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THE BEGINNING


My phone rang as I neared the doors to the KWMT-TV newsroom that Tuesday morning. I didn’t even check the number. That’s how good I felt despite the early hour.

“E.M. Danniher, KWMT-TV’s ‘Helping Out!’ reporter.” Usually I answer with my name alone, but I was feeling chipper after surviving a long weekend of wild animals at Yellowstone Park — that was two-legged wild animals. The four-legged ones had been well-behaved.

“Elizabeth?”

“Yes.” Belatedly, I recognized the voice, though not the phone number. “Dell? Why are you whispering? How was the B&B? Better than the Haber House Hotel?”

“Elizabeth,” he said, still whispering. “There’s a body in my bed.”

I rolled my eyes. “That kind of bragging is crass, even for you, Dell.”

“I’m not bragging. It’s … It’s a dead body.”

“Right. So now you’re calling to give me first-thing-in-the-morning grief about dabbling in murder investigations? You didn’t do enough of that over the weekend? Really? You’re as bad as the new sheriff. I should—”

“Elizabeth.”

I stopped. The plea in that one word — though still a whisper — was more compelling than just about anything else he could have said.

“You’re serious? There’s a dead body in your bed?”

“Yes.”

I turned and headed back across the parking lot toward my SUV for the privacy.

“You’re not pulling my leg? Because if you are—”

“No.”

He meant it. There was a dead body in Wardell Yardley’s bed in the new bed and breakfast in Sherman, Wyoming. The one KWMT’s owner had wanted me to do a piece on.

My first thought was not for the person — and I had a good idea who it was — who had been demoted to dead body.

That first thought also wasn’t for Dell, a network White House correspondent, my former colleague, and most-of-the-time friend, despite his predicament.

It wasn’t for my job, either, though that, too, might be affected.

Or for the owners of the not-even-officially opened B&B, who were unlikely to agree right now with the maxim that bad publicity was better than no publicity.

No, my first thought was for the brand new Cottonwood County sheriff.

Now, we’ll see, I thought. Now we’ll see.

But that is getting way ahead of the story.

Because a story is supposed to start at the beginning.


THE PREVIOUS THURSDAY


Chapter One


Once Upon a Time. That’s how the stories of my childhood memories began.

The newsroom equivalent is “I got a phone call.” Or, these days it might be a text or an email or a photo or a video.

Whatever the form, it starts with communication to a reporter or editor from that big, wide, crazy outside world where news is born.

Some stories are recognizable from that first instant.

For others, it takes a while from the Once Upon a Time/I got a phone call start until the story truly takes recognizable shape. A gestation period of sorts.

For some stories you only realize that a phone call, text, email, photo, or video was the beginning when you reach the end of it and look back. Rather like those women who say they had no idea they were pregnant until, oops, out pops Junior.

I certainly wasn’t expecting much when newsroom dogsbody Jennifer Lawton called out, “Someone on the main line wants to talk to you, Elizabeth.”

She called out rather than transferring the call to me because I wasn’t at my desk, but instead, about eight feet from her, with my head in the mini-fridge in the bump in the hallway that masquerades as a staff break room at KWMT-TV, Sherman, Wyoming.

I could have sworn I’d left some peach yogurt in that mini-fridge. Of course that was before I’d bought the latest package of Pepperidge Farm Double Chocolate Milano cookies. Had to eat the cookies first. Yogurt will last for centuries, but I hear Pepperidge Farm Double Chocolate Milano cookies will go stale.

Never experienced that myself, because who’d want to risk it?

Apparently yogurt, however, can go missing.

Since the search was for yogurt and not Pepperidge Farm Double Chocolate Milano cookies — which I never would have trusted to the communal fridge, because I am not stupid — I was willing to walk over to the nearest empty desk and ask Jennifer to transfer the call to Line 4.

“E.M. Danniher, KWMT,” I answered.

“Ms. Danniher, I am calling from Sheriff Conrad’s office. He would like to see you.”

Hot damn.

News, especially TV news, obsesses about what’s happening now. What’s right in front of it this moment — especially if there’s good video.

