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Chapter One


“A tragedy that no one in Cottonwood County has — or can — forget is being revisited upon us this very day. More on that tragic and unforgettable event when we return.”

I looked up at the ceiling-hung TV screen in time to see that KWMT-TV anchor Thurston Fine’s countenance matched his lugubrious tone. Then, blessedly, the five o’clock news broadcast in Sherman, Wyoming, cut to a snowmobile dealer’s commercial.

“Did I miss something while I was gone? Something worthy of doubling down on unforgettable and tragic?” I asked the newsroom at large.

Don’t be misled by that phrase at large.

The KWMT-TV newsroom is the opposite of large. Also the opposite of cutting edge. In fact, the opposite of from-this-century.

I added, “Did Thurston’s favorite golf course get invaded by prairie dogs again?”

“Yes, but he won’t know about it until spring,” said Leona D’Amato. Leona had been with the station since it started. She worked part-time, covering what she called “social dos” and was no fan of hard news. That was by preference, not from any lack of awareness of what made a good story. Which meant she didn’t hold Thurston in high regard.

“And let me tell you,” she continued, “it’s a lot of work relocating the critters to that one golf course.”

That drew a laugh from all of us. All was Leona, Audrey, and me. The KWMT-TV’s staff runs lean-and-not-so-mean at the best of times. During this week between Christmas and New Year’s it was leaner than usual. Of the few who had been here today, the rest had left early.

Glowering twilight seeped in from the few windows, leaving the décor more colorless than usual. And since usual was battleship gray desks, chairs, and floor, that was saying something.

The only reason I was here was to wait for Mike Paycik to finish his sportscast before we met more friends for dinner and — inevitably — a slice of chocolate pie at the Haber House Hotel restaurant.

I might have said I was here to complete my work day, since I’d come in late after a return flight to Cody from Illinois, where I’d spent a few days for Christmas with family.

But it wouldn’t have been the truth. If it weren’t for this dinner, I’d have worked a half-day with no qualms. And that wasn’t only because the News Director, Les Haeburn, was off, though that didn’t hurt.

I would have expected Thurston to be off, too.

True, he trusted few people to sub as anchor, a group that did not include yours truly. I almost said despite my having experience anchoring, but it’s almost certainly because of that experience.

On the other hand, it was such a slow week it would have been the smart time for a paranoid anchor to take off.

Thurston Fine’s strongest supporter would have a hard time saying he wasn’t paranoid or — in Fine-esque phraseology — obsessively protective of his self-perceived prominent position.

Yet here he was, on the air, tossing out no one can forget and unforgettable, tragic and tragedy in two sentences.

“He’s talking about the Yolanda Cruz case,” Audrey told me. “A woman was murdered by the boyfriend of her employer’s teenage daughter. The daughter committed suicide. The boyfriend was convicted and sent to prison for life.”

“Thurston wasn’t here when that happened,” Leona said. “How does he know anything about it?”

“Apparently he got a tip about a new angle and did some digging. By which I mean he ordered the news aide on duty — that would be Dale — to get him the clip files from the library. And—” Audrey paused for dramatic effect. “—Thurston read them.”

That deserved a moment of awed silence.

Fine’s reporting usually consisted of receiving news releases and taking them as gospel.

“What’s the new angle that’s stirred him to such excesses?” I asked.

Audrey shrugged. “Thurston threatened Dale divine — or at least Fine — retribution—” A short break for her audience to groan. “—if he breathed a word. And with Jennifer not here, we couldn’t get it out of him.”

Jennifer Lawton was a sort of news aide heroine to Dale. I suspected he dreamed of a closer relationship. But since she stayed fully occupied with her duties at KWMT-TV, with computer magical arts beyond my comprehension, and now and then with plying those arts on behalf of a group of us who’d looked into crimes, I also suspected Dale’s dreams were unknown to their object.

This week, Jennifer was among the staff on vacation. She had gone with her family to visit relatives in Idaho.

That’s why it was Dale, not Jennifer who called across the mesa of empty desks to me, “You have a phone call from Deputy Shelton. Line Two.”

“Oooo,” Leona and Audrey chorused in the same tone and with the same expression they would have used if Dale had said Sasquatch was on Line Two for me.

Deputy Wayne Shelton, born and raised in Cottonwood County, was a dedicated, respected, and effective law enforcement officer. He was also a pain in the ass for anyone in the media. Particularly me.

Our paths were unlikely to cross for my official beat as the “Helping Out!” consumer affairs correspondent, but on some of the extracurricular inquiries I’d been involved in they’d crossed, clashed, and — for rare, fleeting moments — coincided.

Through all that one thing could be safely said: We did not call each other to say hi out of the blue.

“Elizabeth Margaret Danniher. KWMT-TV’s consumer affairs reporter. Have a problem? Tell us all about it. KWMT-TV will consider it as a potential topic for ‘Helping Out.’ ” I made the answer as long and chirpy as I could.

“I want to talk to you.”

“I hate to jump to conclusions, but I was leaning toward that conclusion when you called me.”

“Smart ass.”

Was I deluding myself that he said that with a modicum of affection?

Yes.

“I hope you had a good Christmas, Deputy Shelton.”

“Yeah. I’ll pick you up—”

“I did, too. Thank you for asking. Got back from Illinois earlier today. And, yes, my family is well. Thank you for asking about that, too.”

His growl deepened. “—in fifteen minutes.”

“I’m not available tonight. I have plans.”

He was silent for half a beat. “Morning might be better,” he said, as if that were the only reason he accepted my response. “Seven. Meet you then.”

“Seven? The sun’s not even up then.”

“That’s what headlights are for. Be at the EZ Gas at seven—”

“Oh, no. Not that early and especially not when I’d have to get into town.”

