sports anchor, Mike Paycik.

Offsetting all that good, Jennifer loaded FreeCell on my computers at home and work…. She had a lot to answer for.

“Elizabeth?” she called to me, then added, as if the newsroom were littered with Elizabeths, “Elizabeth Margaret Danniher? What’s your address?”

As a light and airy casual question, it failed.

Every face in the newsroom turned toward me. Without moving from my chair, I had provisionally stepped across the knife-sharp boundary between newsroom colleague and poor schmuck who’ll be the subject of a news story tonight.

Journalists are not heartless about the subjects they interview or report about.

Let me rephrase: Most journalists are not entirely heartless about many subjects they interview or report about.

However, there is a necessary distance. Necessary to do a good job as a journalist, and necessary to retain a few shreds of sanity. If you shed a single drop of blood with each sad, tragic, woeful, heart-tugging story you encountered, you’d be a bloodless corpse in no time.

So there is a firm line between us and them. Us being the newsroom folk, and them being the poor schmucks.

Jennifer’s words connecting my address with a police radio call shoved me across the line to them.

That wasn’t a new position for me at KWMT. When I’d arrived in April to serve out the remainder of a network contract, I’d been viewed as an alien. Not from outer space, but perhaps from an even more distant universe from Sherman, Wyoming — major-market TV.

Now, with September nearly here, about half the newsroom no longer waited to glimpse my antennae, while the rest kept a wary eye out for any green tinges to my skin. Jennifer was part of the former group. Mostly.

“Why do you want my address?” The question was reflex. I was already heading for her.

“Oh, just wondering.”

“Jennifer.”

The threat in those syllables worked. “There’s a call on Lewis Street. The four-hundred block. That’s where you live, right?”

She knew that since she’d been to my rental several times. But I was admitting nothing. Not while surrounded by media vultures. Plus, I hesitated to claim the tiny, disheveled house I’d dubbed, with not a shred of affection, the Hovel.

“What?” I asked Jennifer.

“You live on Lewis Street, right?” she repeated.

“Not what did you say. What’s the call for?”

“Oh. A body’s been found. A dead body.”

“Oh, smokes,” I said, although I didn’t say smokes. “Mildred.”

“I thought you named the dog Shadow?”

I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to claim the dog any more than the house. Although that might have been self-protective, because he didn’t seem in any hurry to claim me, either. “Why would I name a dog Mildred? Especially a male dog?”

She shrugged, conveying she didn’t put anything past me, though she was open-minded enough not to hold it against me.

“Mildred is my elderly neighbor across the street. Mildred Katarese.”

“Oh.” In concert with her syllable I felt the newsroom’s interest evaporate. The death of an elderly neighbor was unlikely to reach the evening news. “If they repeat the address, I’ll write it down and let you know.”

I suppressed a sigh. Writing it down the first time was a basic Do in the journalism Dos and Don’ts I’d been sharing with Jennifer.

But this wasn’t the time to go over that again. I had a decision to make.

I could wait to see if they repeated the address, and if Jennifer caught it this time. I could call the sheriff’s department to see if they would fill me in over the phone. Or I could…

“I’m going to go see what’s going on. If anyone—” Meaning Les Haeburn, the news director and my boss, or Thurston Fine, the news anchor and not my boss though more than willing to make trouble for me. “—asks, I’m on assignment.”

*   *   *   *

Police and sheriff’s department vehicles littering a street from one corner to the other is never a good sign. The ambulance in Mildred’s driveway was worse.

Earlier this summer, there’d been another ambulance at the door of another elderly woman in the neighborhood. I now knew the woman in the house behind Mildred’s had been her cousin.

My limited contact with my neighbors had mostly been with Mildred. Primarily of the wave-cheerily-and-call-Good Morning-across-the-street variety, with a few conversations when our trips to put out or retrieve garbage cans overlapped.

Mildred was seventy-nine years old. She’d been born and raised on one of Cottonwood County’s many far-flung ranches, then moved in with her grandparents to attend school. In the way of some older people, she was vague about what had happened since, while telling stories rich in detail about her family’s history, the ranch, and the social whirl of her school days.

At times the details were so unrelenting and so plentiful my attention unplugged while her voice and memories streamed around me.

Right now, though, I would have been thrilled to listen to every last I remember when.

I really didn’t want the ambulance to be for her.

I could sit here in my car, a block shy of the Sherman police vehicle turned astride to block access to Mildred’s house (and my driveway), and hope against hope Jennifer had it wrong about the reason for the ambulance. Or I could get in there, find out, and possibly offer assistance. Of some kind. To somebody.

I eased my foot off the brake to roll closer.

A familiar figure wearing a sheriff’s deputy uniform on its shorter-than-average frame gave a peremptory wave, ordering me to get lost.

The wave was also familiar. I’d received it from officials all over the globe. One of those universals that made you want to hum “It’s a Small World After All.”

It might seem strange, a Cottonwood County deputy hanging around a Sherman Police Department vehicle, but it wasn’t. The Sherman Police Department was tiny, befitting its jurisdiction within city limits. The Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department, responsible for the rest of the county as well as the jail and courts, had six or seven times the personnel to cover seven- or eight-hundred times the territory. For nonroutine calls, the departments adopted a whoever’s-available policy.

I rolled closer. The gesture became more commanding. I rolled closer. The figure came to my car window, not needing to duck much to look inside.

“Ma’am, turn around and — Oh. It’s you.”

“Deputy Shelton, I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you in town before.” That was notable, since everyone in the county shopped at the Sherman Supermarket, and considering the time I spent in the place, I would have expected our paths to have crossed.

I’d first encountered Wayne Shelton on a ranch whose owner planned to repel burglars single-handedly. Deputy Shelton handled the situation, with timely assistance from three KWMT-TV staffers — Mike Paycik, camerawoman Diana Stendahl, and me.

Far from acknowledging our aid, Shelton had seemed to view us as pesky encumbrances. On the plus side, he’d delivered a succinct stand-up interview all politicians should study if they want TV newspeople to love them.