It’s all about the pointy tip of ice showing above the waterline, not the iceberg holding up that pointy tip. Even though it’s the iceberg below, not the pointy tip, that always gets the Titanic no matter how many times you watch the movie.

I’ll admit it. I wasn’t looking around for icebergs when I took that call. I was focused on the story’s pointy tip.

And the pleasure of getting in ahead of anchor Thurston Fine.

There was a new sheriff in town and I’d been trying to get an interview with him even before he arrived in Sherman.

Of course that was only yesterday, and he’d been officially named sheriff only a couple days before that. But still, I’d placed a lot of calls, both directly to him, at his previous home and new office, and indirectly, working sources to see if any knew anyone who knew anyone who knew him.

I’d come up blank.

Cottonwood County had been without a sheriff or a county attorney for more than five months. Some say I instigated those departures. I prefer to say their actions were responsible. I just reported what they did. Mostly.

“When?” I asked the caller.

“Three o’clock. At his office.”

Not much time. Good thing I was prepared.

It would cut it close to meet a friend and former competitor who was arriving in town on assignment — much to his chagrin. Still, it was do-able.

“We’ll be there. Thank you.”

We hung up. I immediately called the assignment desk.

Yes, I could have walked over to talk to Audrey Adams directly with little chance of being overheard.

That’s why I called.

“Audrey? It’s Elizabeth. I need Diana for an assignment at three.”

“Today? She’s already assigned and—”

“We have the sheriff.”

Heads popped up around the newsroom like prairie dogs out of their holes, though few were anywhere near as cute. I took note of which heads emerged.

It’s a valuable journalistic skill to be able to leave your eavesdropping frequency open for names and terms associated with hot stories while otherwise going about your business. Those head-poppers had that skill. They were people I’d want to work with in the future.

Well, most of them.

Two of the head-poppers were minions of our unesteemed anchor Thurston Fine. But they, too, were useful, because they would carry the news that I had the first interview with the new sheriff to Fine.

“You got the sheriff?” Audrey spoke into the phone, but was audible across the small newsroom bullpen.

“But you did not shoot the deputy,” sang a familiar voice from right behind me.

Michael Paycik, KWMT-TV’s Eye on Sports, had demonstrated truly impressive head-popping, since he’d been editing in one of the mini-bays around the corner when I’d last seen him … unless he’d taken a break from editing and had been right behind me because he was on the hunt for food, as he so often was.

“You’re channeling Bob Marley now?” I asked Mike as he sat on the edge of the unassigned desk I’d commandeered for my short-distance phone call.

“Never heard of him, but I know that song,” Jennifer said. “I’m sure I heard it recently.”

“Probably the Eric Clapton version,” Mike said.

“Never heard of him, either. I think it was on a commercial.”

Stabbed in the heart by the generation gap. As if being a television journalist weren’t a strong enough reminder that tempus fugit, classics have become soundtracks for commercials.

“Back to the sheriff.” Audrey’s voice came in stereo, live and through the phone. “Are you sure?”

More heads had joined the initial popping-up crop. Since they could hear both sides of my conversation with Audrey, the head-swiveling rivaled the grandstand at a tennis match.

“Yup. His office called and wants us there at three.”

“Isn’t your reporter friend flying in around then? I could take the story for you,” Mike offered. The same way someone offers to take those stray hundred dollar bills off your hands.

“It is when he’s flying in — but to Billings. He’s renting a car and driving here.”

I was looking forward to seeing Dell.

Wardell Yardley — yes, that Wardell Yardley, the leader of the White House press corps who’s been on your TV more times than you can count — was a long-time colleague, buddy, and competitor. Since circumstances in my life and former marriage had conspired to banish me from news mecca New York to lead-with-the-cow-in-the-highway Sherman, Wyoming, I no longer constituted much in the way of competition for Wardell Yardley, which had strengthened our buddyness quotient.

Dell was among the last half dozen people on the planet I would have predicted would come to Cottonwood County.

But a bright idea by an exec at his network had brought about the unpredictable.