The EZ Gas wasn’t actually in town. It was worse from my standpoint, because it was on the far side of town from the direction I’d be coming from — the cozy place I rented on the ranch belonging to my co-worker and favorite camera person, Diana Stendahl. Mind you, the opposite side of Sherman wasn’t exactly like driving in traffic across D.C. or like driving across Manhattan any time. It would add five, maybe ten, minutes to my trip.

“Seven-thirty at Diana’s,” I countered.

“Out of the way. Seven-twenty at the EZ Gas.”

“Seven-thirty at the station.”

Thurston came on screen, but I wasn’t worried about missing what he said. I could listen to two things at once, especially when one was Thurston.

“…summer visitors to our county…”

“Seven-twenty at the EZ Gas.” Apparently, Deputy Shelton had maxed out his negotiating ability.

He had an advantage, and he knew it. He’d caught me by most sensitive attribute — curiosity. “All right, all right.”

“Dress like you’re not an idiot.” He hung up.

“…the convicted murderer in the tragic death twenty-six years ago of Yolanda Cruz has been released from prison.”

I looked up to see an old, grainy photo of a young man in handcuffs.

I turned to the others. “Did you know about this?”

Dual head-shakes.

“Not only is this murderer being released, but he is being released into our peaceful, idyllic Cottonwood County—”

“He clearly doesn’t read the weekend police report from the Kicking Cowboy,” Leona said of a Sherman bar that did a thriving trade in alcohol and fisticuffs, especially on Friday and Saturday nights.

The possibility flitted across my mind, like a delicate late-season butterfly, that Shelton’s call might have something to do with this convicted murderer returning to town.

Then a fire hose of reality shredded those gossamer wings.

Shelton.

Inviting me into a case — uh, potential story.

Yeah, right.

“—after serving only twenty-five years of a life sentence for that brutal murder of beloved housekeeper Yolanda Cruz, the mother of five and much loved in the Cottonwood County community. Now, Dean Isaacs will be on parole—”

“At least they’re going to keep track of him, not just releasing him,” Audrey muttered.

“—living among us with no oversight, with impunity for whatever he might do—”

“Fine doesn’t know the meaning of parole or impunity?” I asked rhetorically.

“—to follow up on his heinous act of twenty-five years ago—”

“He said twenty-six before,” I said. “Which is it?”

Audrey said, “The murder was twenty-six years ago, the conviction twenty-five years ago.”

“—Yolanda Cruz was shot in the head in her room at the home of renowned professor Nora Roy on that late June night twenty-five years ago—”

“Twenty-six,” we chorused. It wasn’t like Thurston didn’t know the dates. He must have in order to get it right once.

“—then Dean Isaacs was convicted of the ruthless, execution-style murder—”

Groans followed that cliché. Mine might have been the loudest. “Execution style for a beating?” someone scoffed.

“—the following year and sentenced to life in prison. Instead, the parole board let him out—”

“They have to consider him for parole,” Audrey said. “Since the Supreme Court ruling about juvenile murderers sentenced to life having to be eligible for parole.”

I was impressed. Nodding, I said, “The Miller v. Alabama ruling said juveniles couldn’t be sentenced to life with no possibility for parole, even for murder.”

“And Montgomery v. Louisiana made it retroactive to those already sentenced,” she added.

Very impressed.

“—and now we will have him walking our peaceful streets. KWMT — and I, Thurston Fine, personally pledge to keep you, our valued viewers and fellow citizens, fully updated as this story develops.”

“Which will be when the next news release arrives,” grumbled Leona.

“And now in other news…”

We all tuned out at Thurston’s transition.

“It was a good story,” I said into the momentary silence.

“He should have had the background of those Supreme Court rulings. Should have included that context instead of making it sound like the parole board did it on a whim,” Audrey said. “So it could have been better.”

“You could say that after any Thurston effort.” Leona paused, then added, “Every Thurston effort. Probably mine, too.”

The last was said cheerfully.

“Audrey, is there still family in the area?” I asked.

“Of Isaacs’? I don’t know.”

“That’s what I meant when I asked the question, but it would also be interesting to know if Yolanda Cruz’s family is around here. And the family of the girlfriend, too.”

She shrugged.

“Laura Roy’s family is still here,” Leona said. “Her mother, Professor Roy, her father, her sister, and brother-in-law. They moved to a new place after the murder, but stayed in the county.”

“Could be worth checking into them,” I nudged as I looked up those Supreme Court rulings to refresh my memory.

That was me being diplomatic.

It absolutely was worth checking into. It should have been in the initial report.

Audrey knew that. Moreover, if she’d been the producer it would have been. Though Thurston might not have read it. He had a tendency to skip things when he read his copy. That way he had plenty of time to toss in his oh-so-wise perspective.

But it didn’t hurt to remind Audrey, who’d been down since mid-December, when a job she’d applied for in Seattle went to someone else.

I’d talked to her about taking at least one intermediate step before she tried for a Top 20 market. Leaping from a Bottom 20 to a Top 20 market was darned near impossible. There was too much competition.

The rejection shouldn’t have surprised her, even if it did disappoint. I hoped she shook it off soon.

“It’s Thurston’s story,” she said gloomily.

Thurston claimed every good story. He also held on to them with a death grip, even as he screwed them up, underreported them, gave only one side of the story, or all the above and more.

Sometimes, he could be persuaded a story wasn’t worthy of his great talent. I’d managed to sell that argument a few times. But even Thurston had recognized the zing of this story.

Darn it.

“Perhaps he’d be open to someone else exploring one of the smaller angles,” I suggested gently to Audrey. Missing an impossible leap left bruises. “It’s at least worth asking Dale if Thurston’s already checked—”

But there would be no asking Dale at the moment because he was answering another call.