Now he heaved a sigh. “I wouldn’t have come in if I’d known you’d turn up. Now that you have, go away.”

“I live across the street. I want to get into my driveway.”

He turned to look at the house I’d rented sight unseen. It might have been a trick of the late August light, but it appeared to be leaning to the right.

“You live there?”

An entirely unreasonable surge of protectiveness for the place washed through me. “Yes,” I said shortly. “And I’d like to get into my driveway.”

He didn’t move. “You happened to come home now? In the middle of the morning?”

My brief knowledge of Deputy Shelton told me not to pull my punches. “No. I came because I am concerned about a police call saying someone died. Mildred, my neighbor, lives there.”

He looked at me with squint-eyed concentration. A long enough stare that, even as the perennial runner-up in Danniher Family Stare-Offs, I started to feel restless. Damn. Shelton was even better than our family dogs.

“I believe you are concerned for your neighbor,” he said at last. “Park in your driveway, and come see me.”

“Deputy!” I called as he walked away. “I need the police vehicle moved.”

He looked at the uncurbed slope on either side of the street. If this had been a cartoon, the bubble over his head would have said, “Why not go around like any ordinary Wyoming driver?”

He looked at me, sighed, and waved to a whip-thin youngster wearing an SPD uniform.

The next panel’s bubble would have said, “Because you’re not like any ordinary Wyoming driver.”

My only solace, as I meekly drove through the narrow opening created by the backed-up police SUV, was that Deputy Shelton’s gesture to his colleague was as peremptory as the ones to me.

I deposited my car in the rutted driveway, stopping short of the ridge that loved to catch low-hanging auto parts. After crossing the street, I bypassed a sheriff’s department four-wheel drive angled across Mildred’s drive and front yard, as if the driver worried someone might try a getaway in Mildred’s staid pickup.

Even sporting that peculiar lawn ornament, Mildred’s house looked so much better than my rental it was hard to believe they were the same vintage.

Eight to ten decades ago, most of the surrounding houses started with the same basic design as the Hovel. The front door opened into the living room, with a hallway leading to two small bedrooms and a tiny bathroom. The kitchen sat behind the living room with one corner large enough for a table and chairs, if you were a good packer.

Some houses had bedrooms and bath on the left, some on the right. The Hovel is a righty, and Mildred’s is a lefty, making them mirror images as they face each other.

Most of the houses had been improved, expanded, updated, and otherwise tweaked, some into a happy result, some not. The Hovel and Mildred’s house retained the original design, though Mildred’s had an attached garage.

Yet they had not aged the same. Mildred’s house was Dorian Gray, and the Hovel his portrait, escaped from the attic to come sit across the street. The Hovel had the leaning thing I mentioned. Mildred’s house sat rock-solid straight, like a matron encased in whalebone.

As I approached, the thin Sherman police officer left Shelton and scuttled past.

Growling erupted behind me.

I spun around to see Shadow advancing from around the corner of my house. The dog moved slowly toward the SPD officer, who immediately peeled off toward his SUV. Apparently satisfied, Shadow turned his focus to Shelton. Still advancing slowly, still growling, with his message loud and clear: Go away.

“Shadow. Quiet,” I said.

He flicked me a look but didn’t falter.

I had no idea what came next.

In the spring, I’d spotted a nearly skeletal stray lurking around the Hovel. I’d put out food and water, and he’d lurked closer, while remaining a thoroughly independent contractor. He was still wary of everything and everyone, except a third-grader of my acquaintance named Tamantha Burrell.

Yes, we’d made progress in the matter of trust in the past few months. But obeying my commands? Fat chance.

Still, I had to try.

I stepped toward Shelton, whose only movement was slowly moving his hand to his gun.

“Quiet,” I said again.

The growling continued. I realized with a jolt that the dog — a little taller and longer than a border collie — had filled out, no longer looking pathetically scrawny. And that made him appear more dangerous.

Another step and I was beside Shelton. I put a hand on his gun-touching arm. “It’s okay. He won’t—” But I didn’t know that he wouldn’t.

“Shadow. Sit!” I tried in desperation, facing him, now two yards away.

He did.

He actually did.

And he stopped growling.

He still stared at Shelton with less than full confidence, but he was quiet and he’d sat on command. He’d sat.

“Good dog,” I said, as if it would mean something to him. Then I pushed it. “Okay, Shadow. It’s okay.”

His gaze came to me, returned to Shelton for a long moment, then he stood, turned, and trotted back toward the Hovel’s wild backyard.

I felt discomfort in my left hand and realized my fingers clutching Shelton’s uniform sleeve had cramped. I released his sleeve, flexing my hand.

“You’ve got him well trained,” Shelton said. His hand was no longer on the gun. “Saw him earlier. Didn’t growl, though. Not until you showed up. Probably thinks you need protection.”

He chuckled. He might have meant it as a compliment that he found it laughable that I could need protection. Or not.

It didn’t matter. My heart hammered with the adrenaline response to Shadow’s behavior and its potential consequences. I’d been scared the dog would be hurt. How nuts was that? Terrified for an animal that barely tolerated my presence.

Pushing aside thoughts of my lopsided relationship with a dog, I shifted to journalist mode. “What happened here, Deputy Shelton?” I asked.

“That’s what we’re determining,” he said dryly. “Want to see her?”

“I, uh…”

He hadn’t waited for my insightful answer, but headed to the door. Dead people were not my favorite sight, but niceties such as squeamishness and sentimentality took a backseat when pursuing any story. Even what happened to the neighbor across the street.

He opened the door and gestured for me to go ahead.

As I crossed the threshold, I spotted one reason Mildred’s house sat so upright in comparison to the slouching Hovel: Its walls were thicker than a postcard.

After the brightness of an unencumbered Wyoming sky, the interior was a dark void.

That didn’t prevent me from smelling death, heavy and pungent. Another smell … sharp and smoky. Gunpowder? Mildred shot herself? Why—?

I never completed that internal question. I was stopped by a voice saying, “Elizabeth, what are you doing here?”

The voice of a dead woman.