Dell wasn’t taking it well. I tried to restrain a tendency to view it as a spectator sport.

“So that gives me plenty of time to do my story,” I said. Emphasis added for Mike’s benefit. “Well, with Diana, of course.”

“You know, more and more stations have reporters do their own filming. Especially stations our size. Video journalists or multimedia journalists, they call them,” Audrey said.

“Has Haeburn programmed you?” Mike asked incredulously, citing our News Director Les Haeburn, as unesteemed as anchor Thurston Fine and nearly as irksome. We didn’t have to see him butcher the news on TV, but we all got caught in the vise of his penny squeezing. “Besides, have you ever seen Elizabeth’s video?”

“Hey,” I protested.

“I bet she could do it if she put her mind to it, like she’ll get the hang of horseback riding eventually.” Jennifer’s effort at supportive loyalty fell a tad flat to my ears.

“My talents aside, I’ll tell Diana you suggested I handle her camera,” I said into the phone.

From her desk Audrey waved a one-handed surrender. “Never mind. Bad idea. Never said it. Thought never crossed my mind. I’ll juggle the schedule.”

“That’s all I ask. Thank you.” I’d captured Thurston Fine’s intonations well enough to draw chuckles from several in the newsroom, even though none of us had ever heard him use those last two words.

We hung up and most of the heads returned to their burrows. A few, apparently inspired by seeing the break room in the background during their tennis-match head swiveling, ambled over toward where Mike and I were.

The two Thurston minions stood.

They looked at each other. Minion in the white oxford shirt started a zig-zag path between the desks that might take him toward the men’s room. Or might not.

Minion in the brown plaid shirt started toward the hallway, casually mentioning to no one that he was going to the editing bay because — wait for it — he needed to edit.

That caused a flurry of look exchanges, since he usually edited only under duress and if he couldn’t foist it off on someone else.

White oxford shirt didn’t fall for the ploy. He zagged more than zigged, changing his trajectory from the men’s room to the hallway, which led to the editing bay, but also to Thurston’s private office.

Thurston’s office is in the quietest spot and has the best furniture in the building, complete with a comfy couch and full-sized fridge for his sole and exclusive use, while the rest of us piled into the mini version chugging along on its third or fourth decade. He keeps a nanny cam in the studio so he can watch over the door to his office when he’s in the studio.

Both minions picked up the pace, throwing aside pretense, as they raced for where the hallway began just past Les Haeburn’s office door.

They jostled each other, and brown plaid shirt banged an elbow into the closed door. But he regained his momentum and they were in a dead heat when they disappeared from view.

“Maybe you should get out of here before the eruption,” suggested Audrey. “I can send Diana after you.”

I shook my head, listening.

Another thud echoed to us from deeper in the hallway, then absolute silence.

Mike looked at his watch, tapped it, and looked around. He and several others nodded wisely as he said, “Afternoon nap time.”

The minions apparently were demonstrating their good judgment by restraining themselves from thundering into Fine’s office during the most important part of his day.

Haeburn’s door jerked open, he glared out, and said, “What?”

“What what?” Jennifer asked.

“Who knocked on my door?” There it was, the Les Haeburn management style distilled to a closed door and a hostile question.

Nature, apparently recognizing it had shorted Les on sincerity, shoulders, honesty, hair, charm, and chin, had opened full throttle on ambition. Until he assessed how helpful or unhelpful any event might be to him, he moved cautiously.

He also kept Thurston Fine happy. Because if Thurston moved up, Les was not releasing that coattail.

The sad thing is, Thurston might do it.

Isn’t television grand?

“Nobody knocked,” Jennifer told Haeburn.

“I heard it. I said come in, even though I’m busy. Then, nothing. So who was it? One of you people playing a joke? Real funny. Ha. Ha.”

“Nobody knocked,” Jennifer repeated. “Somebody was going down the hall and bumped into it.”

Haeburn glared suspiciously at Mike and me, but since we still stood in front of him he’d be hard-pressed to accuse us of being the door-bumpers who’d gone down the hall.