He turned and shouted, “Call for you, Elizabeth” without covering the mouthpiece.

If it was Shelton calling back to say he’d thought it over and decided I’d had logic and reason on my side, so we’d meet when and where I preferred, he’d surely been deafened by Dale’s shout.


Chapter Two


I picked up. “Hello?”

“Hello, Elizabeth, this is Mrs. Parens calling.” As if I couldn’t tell from the precise enunciation.

“Mrs. Parens, I hope you weren’t deafened by our enthusiastic news aide. He’s been told he mumbles too much and I fear he’s overcompensating.”

“I developed adaptive hearing during my years interacting with students.” The official line was that Emmaline Parens had spent her adult life as a teacher and principal in the Cottonwood County school system. The more accurate description was that she’d run the system and still had her fingers on its pulse point, though officially retired. “I’m pleased to hear Dale speaking up. He will acquire moderation as he matures. I hope you had an enjoyable visit with your family and a happy Christmas celebration.”

“I did, Mrs. Parens. Hope you had a Merry Christmas, too. I just got back today.”

“Thank you. I did. I am aware that you returned from Illinois earlier today and went directly to work. I am also aware that you have an engagement this evening. I was unsure, however, of the time of that engagement.” Mrs. Parens being unsure of anything was a news flash. “I called you at the station number to ensure I could speak with someone if you were not available. I prefer that to leaving a voicemail message.”

“No need for a message now,” I said cheerfully.

“Indeed.” I’d just been chastised in two syllables for stating the obvious. “I am calling for the purpose of inviting you to a gathering tomorrow evening.”

Inviting was a euphemism. Royal command covered it. I knew that more from her tone than the words.

Although, I probably would consider it a euphemism any time Mrs. P invited me anywhere.

Accepting the inevitable, I said, “I’d be happy to come to your house tomorrow evening.” Since she didn’t drive and public transportation is non-existent in Cottonwood County, that was a safe bet. “But you have my cell number and you’re welcome to call me any time. I hope you know that.”

“I will bear that in mind, Elizabeth. In this instance, calling you through the station was most efficacious. The gathering tomorrow night is not at my home.”

Which is why I don’t bet.

“A dinner will be held at the Sherman Western Frontier Life Museum for the museum committee, as well as a number of people important to the museum. Their numbers will include three tribal representatives I look forward to you meeting, John Bear Charley, Anna Price Fox, and O.D. Everett.”

“How do I fit into that group?”

“That will become clear tomorrow evening. We should be there by seven o’clock.”

She allowed even less negotiating than Deputy Shelton had.

“Would you like me to pick you up?”

I offered because she didn’t drive.

“That would be most agreeable and relieve me of the necessity of making other arrangements. Thank you.”

Her most frequent driver was her next-door neighbor, Gisella Decker, who was also Mike Paycik’s Aunt Gee and the head dispatcher for the sheriff’s department’s substation at O’Hara Hill. She could have run the dispatch department if she’d wanted, and probably a lot more.

Mrs. P didn’t come out and say it, but I had the impression she hadn’t wanted to ask Gee for a ride. Presumably because the other woman wasn’t invited to this museum dinner.

“My pleasure, but… Are you… Is something wrong, Mrs. Parens?”

“Nothing is wrong, Elizabeth. I look forward to seeing you tomorrow evening. I hope you have an enjoyable gathering with your friends this evening. Good-bye.”

I responded in kind as the call ended. At least I was pretty sure I did. I was a bit distracted.

Had I misread Mrs. Parens? She wasn’t exactly an emotive open book, but I’d swear something had been worrying her.

Or irritating her?

Or distracting her?

Or it was all in my head because I was off-kilter.

First, I hadn’t had much sleep with the oh-so-early flight from Illinois, bookended by drives to O’Hare and from Cody on either side of it.

Second, I’d had the emotional whiplash of leaving my family, then returning to KWMT-TV. Nothing like an uninspired concrete block bunker to remind you of how far your career had dropped.

It was enough to make you think there was something seriously wrong with the universe.

Come to think of it, something was seriously wrong with the universe when Thurston Fine had the best story in sight, while my calendar consisted of a fun dinner tonight with friends, a highly unlikely-to-be-fun-or-rewarding outing with Deputy Shelton in the morning, then a slim-chance-of-being-fun-or-rewarding dinner at the command of a retired schoolteacher/principal.

I felt a little jolt in my head. Like a nerve in my neck had twanged.

Or like an invisible fairy had gonged my head with a paddle.

Seriously wrong? No. That had been a knee-jerk reaction.

Because I didn’t truly care Thurston had this story. I was greatly looking forward to this dinner with my friends. I was curious about what Deputy Shelton had in mind. And obliging Mrs. Parens was fine with me.

“Ready?” Mike said from beside my desk, having already ditched his studio sports jacket and grabbed his outside gear. “Diana texted. She and Tom are already there.”

Between my conversation with Mrs. Parens and my thoughts, I’d totally missed his sportscast.

“Ready.”


Chapter Three


Our server’s name at the Haber House Hotel restaurant was Kelly.

She didn’t tell us that. Her nametag did. Also, I’d encountered her before.

She wore black eye makeup in such quantities that I wondered what percentage of her income went to those supplies. As we’d discovered when we’d needed to ask her questions last summer, she smoked heavily and chewed masses of gum to try to mask the smell from the diners and her bosses.

Kelly was the opposite end of the spectrum from an overly attentive staffer hovering to add to your order or whisk away your plate. No worries about feeling pressured or rushed by her.

I know it’s considered old-fashioned, but waitress (or, if you prefer the gender neutral, wait-person) suited her better than server. She didn’t do much serving and you did a lot of waiting.