Chapter Two


Mildred wasn’t dead.

I had assumed. A cardinal sin for a journalist. Perhaps the reddest of cardinal sins. As numerous professors and longtime editors had singsonged at me over the years, assume made an ass of you and me. Get it?

Deputy Shelton had played me beautifully.

Mildred stood with her back to the closed kitchen door and her arms crossed under a substantial bust.

The room was rigidly neat but packed, making it feel even smaller inside than the Hovel, which I wouldn’t have thought possible. The only sign of turmoil, besides the frown she directed at Shelton, was a section of her silver hair standing out from her head, as if teased, then coated with industrial strength hairspray.

“She told 911 that she shot him, but she won’t tell us more,” the deputy said from behind me. He remained by the door with an air that in someone else I might have called self-effacing.

“You. I won’t talk to you, Wayne Shelton,” Mildred said in her uncompromising tone.

He bowed his head in acceptance, then looked at me. “She won’t talk to me. Apparently my mother’s rhubarb pie beat hers at the county fair back before I was born.”

“It didn’t beat mine. Oh, it got the ribbon all right,” she said with her voice at high tide of bitterness, “because your father was a judge and he was sweet on her. Only sweetness around, because that pie was as sour as a lemon. A miscarriage of justice. A miscarriage—”

My phone rang. I ignored it. Shelton grumbled something under his breath. Mildred came closer and looked up at me with suddenly bright eyes. “Hadn’t you better answer? It might be one of your young men.”

My mouth opened to inform her I had no men, young or otherwise. But her look was so expectant, and I had feared she was dead until a minute ago…

I answered.

“You went to a murder without me?” The accusing voice on the phone belonged to Michael Paycik, KWMT-TV’s sports anchor. In fact, KWMT-TV’s sports everything. But not for long if I knew TV news talent, and I did. Add in good looks, a notable college resume, a creditable NFL career with the Chicago Bears before his knees ended his playing days, and Mike Paycik would make the leap from Sherman to some big market, and never look back.

“It’s not a murder,” I told him. “I’m at my neighbor’s house, trying to help straighten out a little confusion.”

“That’s not what I heard.”

“Then you heard wrong.”

“Aunt Gee said it’s a murder.”

That stopped me.

Mike’s Aunt Gee is acknowledged queen of the Cottonwood County law enforcement grapevine, as well as in charge of dispatch for the sheriff’s department substation in O’Hara Hill, the county’s second-largest town.

Something tugged my sleeve.

“Just a minute,” I told Mike, then looked down at Mildred.

“You’ve got it wrong,” she said.

“I have what wrong?”

“About there being a little confusion here. The man is dead. The only confusion is this Shelton accusing me of committing murder. Self-defense is what anyone with a brain would call it.”

Deputy Wayne Shelton had a brain.

I shot him a look. He also had a poker face.

Something was not adding up.

“Mike, I’ve got to go.”

“I heard. Dead. Accusation of murder. That’s good enough for me. I’ll be right there.”

“There’s no—” But he’d hung up.

“That was one of your young men? Is he coming over now?” Mildred asked, her eyes now bright with more than curiosity.

“I don’t have any young men, and—”

“Of course you do. Two I know of. One from the TV, and that Tom Burrell who has the Circle B Ranch and has that little girl.”

“We’re … colleagues, Mildred.” That applied to Mike. Whether Tom Burrell — definitely not a KWMT-TV employee — qualified was dubious. But the word would do.

She cackled. “Colleagues they’re calling it now, is it?”

I felt prickles up my back. Had to be from sensing waves of Deputy Shelton’s delight. I didn’t face him, knowing I’d see nothing more in his expression than he wanted me to.

Instead, I focused on the woman in front of me. “Mildred, you should sit. Let’s find somewhere quiet to talk about this.”

“This is my chair.” She indicated a large, worn piece upholstered in blue and red stripes. Then she pointed to a chair with swirls of magenta and emerald under plastic. “You sit in the new chair, then we can talk without twisting our necks. I should have invited you in long ago. But I’ve been so distracted with Avis passing and all.”

I was wondering if there was room to invite me in now.

All the wall space was occupied by shelving and display units. Two walls appeared devoted to Indian artifacts. Even my untrained eye recognized tomahawks, bows and arrows, arrowheads, leatherwork, and apparel. Another wall was filled with bleached skulls of animals. One row of freestanding shelves held pottery bowls. Another row showed spurs, branding irons, bits, buckles, and other items from Wyoming’s early cattle days. The remaining floor space consisted of narrow aisles. Tucked amid all this like afterthoughts were the two upholstered chairs, a small table holding a laptop computer, and a flat-screen TV. The computer, she’d told me, for inventory and to track sales and prices. The TV, no doubt, for watching the game shows, crime dramas, and reality shows she loved.

If there’d been a reality show for hoarders with OCD, Mildred could have had her own season.

“I understand,” I said over the crackling and creaking of plastic as I tried to get comfortable. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. It’s the strange young man who’s not.”

“What strange young man?”

“The one I killed.”

“Mildred, are you certain you killed him?”

“If he were still alive, I’d think they’d have taken him to the hospital instead of leaving him on the basement stairs.” She turned her head toward the closed kitchen door. Activity could be heard behind it. “I hope they’re not letting all the blood and such get on my clean floor. Not easy scrubbing floors at my age.”

She had a point. Two points. About his being taken to the hospital if he hadn’t been dead, and about scrubbing floors. Not easy at any age.

“Oh, he’s dead all right.” Shelton’s words were low, but it would have been more politic to keep quiet and let Mildred forget him. She started up a mutter in which rhubarb pie, travesty, and injustice figured largely.

Hurriedly, I asked, “You’re certain he’s a stranger? The man—” You killed seemed harsh. “—on the basement stairs?”

“Certain. Don’t know anybody by the name Ted Edwards like he said his was. Didn’t recognize him before I shot him. Haven’t looked at him since.”

“Shot him because he startled you by coming up the basement steps?” I asked, edging in that interpretation for Shelton’s benefit.