He growled, turned around, and slammed the door.

With that done and the diversion of minions reporting to Thurston on hold, we turned to more important matters.

The fridge.

I wedged in next to Leona D’Amato, who covered Cottonwood County social doings part-time. Mike hung over us and I felt the hot breath of other fridge-lookers.

As I pushed aside a plastic container of what was either chili or sludge, I asked, “What happened to my yogurt? I had some in the fridge.”

“Was that yours? In the back right-hand corner of the second shelf?” Leona asked.

“Yeah. It’s gone.”

“What flavor?”

“Peach.” I should have chipped the darn thing so I could ID it later.

“Then it’s good that I threw it out, because it was green.”

That started the kibitzers.

“Roquefort yogurt?”

“Can’t you scoop the moldy part off and eat it anyway?”

“No. It can make you sick.”

“Sure you can. I do it all the time.”

“Proves my point.”

“I just put that in there,” I protested.

Leona shook her head. “You couldn’t have just put it in there. I saw it at the beginning of the summer.”

“Oh.” Okay, there might have been more than one package of Pepperidge Farm Double Chocolate Milano cookies inserted between putting the yogurt in the fridge and now. Time flies when you’re eating cookies.

“The question,” Mike said, “is whether someone threw it out to protect you from your self-destructive tendencies or if they absconded with it.”

Everyone looked at me. “What do you think?” Jennifer asked.

“It’s clearly a case of absconding, since I do not have self-destructive tendencies—”

“And if you did, who here would protect you from them except Mi—”

I talked over Leona. Loudly. Covering society did not mean she had a license to broadcast gossip about my supposed social life. “—so we need to look for someone who’s been sick lately. Also if they had a peach-colored crust around their mouth.”

“Green-colored,” Leona corrected.

“If you pursue the case of the peach- or green-colored clue with the refrigerator door closed the rest of us might be able to skip a dose of food poisoning,” said a familiar voice from the back of the group.

I looked over my shoulder, but couldn’t spot Diana Stendahl, KWMT-TV’s best cameraperson, for the peering-in-the-fridge crowd behind me. “Diana? You heard about the assignment?”

“Yes. Are you ready?”

“Just about. I—”

A shout came from the direction of Thurston’s office, complete with comfortable couch and regulation sized fridge. It was a shout in an overly stylized broadcast voice.

I came up out of my crouch, elbowed my way through those assembled, shot to my desk, where I grabbed my bag, a new notebook (just in case), and three new pens (triple just in case) and met Diana at the door.

In tandem, we pushed through the first set of double doors that led outside as an oral eruption that seemed to consist mostly of “She can’t” wails bubbled to life at the opposite side of the newsroom.

“Perfect timing,” Diana said as we reached the parking lot.


Chapter Two


Diana drove the Newsmobile, a four-wheel-drive van that looked as if it had been buried for the past two decades, while I took my new — and recently returned from body work, which is a whole other story — SUV so we could part ways after the interview. She had another assignment after this. I would return to the station to put together packages for the five o’clock news before meeting Wardell Yardley.

Assuming he survived the rigors of driving from Billings, Montana, to Sherman.

The guy had experienced third world backwaters amid war, famine, and flood — sometimes all three simultaneously — but you should have heard him on the phone from Billings Logan International Airport whining about a few mountains to get over and a less than spectacular rental car.

Maybe that network executive who’d sent Dell out into the real world had a point.

I could hardly believe that thought formed in my head, considering another member of the network executive guild had torpedoed my career, landing me in Sherman earlier this year. That exec also happened to be my ex-husband. At the time of the torpedoing, my very recently exed husband.

That wasn’t a coincidence.

Still, Wardell Yardley might benefit from returning to his journalistic roots. To where he had to dig deep to pursue a story. I mean sometimes our cell phones didn’t get reception out here in the Wild West. That is getting back to your journalistic roots.

As I pulled onto the highway outside KWMT-TV, my phone proved it had reception by ringing.

It was my agent, Mel Welch.