We didn’t mind. The Haber House’s dinners kept a body fueled, but didn’t bother the taste buds with over-stimulation on the way down, so we were here more for the conversation than the meal.

Well, for conversation and the chocolate pie.

Plus, the red brocade and dark wood motif was beginning to grow on me.

With our orders given, I asked if the others had heard Thurston’s big story tonight.

They hadn’t.

Tom Burrell had been driving here from his ranch northwest of town.

Diana Stendahl had been on the phone with her kids, a pair of teenagers making the most of their Christmas break by spending as much of it as possible with kids they saw every day in school.

But not even Mike, who’d been in the station prepping his sportscast, had caught the news.

“You don’t listen to the rest of the news?” Tom asked him with mild interest.

Sometimes I caught a bemused look in the eyes of Thomas David Burrell, and I suspected he was wondering how he’d become caught up with three media types. Especially in the instances when we ventured into investigating.

“Not usually.” Mike generously buttered a roll from the basket. “I pick up the top stories during the day and since Thurston puts the kibosh on the happy talk most stations’ anchors do with their colleagues on set, I don’t need to listen to him drone on.”

I caught a couple heads at nearby tables turning toward us, including a man and woman with salt and pepper hair at the table behind Tom. She had more salt than her companion, but then again, she also had more hair, especially across the crown of her head.

They’d possibly tuned in to the name “Thurston.” Possibly recognized Mike, who’d been a local football hero long before he played in the NFL, retired, and returned to town for his first TV experience. Possibly been curious about Tom’s conversation, since he’d been a basketball hero even before Mike was a football hero, as well as being involved in every civic and otherwise good for the county effort there was.

Or they were nosy.

In that case I empathized completely. Restaurant eavesdropping was one of my favorite sports. Though I preferred being the eavesdropper rather than the eavesdroppee.

“It’s about the Yolanda Cruz case. Do you guys remember it?” Unanimous yesses. “Seems the guy convicted of her murder is getting out of prison and coming back here.”

Mike frowned. “He was sentenced to life. I was a kid, but I remember that.”

“He was a minor when he received that sentence and the Supreme Court found in Miller v. Alabama in 2012 that sentences of life without the possibility of parole were unconstitutional, even for those convicted of murder. Then in 2016, another case reached the Supreme Court — Montgomery v. Louisiana — and it ruled Miller wasn’t just for cases going forward. The same standard had to be applied retroactively. So the states had to get busy. Some abolished life without possibility of parole for minors. A few responded with laws saying they had to serve up to forty years before being eligible for parole review.”

“Wyoming didn’t wait for Montgomery,” Tom said. “It passed a law in 2013 that stopped sentences of life without parole for minors. It makes the prisoners eligible for parole after twenty-five years. As long as they don’t commit serious crimes in prison.”

I raised one eyebrow at him. He raised both back at me.

I’d known the gist of the Supreme Court rulings, but had looked up the details in the past hour.

He knew the information off the top of his head. As with Audrey, I was impressed. But with Burrell, I should have known he’d follow the Wyoming legislature the way some people follow baseball.

“They get out after twenty-five years now?” Mike asked.

“Not necessarily. It’s the possibility of parole. Not the certainty. As Tom said, it depends on what they’ve done in prison, and then it’s still up to the parole board.”

“Also depends on how far away the parole board members live from where the murderer’s going to live,” Diana said dryly.

“Because they wouldn’t want one let loose in their backyard, but it’s okay farther away? Isn’t that rather harsh?”

“I was thinking of the impact of the memories. It might have faded for people living in other areas, but I can’t imagine anyone in Cottonwood County not remembering that vividly. It was the biggest event around here until—”

“You came to town, Elizabeth, and people started dropping like flies,” Mike interrupted cheerfully.

The gray-haired man and woman at the next table whipped their heads around toward us. Neither face showed any sign of sharing his cheer.

Diana stepped up to my defense. “You can’t blame Elizabeth. She’s solving crimes, not committing them.”

“I wasn’t blaming—”

“Tell me about the Cruz case,” I interrupted.

“Tom will do it best,” Diana said.

Mike grinned. “Because he’s oldest.”

Tom didn’t argue. “Teenager named Dean Isaacs was having a romance with the daughter of a college professor. Her parents didn’t approve, tried to keep them apart. Their housekeeper had been enforcing the rules. Kid killed her, the girl committed suicide over it.”

If that account had been a holiday turkey, he would have just served up a carcass, rather than a plump, juicy feast.

“Killed herself because the boy was caught or in horror at the housekeeper being killed?”

Tom made a slight who-knows gesture with his long, tough hands.

“What about Dean Isaacs’ family?”

“None around here. Father left when he was a kid. The mother took a couple older sisters and him to Oregon. He came back less than a year before the murder, living with an aunt. The aunt died a few years after he went to prison.”

“No relatives of the victim, no relatives of the murderer around here,” I murmured. So Fine hadn’t screwed that part up.

“Family of Yolanda Cruz was in Colorado the last I knew,” Tom said. “Do you not count Laura — the girl — as a victim?”

“What do you mean? Fine called her family summer visitors.”

“Originally. Professor Roy kept bringing them back here every year for a while. Around the time her book hit big, they moved here permanently. It was a big deal, a young, single mother professor suddenly the worldwide expert.”

These people should have been contacted before Thurston’s story. Did he know about them? If not, could I pitch a follow-up that sounded interesting enough to get on the air but not interesting enough to tempt him to try to poach it?

“What about the survivors of the housekeeper? I asked Audrey, but she didn’t know.”

“Boy, she’s really been down the past few weeks,” Mike said.

“She didn’t get that job, remember?”