“No. Because he was trying to drag me down the basement stairs.”

I started to ask another leading question, then kicked myself in the metaphorical posterior and switched to “Mildred, what happened?”

“He started off nice and all, but when we got to the kitchen, he began shouting vile things and tried to drag me to the basement. So I pulled out the gun I’d set nearby, and when he didn’t let go, I shot him.” Mildred’s indignant tone was the same as when she’d complained about garbagemen dropping a lid on her petunias last month. “Then I called the police. Though if I’d known a Shelton would show up, I wouldn’t have bothered.”

So many follow-up questions sprouted, I hardly knew where to start. Not the least of which was what she would have done with the apparently dead body on her basement stairs if she hadn’t called the police.

On further consideration, I’d skip that question.

“You had a gun….” I glanced around but no collection of firearms was visible.

“Of course. Took it out, checked it was loaded after he called, then put it under my sweater.” She gestured to a glass-fronted case with a neon orange sweater draped over it. She frowned. “I doubt the hole in my sweater can be fixed.”

“Why did you let him in if you had a bad feeling about him?”

“We had an appointment.”

“An appointment,” I repeated. “To do what?”

“He said he wanted to buy a pair of spurs that belonged to Teddy Blue Abbott. But he didn’t ask the right questions. Plus, I was watching for him, and he came walking from around the block, like he’d parked over on the street behind your house. So his truck wouldn’t be seen and so he’d be sure no witnesses were around before he came in.” She nodded wisely. “That’s how these people operate.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Shelton grab a newly-arrived deputy, whisper, then give him a push to send him on his way — surely to look for the car.

“But Mildred, with all that, why let him in at all?”

“You think I’m one of those crazy hoarders?”

“I, uh—” I fought to keep my gaze from going around the room.

“Hoarders are nincompoops. You don’t buy to keep it all. You buy to sell at a higher price at another time, another place. That’s the only reason to go picking through all the junk. Buy low, sell high. Can’t sell without letting people in. I couldn’t know he was a hoodlum. Could have been a customer.”

I was momentarily distracted by wondering how long it had been since I’d heard anyone say hoodlum. I pulled myself back. “You have an impressive collection.”

“This is only some of it. Larger pieces are in my back room. Those that aren’t delicate are in the basement or garage. But you have to be careful about the damp and cold. Some things, might as well put them on the fire and burn them as put them in the damp and cold. Others tolerate it fine.”

The Hovel had no basement, and I couldn’t imagine a tank tolerating the conditions in what the rental ad had called its garage.

“That was the difference between Avis and me,” Mildred continued. “She would grab up any old thing and hold on to it forever, all higgledy-piggledy. I swear she never sold a thing, no matter how many like it she had. Of course, she never knew what she had. When I find a better example, I’ll sell an inferior one, so I’m constantly refining my holdings. Quality over quantity.”

The words sounded well used, perhaps employed many times in debates with Avis.

In our over-the-trash-cans conversations, I’d learned Avis Finneker had been Mildred’s cousin and frequent companion on “treasure-hunting” trips. Until her death from a heart attack.

“I understand Avis’ collection is going to be sold at an estate sale?” I asked.

“Saturday.” Her eyes glittered. Then she clamped down on it. “Collection does it more favors than it deserves. But, yes, it’s all getting sold off by that niece of hers from Atlanta who inherited. Can’t even be bothered to come herself. Just like when she sold off Avis’ truck right after her death. Niece on Avis’ husband’s side, not a Katarese. Never have liked her.”

Trying to figure out the glitter, and the clamping down on it, I asked, “You plan to buy something at the estate sale? A treasure you knew Avis found?”

She twitched. I thought at the word treasure. Then she humphed, and I discovered what was really bothering her.

“Avis found? Not hardly. I found it, and she snatched it out from under me when she knew all along I meant to have it. Down in Laramie, 1987. I’d walked away so the seller wouldn’t think I was too eager before we started dealing. Avis knew that’s how I operated, no matter what she said later. I would have walked out then and there and never seen her again if she hadn’t been the one driving.

“On the way back, she talked and talked and talked, trying to justify herself. But I knew, and she knew. I told her I’d tell the world. Finally, she said she’d put it in her will that I got it, as if that made up for what she’d done. And I let her know that’s how I felt. Then come to find out she’s made a big to-do of it in her will.

“First, she says if Mildred Katarese does not predecease me, as if I were some weakling who’d fall over dead of a heart attack, like her. Then, instead of apologizing and leaving it to me simple, she sets up an estate sale. I go in alone for forty minutes beforehand and pick three items. Making a game of it — the idea.” She clicked her tongue. “And that’s if that woman she left in charge of the sale doesn’t stuff her pockets with the cream first. Avis should’ve given it to me outright in her will — No, she shouldn’t’ve snatched it up in the first place.”

“What is the item, Mildred?”

Her wrinkles rearranged into a web of craftiness. “That would be telling, wouldn’t it? That would be telling.”

I tried to steer back toward the dead guy in her basement. “But you think that’s what this Ted Edwards might have — No, wait, that doesn’t make sense, because you don’t have it yet.”

“That’s right,” she said. “So it must be something I’ve already got. You know, my grandfather helped build this town. I’ve got pieces certain collectors would dearly love.”

“Is that what Russell Teague came to see you about a while back, Mildred?” Shelton asked.

She glared at him. “You spying on me, you Shelton?”

“Keeping an eye out for our citizens. Wouldn’t want any harm to come to anyone.”

I looked over my shoulder at him. “Who’s Russell Teague?”

But the answer came from Mildred. “That addled billionaire with those weird hobbies.”

The description could have applied to several billionaires I’d encountered. “What did he come to see you about?”

“Said he wanted to see my collection. I didn’t let him in the door. Didn’t trust him one bit.”

“You think Russell Teague might have sent someone to steal some of your, uh, collection? Or to harm you?”

“I didn’t say that. Didn’t say that at all.” Was that fear I heard? “All I’ll say is, I’ll have what Avis stole from me come Saturday.”