Actually, he was a member of the extended Danniher clan first and my agent second, stepping in when my long-time agent chose to stick with my ex and dropped me. Perhaps there’d been more than one torpedo strike.

We exchanged pleasantries — not that kind, the real kind.

“I don’t suppose you called to update me on the health of everyone in the clan, did you, Mel?” In addition to stepping in as my agent, he was a highly regarded lawyer in Chicago. He had better things to do than tell me how my father had arranged all the comforts around the couch where he spent most of his time since breaking his ankle in a recent fall from the roof of my childhood home in Illinois.

“I wanted to drop a word that KWMT-TV management would like you to do a story.”

“KWMT-TV management, in the person of News Director Les Haeburn, has assigned me a story in the past in addition to my ‘Helping Out!’ duties,” I pointed out. “He usually comes out of his office and shouts my name. So why have you call this time?”

“Yes. Well, this is higher.”

Ah. The invisible Heathertons.

Val Heatherton owned the station. Her son-in-law Craig Morningside was the only absentee General Manager I’d ever encountered — or not encountered in this case — in the business. I’d never met them. I’d never seen them.

But Mel had talked to them, at least long enough to negotiate my new contract.

Wes, in his pre-ex days, had lined up my contracts and I’d signed essentially without reading them. Wes had known those contracts inside and out, so why should I look? Yes, that’s how he knew about the clause he’d turned into my Exile in Wyoming.

But that contract was nearly over and I had agreed to a new non-Wes one with KWMT-TV.

It offered a minimal increase on an annual salary that wouldn’t have paid for my car service in New York. But in addition to the “Helping Out!” gig, it gave me considerably more elbow room to pursue stories that interested me than any previous contract I’d had or dreamed of.

There was one caveat…

“They want you to do a piece on a new bed and breakfast in Sherman this weekend. The, ah, Wild Horses Bed and Breakfast.”

…that I take occasional assignments from upper management.

It had seemed like an acceptable deal at the time Mel raised that stipulation, since I hadn’t heard a word from the owners or general manager in the nearly seven months I’d been here. But this call, with the contract not even in force yet, wasn’t good.

I thought about it. At least for a second and a half. Maybe two. “No.”

“No? But—”

“It’s not the kind of story I do here. Unless they want me to do an expose’ or warn people how not to be ripped off by bed and breakfasts.”

“Good heavens, no.”

“That’s what I thought. So this is a promo job for some personal connection.”

“I, uh, I can’t say.” As if he needed to at this point. “But, Danny, you did agree to the contract and it does say with occasional requests for stories from ownership-slash-upper management.”

“If this is what they mean by that it’s good this is happening now. Good grief, Mel, the contract’s not even signed and they want me to do PR puff pieces? No. Tell them never mind. We’ll talk to the other people who were interested in me. If those jobs aren’t still open—”

“Now, now, don’t be hasty. Let me see what I can do. Give me some time.”

“Okay. But make it clear I am not doing puff pieces under any circumstances. On top of that, I’m off this weekend — Friday through Monday. A friend’s coming in from D.C. today and we’re going to Yellowstone for a long weekend.”

“Oh? Anybody I know?”

“Yes. But retract your gossip radar. Wardell Yardley is a friend. Strictly a friend.”

We wrapped the conversation up then. As I said, he’s a busy lawyer in Chicago. And I was driving in Sherman, Wyoming.

One of the dichotomies of Wyoming is that within its towns, distances are measured in units of five minutes. If you get above four — in other words, twenty minutes for those who learned to use a calculator but never learned math — it’s considered far flung. But outside of town, distances are measure in units of hours, where a “couple, three hours” is considered practically next door.

In other words, I had already arrived at the sheriff’s department at the back of Courthouse Square in the center of town.

The courthouse itself, a venerable, turreted building that could claim the nineteenth century by the skin of its teeth, claimed the center of the square. From its broad, shallow granite steps to Cottonwood Avenue, the original park-like setting remained.

The half of the square behind the original building, however, was all business, with a more recent addition, parking lot, and buildings that house the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department, the smaller Sherman Police Department, and the jail.