“Oh, right. But … she didn’t really expect to, did she? She told me she didn’t, with it being such a big jump.”

“Her brain might have recognized that, but hope and desire rarely give way to reality when it comes to the darned near impossible.”

“Nice,” Mike said.

“Thanks. Anyway, the basic question Fine should have pursued is if families of the soon-to-be-ex-con murderer and his murder victim are within interviewing territory. What about the scene? Could we—?”

Diana interrupted. “Let’s save the rest for later.”

“But there’s something I should—”

Mike stopped his protest as he encountered a slight head tip from Diana. He followed the direction of it to the table behind Tom, where the gray-haired couple looked frozen. He sat back in his chair with a disappointed exhalation, but nodded.

“So, Tom,” Diana said, “what did Tamantha get for Christmas?”

As usual when the topic of his daughter came up, Tom Burrell’s Lincolnesque bone structure softened slightly. Say from granite to sandstone.

“A drone.”

“Like on Star Trek?” asked Kelly, leaning over my shoulder to refill my water. It was the most animated I had ever seen her. In fact, she was so interested, I nudged up the lip-side of the pitcher so she didn’t flood the table.

“Don’t know. Never saw it. Did they have little flying machines?”

Everyone gawked at Tom.

“You never saw Star Trek?” Mike demanded. “How is that possible?”

“Ranch work, school work, basketball,” Tom said succinctly.

“Still… reruns on cable,” I said.

“No cable.”

“Miss?” called the gray-haired man from the neighboring table to Kelly.

She ignored him, insisting to Tom, “But… But, you have to have seen Star Trek.”

“Sorry, Kelly, never have. Did it have drones?”

“Oh, yeah. The Borg. Assimilation. Resistance is futile.”

“Miss,” the man at the other table said louder.

Tom looked as if he were waiting for a punchline.

Mike weighed in. “Star Trek drones are people — well, they don’t have to be people exactly. They can be humanoids and, I suppose, other species. The Borg take them over by force—”

“Nanoprobes,” Kelly said.

“Right. And the Borg put nanoprobes in them so they lose all individuality—”

“—and become part of The Collective,” Kelly concluded. “Except Seven of Nine, who—”

“Kelly.” It was the hostess. “You might not have heard Table Six asking for you.”

The woman had a future in diplomacy.

Kelly’s expression sank back into apathy, she muttered a “yeah,” and shuffled toward the other table. The hostess returned to her station at the door.

“The drone you got Tamantha? That was the kind that flies?” Diana asked Tom.

“Right,” he said with apparent relief.

“I’m guessing not a toy one.”

His mouth quirked. “She got one of those in her stocking. Wasn’t too pleased with it until she got the better one she’d wanted under the tree. Now she tells me she’s using the small one to work on her skills before risking the other one outside. Waiting for the right weather, too.”

“June?” I asked. Then I remembered some of the June nights I’d experienced in Cottonwood County, Wyoming. “July?”

The natives ignored me.

“What made Tamantha ask for a drone?” Diana asked.

“She’s interested in aeronautics and computers. Wants to see about flying those drones to check on cattle. Though weather and the difficulty with range, especially in areas where the grazing’s not real flat—” Not real flat was his way of describing the Rocky Mountains. “—make it a bit tougher.”

I had a vision of Tamantha Burrell revolutionizing the cattle industry with computers and drones. Though that might be a come-down from my usual vision of her revolutionizing the world.

“First space cowgirl,” Mike muttered, indicating his thoughts had followed a similar direction.

“What about your Christmas?” Diana asked me. She’s the true diplomat in the group. When I practice it, it’s usually to get a story rather than from altruism.

“Yeah,” Mike said, “how was Christmas in Chicago? Did you go downtown to Macy’s to see the windows or—”

“Bite your tongue.”

“—go ice skating near Michigan Avenue? Why bite my tongue?”

“To my family it will always and forever be Marshall Field’s. They hold a grudge against Macy’s for changing the name. Arrogant barbarians with no regard for tradition is the general theme. They won’t shop there, much less go downtown to the Walnut Room. As for skating, that’s done locally. Among other Danniher traditions.”

Tom’s face stayed solemn, except for lines fanning out from the corners of his eyes. “Thought big-time media types went for glitzy Christmas vacations.”

“Yup, they do.”

When I was ascending the network ladder, working in D.C., then New York, colleagues would jet off for weeks in Bali or exclusive Caribbean resorts or private yacht cruises or the more mundane skiing in Europe or Aspen. I’d fly into O’Hare, then drive west to just past the tentacles of the Chicago metropolitan area, where I’d settle in for jigsaw puzzles, family meals designed for stevedores, and that favorite wintertime sport of shuffling cars so Dad had an open driveway on which to demonstrate his latest superior snowblowing technique that surpassed all previous superior snowblowing techniques. That car-shuffling exercise was inevitably followed by digging out and pushing out cars that got stuck in unplowed areas.

After I’d explained that Danniher family tradition, Mike asked, “If you have all that experience with digging and pushing cars out of snow, why are you so worried about the weather here?”

“Because I have all that experience with digging and pushing cars out of snow.”

There were some more comments about my entirely logical desire to avoid heaping helpings of snow, but the chocolate pie had finally arrived and I concentrated on my heaping helping of that.

As we walked out to the parking lot later, Tom asked suddenly, “What was all that about humanoids being assimilated? Doesn’t sound like a present for a third-grader.”

“Like a flying drone is?” Mike asked.

“Remember, it’s Tamantha we’re talking about,” I said. Then I chuckled.

They all looked a What? at me.

“Trying to imagine a present for Tamantha that had anything to do with losing individuality. Talk about a non-starter.”

*   *   *   *

A little over an hour later, Shadow and I looked at each other across a swath of hardwood floor and area rug in the bunkhouse I rented from Diana.