If that was what he’d been after it would have made sense, then, to wait until after Saturday to make an attempt on Mildred. Or, for that matter, to have grabbed whatever-it-was from Avis any time since 1987. Something in Mildred’s possession now made a more likely target.

Mildred was steaming ahead, not awaiting my logic. “You know my grandfather was old Teague’s right-hand man?”

“I didn’t know that.” I also didn’t know who old Teague was, except to guess he and Russell Teague were related.

“Came to Sherman with him, working on the railroad. Teague built Grandpa and Granny this house for their service. Built it practically overnight. They moved in, and they never moved out.”

“Mind if we come in?” came a male voice from the doorway.

“Ah,” Mildred said with satisfaction. That’s how a lot of women sound when they catch sight of Mike Paycik.

I grimaced at him. He looked back blankly. That was another element of his draw. It wasn’t that he didn’t know the effect he had on women or took it for granted. It was more that he saw it as not worth thinking about.

“Yes, we mind. Stay out,” Shelton said. “Time for Elizabeth to get out, too.”

“No need to be rude,” Gisella Decker said as she tapped Mike on the arm so he’d step back and let her into the room.

“Gisella,” said Mildred.

“Mildred. I want to be clear I’m here in my official capacity,” Aunt Gee said with dignity. “But you needn’t worry, Elizabeth. I’ll be with her every step.”

“That’s good of you.”

“I’d do it for any female.” She gave Shelton a stern look, as if blaming him for the lack of a female sworn officer in either the sheriff’s department or police department. “Now, we’d best get busy seeing to it she brings what they’ll let her have in jail.”


Chapter Three


Mike and I repaired to my driveway.

“Can’t believe you didn’t call me on this murder,” he complained.

“I would’ve called eventually. Besides, I told you, it’s not a murder. I’m surprised your aunt called it murder when—”

“Actually, she said homicide. I know, I know,” he said in response to my glare. “Big difference. But murder had more impact when I was accusing you of leaving me out.”

“I was not leaving you out….”

I let it die because, instead of listening, he was using his height to look over the top of my car to scan the area. “Is Tom here yet?” he asked.

“Tom? Tom Burrell? Why would he be here?”

Mike came with the job, but the job — in the form of professionalism — also provided cover. There was just no reason to see Tom so much. Why couldn’t a girl have a couple decades in peace to rehash how horribly wrong she’d been in the selection of a mate, to decide what to do with herself since the career that once defined her had crumbled, and to contemplate what on earth she’d do for the next forty or so years until she could take up shuffleboard?

“Because I called him. We’ll need his local insight to get to the bottom of this. I was gone so long, I’m not tapped in the way he is.”

“There might be no this to get to the bottom of,” I told Mike. “Even if there is, there’s no reason to call Tom.”

While we talked, a deputy sheriff’s car arrived. The young deputy who emerged nodded to us but didn’t come over to chat. Okay, maybe a chat was too much to ask with his coworkers scattered around, but Richard Alvaro seemed to be becoming more and more closemouthed.

“I already called. He’ll get here when he can,” Mike said. “So, what do you know about Mildred Katarese?”

“Why ask me? You’ve called in the local expert,” I grumbled.

He grinned, then went back to surveying. “You have a great view of her front door and the garage.”

“I have a great view of it only if I’m standing beside my car in the driveway, which I don’t do often. Otherwise, the only window with a good view of both is in the bathroom.”

“Yeah? Have you finished scraping the paint off that window?”

Among the Hovel’s other questionable decorating choices, mashed-peas-green paint had covered the bathroom window. But the full effect only blossomed when you turned on the light fixture covered in the same paint. It set off the purple and black cabbage rose wallpaper.

I’d been working on removing both paint and wallpaper whenever I felt in charge and full of optimism. In other words, I had a long way to go.

“Yes, but it still won’t open, just like every other window in the place, except one in the bedroom that opens about four inches if—”

“Great. What have you seen over there?” He jerked his head toward Mildred’s house.

“Nothing. I don’t stand in the bathroom, staring out the window. On top of which, I wouldn’t have seen anything today since I was at work.”

“Sure, sure, but you could have seen something another day. Something you saw and don’t know you saw. Something you don’t know you know.”

“I haven’t seen anything I don’t know I saw. As for not knowing what I know, that — Here comes your Aunt Gee.”

He snapped to attention. Gisella Decker scared him, which was an example of his good sense. Her weapon of choice was disapproval. That and the implicit threat to cut him off from the bounty of her kitchen. A deadly combination.

Team her up with her next-door neighbor, Emmaline Parens, and they could intimidate a rhinoceros. Probably a crash of rhinoceroses — yes, seriously, that’s what a group of rhinos are called. When you think about it, what else could they be called?

Aunt Gee emerged from the house first, followed by Mildred, with Deputy Shelton behind, staying out of Mildred’s sight as they headed for Alvaro’s official vehicle.

Aunt Gee went to the front passenger seat. Deputy Alvaro opened the back door and Mildred got in. Alvaro drove the three of them off, headed toward the center of town and the jail.

*   *   *   *

Deputy Shelton watched the official car depart, then sauntered toward us.

He and Mike exchanged nods, precisely calibrated to acknowledge Shelton’s stature as a near-legendary law enforcement figure in Cottonwood County and Mike’s as a definitely legendary sports hero.

That left me as the non-legendary outsider journalism drone.

I might have sounded a bit cranky when I asked Shelton, “Have fun letting me think Mildred was the one who’d died?”

“Not responsible for what you or anybody else think. Not particularly interested, either. But, yeah, I had fun.” He held it a beat, then Shelton The Ingrate added, “Why’d you waste all that time asking about Avis Finneker? We knew all that.”

“Well, I didn’t. Nor did I know what you already knew, Deputy.”

“All right, don’t go flying off the handle. All I’m saying is you could have gotten more out of her before Gee showed up.”

“You weren’t interested in hearing about Avis’ theft?”

“Theft.” He snorted his opinion. “Those two have been gabbing about who found what when and got the better deal as long as I can remember. At least Mildred’s neat. But Avis — like a rabid squirrel with its last nut.”

“Speaking of rabid, what’s this about a billionaire named Russell Teague?”

“One of his vehicles was seen in her driveway, and he was spotted at her front door a while back. Did you see him?”

“Not that I recall.”

“She say anything to you about it?”

“Not a word.”

“What has she told you?”

“All about growing up on a ranch and moving in here with her granny and grandpa to go to school.”

“Nothing else?”

“The garbageman ruined her petunias by wantonly dropping the lid on them. The paperboy is subhuman, though the mail carrier might be trainable, eventually. Of course, as soon as she breaks him to saddle, they’ll change his route so she’d get another idiot.”

“All right, all right. Anything about anybody bothering her?”

I shook my head. “I would have said no one short of Genghis Khan would have been stupid enough to bother her.”

He clicked his tongue, which I’d like to think was his way of covering a chuckle. “None of that’s particularly helpful.”

I shrugged. “It’s all I’ve got. Did you have to take her to jail?”

“She admits to killing him, and even with an intruder, we’ve got to look into it. Don’t worry. They’ll take good care of her.”

I wasn’t worried about that, not with Aunt Gee shepherding her. But I was worried.

I caught Shelton’s eye before asking my next question. “Doesn’t it strike you as strange, this man suddenly showing up like this?”

“No.”

“Threatening her with violence?”

“No.”

“He could break in any time to take what he wanted. Why come only after making sure she was there for their appointment? Doesn’t that seem like there’s something else going on?”

“No.” But I thought I saw a different answer in his eyes. “From the sheriff department’s point of view, we have a man dead of a gunshot. We have a citizen who acknowledges shooting the man with her own gun. We have the gun. We’ll do our best to track him. But mostly, once we match ballistics, it’s up to the legal system.”

“In your experience, Deputy, what will the legal system do?”

“Most likely find for self-defense,” he said immediately. “She’ll be back living in her house alone like she wants.”

He looked up at me for a moment from under the brim of his hat, then tugged it in farewell to each of us, and started diagonally across my yard toward the back. Beyond the Hovel’s garage was wildness that flowed into an empty lot facing the next street over.

“I bet they’ve found the guy’s vehicle,” Mike said.

I nodded but said nothing.

“We could go see what they’re doing.”

“If Shelton had been in the mood to share, he’d have told us where he was going.”

Mike studied me. “What’s bothering you, Elizabeth? Don’t you buy self-defense?”

I shifted my shoulders. Partly a shrug, partly to shake off a slight discomfort that he’d read me. “Of course I do.”

“Afraid the system won’t?”

“It’s not that. It’s what Shelton said — Oh, great.”

Mike looked around. “What?”

“Not what. Who.” I’d spotted Stan “Newt” Newton, owner of a number of local businesses, including the Sherman Rodeo Grounds and a large ranch. Worse, I spotted him being allowed past the informal perimeter that the Sherman Police Department — in the person of the tall, skinny officer — had established.

I was not high on Newt’s list of favorite people. In fact, I doubted that list went much beyond his teenage son. After some trouble over the summer, if I was on any Newt list, it was probably of the opposite variety.

“What’s he doing here?” I asked Mike. “He has no right to be here.”

“Sure he does. As owner—”

“Owner? Mildred said she inherited from her grandparents.”

“Not her house. Your house.”

“Stan Newton owns the Hovel? Stan Newton is my landlord?”

“You didn’t know? You had to know.” When I shook my head, he said, “You didn’t know who your landlord was?”

“I write checks to Saddlehorn Realty.”

He made a disapproving sound. “Some kind of reporter you are. Saddlehorn Realty is one of Newton’s holdings.”

“Hey. I had no reason to question who the landlord was.” Before he could further fault my investigative abilities, I added, “And it doesn’t explain why he’s here now. Let’s go see.”

“Newt,” Mike said as our paths intersected right before he stepped foot on the property.

“Paycik,” he said shortly. Me, he gave only a brief glare.

In other circumstances I might have protested that injustice, since Mike had done as much of the digging and coverage as I had on Newton’s activities. But Mike was a hometown hero.

“So, I understand you’re my landlord.”

He shot me a look that I might give someone who’d said, So, I understand you breathe.

“Didn’t realize Saddlehorn Realty was one of your holdings,” I pursued. What I wanted to ask was if he’d been behind the ad that had promised a lot more than the Hovel delivered — like someplace habitable.

He made a sound of disgust. “Not much worth holding these days. All because of that.” He nodded toward a dwelling.

Only it wasn’t the Hovel.

“Mildred’s house? But you don’t own that.”

“No, damn it, I don’t, all because of that stubborn old biddy. You’d think it was the Taj Mahal or something the way she goes on about her family living there for generations.”

My temptation to point out the Taj Mahal had nothing to do with anyone living inside it warred with the possibility of learning more.

“Why do you want to buy Mildred’s house?” I asked. And Sister Mary Robert had said in fourth grade that I was no good at withstanding temptation — hah.

“To tear the damned thing down. With the places I own and most of the other owners on board, we could redevelop this whole area. Being this close to downtown, we’d make a killing.”

Referring to making a killing wasn’t the most tactful comment under the circumstances, which matched my previous encounters with Newton.

“But I’ve been told these are some of the oldest remaining houses in Sherman, so they’re historic,” I heard myself say. Uttering historic in conjunction with the Hovel was laughable.

“Damned historic society,” he grumbled, lumping me in with those cursed souls. “Historic, my ass. Old, that’s all they are. What’s left of a shantytown. Might as well preserve the Do Sleep Motel out on the highway because rodeo workers flop there.”

I refrained from pointing out his beef was with the historical society. “Since you clearly recognize this is substandard housing, you should reduce my rent.”

He might have thought he was smiling. He was wrong. “You signed a lease. I should’ve gotten a quality tenant and gone for a year instead of seven months. But I gave it to you, like a softie, and now you’re sticking to it. Nothing changes until that lease ends.”

It ended the last day of October. Then who knew what would change?