The dog — I’m not against him being my dog, but he’s so much his own dog that even thinking of him that way seems a bit presumptuous — had flicked his tail a few times when I followed Diana into her house to retrieve him from where he’d spent Christmas.

The tail flicks were his equivalent of rolling over on to his back in ecstasy.

Since I’d first spotted him — fleetingly, hence the name Shadow — in the backyard of the house I rented when I arrived in Sherman in April, the pace of his thawing would have delighted any iceberg-studying scientist. Plenty of time to get all the measurements before it disappeared. No rush, no rush.

For tonight’s reunion, he’d come up to me in Diana’s living room and let me pet him for a minute. Maybe even sixty-four, sixty-five seconds.

But when it was time to leave for the bunkhouse, which was really a studio apartment I rented, Shadow gave me a look.

I interpreted it as saying I was on a level with the Tom Hanks character leading innocent John Coffey to his death in The Green Mile.

Okay, that might be a little over-dramatic, but it felt a bit like that taking Shadow away from the activity and warmth of the main house — not to mention the attentions of teenagers Jessica and Gary Stendahl and the food tidbits I’d spotted Diana slipping Shadow.

Also not to mention that Diana’s house was chock full of holiday cheer, including a robust real tree brightly decorated. The bunkhouse was clean and comfortable, but with no hint of Christmas.

It hadn’t made any sense to decorate since I’d known I’d be in Illinois.

We’re not even going to be here. We’re always at your parents’ in Illinois.

Wes, if you want to go to your family—

God, no.

We could stay here, have a little tree or—

What’s the point? It makes no sense to disrupt everything.

Under the weight of ex-marital memories, I sat on the floor.

Shadow stood at some distance and looked at me. I parsed his look out as equal shares of surprise, caution, and confusion.

I dug in my pocket and pulled out treats Diana had dropped into it as we left the main house, saying, “Give them to him, Ms. Grinch.”

Now, I extended my arm.

He didn’t advance, but he did take the treats by stretching his neck and nose to full length.

When he’d finished, he retracted neck and nose, and sat directly in front of me, barely beyond arm’s length away.

“Shadow, come,” I said.

He didn’t move for what seemed like a long time.

Slowly, he stood. Then, with his eyes on my face, he advanced three steps.

“Good dog, Shadow.”

I brought my hand up in easy stages and showed him another treat on my palm. “We can pretend this one’s just from me, okay? Merry Christmas.”

He still looked at me, but the softness at the side of his muzzle puffed out, then in as he absorbed the scent of the treat.

I raised my hand.

He delicately took the treat.

I leaned forward. Despite his stiffening, I kept coming, until my face was in the fur on the side of his neck.

“I missed you,” I said aloud.

I felt him pull back slightly.

But then he nuzzled at my hair at the back of my head.

A few tears might have dropped into his fur.

“Merry Christmas, Shadow.”
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Chapter Four


“I want you to do something for me.”

Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Deputy Wayne Shelton scowled at me, then returned his attention to the road ahead, scowl intact.

But I’m getting ahead of myself, because that didn’t happen until well after we’d left the EZ Gas.

When I arrived, he was already there in a sheriff’s department truck. If he hadn’t told me he’d be on the north side of the building — known to civilians as the back — I wouldn’t have spotted the vehicle between the windbreak and dumpsters.

He made the grand gesture of lowering his window and ordering, “Get in.”

“I want to get some coffee to take with.”

“Bad idea. No indoor toilet until we get back here.”

“How long will that be?”

“Don’t know.”

I considered the situation, specifically the cold wind, the lowering sky, and the great outdoors that would be my only option.

I skipped the coffee.

“Quit wasting time. Get in.”

“You’re not by any chance trying to hurry me because you don’t want us seen together, are you?”

No response.

“Because if I were paranoid, that might make me wonder if I were about to get disappeared.”

He turned his head to look at me. “Think I wouldn’t have done that already if I thought it would work?”

Odd. That made me feel better.

I went around the vehicle and got in.

Not that I really thought the deputy meant me harm.

He drove north out of Sherman on a road that went to gravel fast. I hadn’t been on this road that I remembered, but I was guessing it paralleled the highway that passed a turnoff to Tom Burrell’s ranch, the Circle B, then continued on to O’Hara Hill — Cottonwood County’s second-largest town, which made it mostly a bump on the road — before eventually reaching the border and venturing into Montana.

I’d thought that highway was basic. This road made it look and feel like the Autobahn.

Actually, feel was the more active sense, because seeing was limited.

Snow slanted across my field of vision, which was what the wipers managed to clear from the windshield.

In movies and TV shows, snow drifts ever so gently from above thanks to programmable snow machines. Wyoming’s snow machine was pumping out the white stuff fine, but the directional controls were on the fritz.

This snow mostly slanted from lower left to upper right, with a subset from upper left to lower right. A few lost snowflakes went straight across. I didn’t see a single drifter.

I generally prefer to be the one behind the wheel, but was fine with Deputy Shelton driving this morning.

“Didn’t know they were predicting snow,” I said.

He grunted. “This isn’t anything worth predicting.”

Thus ended another of my attempts to strike up a conversation during the silent, somehow stealthy drive.

I’d previous asked if he’d had a good Christmas (grunt), how he saw the NFL playoffs shaping up (grunt), and how he liked this sheriff’s department vehicle (grunt.) At least with my weather sally he’d added a few words to the grunt.

The Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department had a few sedans, but I’d never seen Deputy Shelton in one. Mostly he drove a four-wheel drive or a truck. I had no idea how it was determined which he’d be in when.

With the computer and other communication equipment taking up the console area I would have appreciated being in this larger vehicle at all times. With the snow, I also appreciated its heft.