Veering away from that question in my head, I asked, “How’d you get past the police line?”

“Told Randy Hollister that I had to check my property, in case my less-than-desirable tenant was involved.”

“Your tenant who’s shoveled out decades’ worth of grime and should charge you for every ounce.”

“Heard you’ve been making changes, removing wallpaper and such. Could be historic, like you said. So let me tell you, Ms. Danniher—” He dragged out the Ms. “—if it’s not in the same shape it was when you moved in, you’re not getting your deposit back.”

I laughed. Hard. “I could burn the place down and it would be in better shape than when I moved in.”

“You do any damage, and I’ll come after you.” He started off but shot back over his shoulder. “I’ve got the lease you signed. I’d be licking my chops to take you to court. You think you’re all high-and-mighty, but there’s plenty at the courthouse who agree with me.”

“Don’t let what he said get you down,” Mike said.

“Oh, it doesn’t. You know the journalism saying — If everybody’s mad at me I must be doing something right.”

“No. I didn’t know that saying.”

I forgot sometimes how new he was to this journalism gig. “Probably originated with political reporting. If both sides are angry it presumably means you’re not favoring either, though it can mean the reporter’s doing an equally crappy job.”

“Still, I like it. If everybody’s mad at me, I must be doing something right. So if being unpopular at the courthouse isn’t getting you down, why’d you make a face?”

“I didn’t think it was possible to like the Hovel any less, but Stan Newton just did the trick.”

“Richard Alvaro’s got a cousin in real estate—”

“Of course he does.” Richard also had a brother with the phone company, a sister who worked for a doctor in Montana, and a sister, now married and with three children, who used to date Mike. Richard himself had helped us a couple times with varying degrees of willingness.

“—who knows her stuff. Would be happy to help you find a place.”

It sounded so simple.

He knew it wasn’t.

Like the lease, my contract with the network ended at the end of October. Beyond that? I had no idea.

It was an unusual contract, written by my then-husband for the network where he was an executive. I’d signed at his urging. When I later divorced him, he’d used that contract and his position to squeeze me out of my network job in New York.

I could have left reporting temporarily. Mel, a lawyer and distant relative by marriage, had obtained a couple offers. But I knew too many former colleagues who’d left reporting “temporarily” and never got back in the door. Because they didn’t have the will to pull it open or because those inside held it closed, I didn’t know.

My other option had been to work out my contract wherever the network sent me.

The network, in the person of my ex, had sent me to Sherman, Wyoming, which was so far down the list of small TV markets there should have been a micromarket designation.

Now I had a couple more months until the contract was done. A couple more months until I could start getting on with the rest of my life. Whatever that turned out to be.

“I have a lease,” I mumbled to Mike. “And we have a shooting to look into. But—”

Shadow snarled, loud and long, from somewhere behind the house. I was running that direction before I thought about it. Mike overtook me in three strides, despite his bad knees.

I had to get back to working out.

I rounded the back corner of the Hovel to a tableau.

Raised hackles and all, Shadow glared at Stan Newton, with only occasional looks toward Mike, who’d apparently stopped when he saw Shadow wasn’t chewing on Newton’s bones. Newton stood, looking as deeply rooted as a tree but nowhere near as graceful.

“Good dog,” I said, unsure how much I was approving his judgment and how much I was trying to placate him.

Shadow took one step toward me. Unfortunately that took him one step closer to Newton, too.

“Good dog?” Stan snapped.

Shadow growled.

“He’s vicious.” Newton’s voice skidded up.

“He won’t be if you shut up,” Mike said in a low, even voice.

“Good dog,” I repeated, stepping to the side, widening my distance from Newton. “It’s okay.”

Shadow gave me an assessing look but kept his main focus on Stan.

“You don’t have to worry, Shadow. I won’t let him hurt you.” The dog’s ears flickered. “Sit, Shadow.”

Nothing. For a beat. A second beat. Then, slowly, the animal dropped his butt to the ground, still watching Newton.

“Good dog. Good Shadow.” Well to the side now, I moved closer to him. “I owe you a treat for being so good.”

Newton must have said something, because Mike muttered in that same even voice, “Shut. Up. Now.”

“Shadow.” Slowly his head came around to me. I met his gaze. “It’s okay.”

He stood.

I felt my adrenaline going again. I still didn’t know what he’d do, other than he wouldn’t hurt me. I didn’t want him to hurt anyone, but I’ll admit I was more focused on the consequences to the dog.

Shadow swung his head back to Newton, then flicked me a look that I swear was disapproving, as if questioning my judgment for saying Stan Newton was okay. Finally, he turned and trotted off, disappearing around the barely standing structure the ad had called a garage.

Half a minute after Mike and I moved, Newton came to life. “That dog is vicious. I’ll report him. I’ll have him put in the pound!”

“For what? Looking at you?” Mike asked.

“He snarled. Loud. Showed his teeth.”

“If showing your teeth and being loud are the criteria, you should be put away for life,” I said.

He ignored that. “You signed the lease, and it says clear, you can’t have a dog in the house.”

“I don’t,” I said with absolute truth for both the letter and spirit of his statement. Not only had Shadow never been in the house while I’d been a resident, but the dog had me more than I had the dog.

When I’d gone for chewable supplements and a monthly pill to ward off fleas and ticks, the vet had lectured me about bringing my dog in for the heartworm check. Had Shadow had his puppy vaccinations?

I’d explained Shadow was less like a puppy than an adult child who had moved back home with bad habits. He’d eat my food, hang around some, even wag his tail now and then, but he wasn’t exactly keeping me company.

Although, he had shown admirable judgment.

First, by cornering someone who’d thrown bricks through my kitchen window as a way to discourage me from pursuing a story last spring.

Second, by obeying without question the commands of Tom Burrell’s daughter, Tamantha. Tamantha was starting third grade, and all who knew her expected this to be a short-lived way station on her path to world domination.

And now, third, by his dislike of Stan Newton.

“Well, see that you don’t let him in the house. Or any other dog, either,” Newton said, stomping away.