At this particular moment, I further appreciated its size for the distance it put between me and his scowl.

Now, the fact that Shelton scowled at me might lead you to think I was the one who’d said I want you to do something for me.

You’d be wrong.

Asking me to do something for him clearly caused a state of agony that only a man as resolute as Deputy Shelton could push past.

That was the only reason I was willing to ask, “What’s that, Deputy?”

A lot of journalists are allergic to asking wide open questions because the answers can get you in to trouble in an interview — especially on-air — that there’s no getting out of. But I had no hesitation asking that particular wide-open question, because logic told me that if he’d been about to say that what he wanted me to do was to get lost, leave Cottonwood County forever, or go soak my head in a vat of acid, he wouldn’t have looked pained.

“Look at a case.”

“What? What? You want me to look at a case?”

I’d been stunned when he’d called and asked me to meet him, though asked is giving it a lot more graces than it deserved. But to look at a case? I was beyond stunned.

His expression of pain deepened. “That’s what I said.”

“I didn’t even know you were working a case. There’s been a murder? Or— Oh. Is this about Dean Isaacs getting out of prison and coming back here?”

“No.”

But I hardly heard the denial. I turned to bring his profile into focus. “That’s why you called the main line instead of calling me directly. You didn’t want a record of a call to me.”

Grunt.

“You also don’t want Sheriff Conrad to know you’re talking to me, so that explains the spy games at the EZ Gas.”

Not even a grunt.

“But you’re in an official vehicle, which you wouldn’t do if this wasn’t at least semi-official.”

A flicker of his eyes, but that might have been in reaction to the snow’s angle shifting as he turned right, into a worse road. This one didn’t even pretend to be more than a single track, now with white lining the bottom of the twin ruts in the rusty brown earth.

He yanked the steering wheel to pull the tires out of the ruts and bumped us up to a spot that looked across lower ground to the south and east.

No, I couldn’t tell the direction from the sky or even from the mountains being to our west. Because I couldn’t see the sky or mountains amid the snow, haze, and clouds.

The vehicle boasted a compass indicator amid all its gadgets.

Either the snow had let up or this angle was protected somehow, because I could see that below us and a little distance to the southeast there was a ranch. A large house, a barn, three other outbuildings, several corrals. A wide creek ran close to the barn, then wiggled around, with a trail of bare tree trunks following it. More bare trees curved around the house, beyond them stood a more distant swath of evergreens. Evergreens also gathered in front of the house, which would block the view from a road that looked significantly better than the one we were on.

“Why didn’t we take that road, if you want to—? Wait a minute.” I’d stopped myself in time to prevent complete revelation. I opened the SUV door and climbed out to cover my near-miss and for a better view. “I know this place.”

Sort of.

I’d observed it from satellite views online.

I’d also driven past the front road, which provided an entirely different angle than this did. For one thing, it didn’t allow much of a view of the house, which I had never been inside.

He’d come out, too, remaining on the opposite side of the hood.

“Yeah, big surprise you know it, considering it’s Mike Paycik’s place. Got himself a tidy little spread.”


Chapter Five


Mike’s place.

The place Mike had yet to invite me to see. So far I’d withstood the temptation — temptations — to wheedle an invitation out of him.

Mike had first come to my then-rental place in May and many times after. I had never been invited to his tidy little spread.

My friend-competitor-sometimes-colleague Wardell Yardley had spent several nights there in November. On a visit from D.C., he’d taken shelter with Mike when his original accommodations were otherwise occupied.

You might ask why I didn’t ask Dell about the place if I was curious.

Asking questions is, after all, what I do for a living. And unlike lawyers, journalists do ask some questions they don’t know the answers to.

The difference was that was for business. This wasn’t.

Dell would never let me forget that I’d asked him for the answer to the mystery of why Mike didn’t invite me to his house.

We would be in the old journalists’ home decades — many decades — from now, with not a tooth in our mouths, no hearing to speak of, and as blind as those statues of justice, but he’d still manage to roll his wheelchair up next to mine and rumble, “Remember when you had to ask me about Mike Paycik’s house in Sherman, Wyoming, because you didn’t know what the big secret was that kept him from letting you see it? When I knew and you didn’t have a clue? Remember that? Huh? Huh?”

And my only comeback would be the pitiable, “Not in Sherman. His house was in the county — Cottonwood County. Hah! You don’t know everything.”

Deputy Shelton clearly expected that I was familiar with the place. Familiar enough with it that he apparently thought I was yanking his chain.

“Used to be the Roys’ place. Bought it when they first moved here permanently.”

“The—?” I stopped.

Michael Paycik owned the ranch where Dean Isaacs had killed the housekeeper, Yolanda Cruz, and where his girlfriend, the daughter of Professor Roy, had killed herself.

And he hadn’t said a word about it. Not last night, not ever.

Of course, I’d known he owned a ranch and that the ranch had a house, but not that the house had been—

“Wait a minute. His house isn’t old enough to have been here then.” Diana had told me that the previous owners had built the house Mike now had.

“They tore the other place down, pretty much. Course, some of it fell down on its own. Had been left empty for a long time after the Roys moved to another place, closer to town. They’d always rented out the land and they just kept doing that. But the house was left to fall down. Took years before some newcomers bought the whole place — acres and home ranch. They cleared it out to build this house. They probably didn’t know the history.”

“Mike did, though. He knew the history.”

“Sure, he did. So what? Wasn’t any of his doing. More places than not have had shi— stuff happen in them. And after his family…” He stared straight ahead. When he spoke again it was as if he’d mentally erased that foray toward Mike’s family and was sure I’d do the same. “It’s been good, him having a ranch and this place belonging to him. A Cottonwood County boy. Everybody thinks so.”