I had to admit, cowboy boots were effective for stomping, even on would-be lawn. As for his words, the man sure knew how to take the witty out of repartee.


Chapter Four


Watching Newton’s departure drew my eyes to an arrival. Tom Burrell.

In close conversation with Deputy Shelton in the street, Burrell was probably picking up all the details Shelton had denied me. They made a contrasting pair, Shelton’s short, stocky frame packed into the deputy’s uniform. Burrell’s long, rangy frame hugged by jeans and a denim shirt. Each topped by the hat denoting his occupation: Shelton in what I thought of as a Mounties’ hat and rancher Burrell in a cowboy hat.

“There’s Tom. Let’s go—”

I stopped Mike with a look and a low “Uh-uh.”

It made me cranky that Shelton might pour out information to Burrell, but it didn’t make me stupid. We had a better chance of learning things from Burrell than Shelton.

“Let them talk,” I added. “I’m going to check Shadow’s water.”

Mike grinned. “Got it. Yeah, Shadow might be dry now. Thirsty business scaring the piss out of Stan Newton. Besides, we might want to give him extra treats.”

I filled the water bowl from the hose and added a couple treats from my pocket to the food bowl Shadow had emptied since I’d left for work. Apparently, scaring Newton was also hungry business.

I started recounting the conversation with Mildred to Mike, but he said to wait for Tom. So, instead, I told him about Shadow’s behavior with Shelton and my feat of dog training by having him sit.

“Sounds like he’s protective of you. And if he backs off when you tell him to, that’s all to the good.”

“Not if he gets a reputation.”

The topic dropped there because Tom arrived with his long-limbed, unhurried gait.

After hellos, he shot me a look from under the brim of his hat. “You okay, Elizabeth?”

My eyebrows hiked up. “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Wayne Shelton said you looked a little shook up.”

I grimaced. “Was he concerned about my well-being before or after he let me think my neighbor was dead when she wasn’t?”

“Maybe he was interested in why you thought she might be dead when she wasn’t.”

“A police call about someone being dead in the home of an elderly woman who lives alone — not much of a jump. No matter what Deputy Shelton might think about my brains.”

“He thinks your brains are fine. Too nosy for your own good, but smart.”

I gave him a sharp look. Shelton’s opinion? Or Burrell displacing his reaction about me being too nosy for my own good on to Shelton?

Mike asked, “Did he fill you in on what’s happened, Tom?”

“I think I’ve got the basics.” He gave me a look. “How well do you know your neighbor?”

“Why ask me? You’re the local expert.”

“Your contact’s more recent,” he said.

“Good point,” Mike said.

I glowered at Mr. Need-to-Call-the-Local-Expert, but got an oblivious look back, so I said, “I don’t know much. Some information she told me, a few observations.”

“Anything raise worries about her mental state?” Tom asked.

“No.”

Mike asked, “You think she might need to plead insanity, Tom? You think there could be trouble with self-defense?”

He shifted his shoulders in a hint of a don’t-know shrug, then came back to me. “So, what has she told you?”

I gave them an expanded version of her growing up on the ranch, moving in with her grandparents to be in town for school, then inheriting the house from them.

“Her parents stayed on the ranch. Her aunt and a husband lived in the house behind the grandparents. Later, her cousin Avis and Avis’ husband lived there. The husband died sometime back, then Avis earlier this summer.”

Tom nodded now and then, confirming this matched what he knew of her.

“Maybe losing her cousin unhinged her,” Mike said.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “From the way she talked, I got the impression they were best friends and even bigger rivals. Besides, how unhinged is it to shoot someone who’s trying to drag you to your basement by the hair?”

“It’s not — if that’s what was happening.”

I conceded Tom’s caveat with half a shrug. “No reason to think otherwise, is there?”

He responded with his own half shrug. “Anything else?”

“She likes to appear tough, but she’s got to be rattled. And alone. No family. She’s talked about a friend around her age. Doesn’t sound like the friend would be any more familiar with negotiating the aftershocks of a situation like this than Mildred is.”

Mike patted my shoulder. “She’ll be okay. Aunt Gee is with her.”

“If you want, I’ll see if James Longbaugh will help her through the legal tangle,” Tom said of a well-regarded lawyer in town.

I wanted. I thanked them both.

“Elizabeth, you started to say before that something bothered you. When we were talking with Shelton,” Mike prompted. “We were talking about self-defense and what was likely to happen with Mildred.”

“Right. It was what he said at the end, that most likely Mildred will be out of jail and back in her house, living alone.”

“Okay.” He drew it out, clearly not seeing my point.

“Mike, if you wanted to burglarize a house, would you go in the middle of the morning? Would you call the person ahead of time to make sure they were there?”

“No, but—”

“So why would you call the person ahead of time to make sure they were there?”

“To get information they had or—” He rocked back on his boot heels. “Got it. Or to hurt them.”

“Right. So maybe this guy wanted information. Or maybe he wanted to—”

“Hold on, you two,” Tom said. “Don’t go running away with theories. Most likely explanation is the guy was not that smart.”

Mike started to say something, but I shifted my weight to get an elbow in his ribs.

He gave me a questioning look.

I returned a bland one.

For once Burrell missed the byplay because he was consulting his phone, apparently checking the time rather than missed calls.

“I gotta go, it’s early release for these first couple days of school.”

“Tamantha told me she’s riding the school bus,” I said.

He grinned a little sheepishly. “She does if I don’t get there first. She keeps telling me she’s plenty old enough to ride the bus.”

“Ride it and probably rule it,” I said.

He grinned more, transforming a face composed of so many sharp angles and long lines that the first time I’d seen him I’d likened him to Abraham Lincoln’s better-looking cousin.

“Yeah. Could say I’m giving the other kids a chance to rule the roost. But truth is, I enjoy the time with her.”

“You better go then. Thanks for stopping by. Tell Tamantha I said hello.”

His gaze sharpened. Then his hand tightened around his phone. “Okay. See you later.” That, to both Mike and me. What followed, he directed at Mike. “If something does come of this, give me a call.”
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