I turned to face him over the hood. “Why’d you bring me here, Deputy?”

“Told you. I want you to do something.”

“What?”

“Look into some phone calls.”

“Phone calls?”

“Consider it like that bit you do on the news. You know, ‘Helping Out!’ ”

“Yeah, I know that bit I do on the news. What I don’t know is what it has to do with—”

“It’s a scam.”

“What is?”

“Phone calls people are getting.”

I huffed out a cloud. The charms of being outside to get a better view had worn off. “It’s like I tell people on ‘Helping Out!’ you need to tell me everything, openly and honestly, before I can possibly help you.”

If I’d said he needed to strip naked and run around the car five times he would have looked happier than he did now.

“But first,” I added, “I’m getting back in. I’m freezing.”

Inside once more, he said, “Residents have reported getting phone calls that are scams.”

I’d figured that out on my own, but restrained from saying that. If someone’s keeping score, I get points for that. Maybe even a gold star.

“How does the scam work?” I asked with infinite patience.

It paid off, because that kicked him into professional mode.

“A male caller tells citizens that they have failed to appear for federal grand jury duty and if they don’t pay a fine immediately, they will go to jail. They can only avoid jail by paying the fee promptly, using money cards. The scammers are smart enough to have the money directed to a reloadable card with no name to trace.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. I was more confused than ever. “What does Sheriff Conrad say?”

Silence.

Oh. “You haven’t told him.”

“No and don’t you, either. Not him or anybody.”

“You might have noticed that the whole idea of ‘Helping Out!’ is to tell people about scams. It’s what I do.”

“Never watch the thing. But this just started. Needs more looking into. Lots of calls but only a few days.”

I shook my head to see if that would right the axis of the earth, which had gone off-kilter, as evidenced by Wayne Shelton coming to me instead of handling it himself or going to the sheriff. “If no one’s lost any money…?”

“They have.”

I looked at his profile. “What else are you not telling me?”

“The male caller identifies himself as a deputy — a Cottonwood County deputy.”

“You.”

“No. Deputy Alvaro.”

“Oh.”

Richard Alvaro was a young, smart, promising deputy. He’d provided valuable information on the first inquiry Mike, Diana, and I did last spring.

Since then, he’d been less forthcoming.

Oddly, his less-forthcoming period coincided with Shelton taking him under a wing.

“Sheriff Conrad’s not stupid,” I said. “He recognizes Richard’s value.”

Another silence.

“You think Conrad won’t give him a fair hearing?”

He didn’t answer directly. “It’s a department that’s had issues. He’s the new broom meant to sweep it clean. He can’t afford scandal. Might think he can’t afford questions, either. A lot easier and cleaner to cut the one who might be tainted.”

“Does Richard know?”

“Not yet.” In other words, Shelton had waited to see what I said about looking into this before telling Richard his name was being used in vain.

“Okay, give me everything you know.”

“First, you can’t tell anybody.”

I raised my eyebrows. “I have to talk to the people who received these calls.”

“I mean your little band.”

What he really meant was Diana, since she and new Sheriff Russ Conrad had formed a connection the first time they met at the start of November.

I’d seen it happen and still didn’t believe it.

Outwardly they were taking it slow, undoubtedly because of Diana’s children. But it clearly hadn’t escaped Shelton’s notice. Possibly it was the electricity that arced between Diana and the new sheriff when they were within a block of each other.

I came to my friend’s defense. “Diana would never—”

“Don’t tempt her. Besides, it’s your show. That ‘Helping’ thing.”

That was a point. “Okay. Talk.”

I took notes as he talked. Deputy Shelton intermittently turned on the heater, though only when I mentioned that my fingers had become too stiff to function.

“Told you to dress right,” he grumbled at one point.

“You didn’t say anything about needing Eskimo mittens. Wouldn’t be able to take notes with them on, anyway.”

He resumed his recitation of facts.

When he finished, I had the material I needed to get started. And confirmation of one of my earlier questions.

His request truly didn’t have anything to do with Dean Isaacs being released from prison or the events that had led to his being there in the first place.

I was still confused about one element, however.

So, I asked again, “Why did you bring me here for this, Deputy?”

His face eased slightly. “Best dead zone this close to town. Should be back before anyone wonders where I am, but even if they do, they won’t have any idea where I’ve been, and that makes it a lot harder for anybody to say I was with you.”

If I’d still been thinking along the lines of being disappeared by Deputy Shelton, that speech might have made me uncomfortable.

But I had other things on my mind.

One of those things was looking at the problem Wayne Shelton had asked me to take on.

Another was Michael Paycik and his tidy little spread.


Chapter Six


I had so many episodes of “Helping Out!” banked that I would have ignored most other leads.

Not this one.

For Deputy Richard Alvaro’s sake.

As soon as I got back to the station, I made one pass to see if Mike was in yet — he wasn’t — then got started. It didn’t take much research, once I was defrosting at my desk, to discover this scam was widespread.

I couldn’t find any region where it hadn’t been employed. Plus, it had swept across the country multiple times, as the scammers added refinements to their recycled classics.

Sometimes the scam callers pretended to be deputies in the same county as the victim, sometimes in nearby counties, and occasionally they impersonated U.S. Marshals.

Some scammers bolstered their stories by including badge numbers, the names of real federal judges, specific court hearing times, and accurate courthouse addresses.

They’d leave callback numbers that would be answered with the name of the jurisdiction the initial scam caller identified. Sometimes they’d get more elaborate with “court clerks” or other purported courthouse officials answering the callback numbers.

A few scammers tweaked it for any who denied receiving a summons. Never got a summons? Fine. All we need to clear this up is your birthdate and social security number.
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