Diana had pulled into the parking spot next to me and was getting out her equipment. At least it wasn’t the load it had been when I first arrived at KWMT and she and the other shooters used cameras practically carved out of rock.

Inside the sheriff’s department a familiar, unfriendly face greeted us from behind the counter.

“Sheriff Conrad is expecting us,” I said, prepared to head straight back down the hall that led to the sheriff’s office.

Deputy Ferrante stepped in front of me.

“The sheriff is not available right now.”

“He called and asked us to be here at this time.”

“I know. I’m the one who called. He’d like you to go on over to the county attorney’s office. Unless you’d prefer not to meet Mr. Abbott, too?”

His self-satisfaction with his wit revealed that he knew I’d do cartwheels from here to the courthouse for the opportunity to add the new county attorney to my trophy case.

Thurston Fine was going to have apoplexy.

It was a good day.

“Got anything prepped for the county attorney?” Diana asked as we walked from the sheriff’s department toward the back entry of the courthouse. We’d taken this walk before. I far preferred it in daylight, even on this raw, first-week of November day. “You’ve been prepping for the sheriff, haven’t you?”

“I can wing it. And I’ve got those questions viewers sent in.”

Thurston had refused to have anything to do with the viewer questions, so Les had somehow decided they belonged in my consumer affairs segment “Helping Out!”

We reached the third-story office in the old building with a new nameplate announcing “County Attorney Jarvis Abbott.”

Just inside the hallway door, a trim woman in her fifties typed rapidly at a computer. So he’d kept his predecessor’s assistant.

“Hello, Mrs. Martin. I had a message that—”

“You’re expected.” She stood, tapped on the door to the inner office, and swung it open.

I looked back at Diana.

To my knowledge, neither of us had been in this office since a singularly unpleasant spring night.

She gave a quick, grim smile, acknowledging the moment. “You first,” she said wryly.

I went.

I’ll admit to a little jerk when Mrs. Martin closed the door behind us with a snap.

The room looked out the back of the courthouse. Its occupant literally could keep an eye on the comings and goings at the sheriff’s department and Sherman Police Department.

County Attorney Abbott, who stood at our entrance, was not quite my height. He was shaking hands with sixty — a fit sixty. He had neatly trimmed white hair, a neatly trimmed white mustache, and a neatly tucked in white shirt. It was tucked in to jeans, which we saw when he stood for introductions and handshakes. The jeans topped cowboy boots, which we saw and heard when he moved his chair to a better position at Diana’s request.

His black cowboy hat hung from a line of pegs on the wall next to a dark gray jacket.

Whether the western wardrobe was authentic or a costume would be revealed over time. I’d seen plenty of the former in Sherman. But, then again, I’d seen Thurston Fine in jeans, so there was also the cautionary tale of the latter.

Except for Mrs. Martin, all signs of his predecessor were gone. The pegs had taken the place of a coat rack. Leather-bound law books were whittled to a few. The shelves otherwise held — from a one-second survey — books on Wyoming and the West. A throne-like red leather custom chair was gone from behind the desk, replaced by a caramel-colored chair that matched all the others in the room.

If his clothing and office hadn’t already told me, his even tone announced he would not give much away.

We covered the basics in two minutes flat, with about ten seconds of usable video, since he rarely changed expression.

Don’t get me wrong. He wasn’t wooden or unpleasant. Simply extremely self-contained.

One example. I asked what goals he’d set for his office. His answer? “Justice.”

I had a sudden urge to ask if he was related to Thomas David Burrell, a local rancher who’d — reluctantly — been drawn into some of the stories Mike, Diana, and I had pursued.

Not because Abbott and Burrell looked alike, but because of that shared Western economy of speech and expression.

They were the essence of bad video.

There was no choice. I went to the reader questions.

The majority of the questions centered on whether a husband, wife, son, daughter, or honey could be released from jail well before they were scheduled to be. The reason put forth for these requests? Just because.

I skipped those and picked my way through questions about his stance on the enforcement of hunting, driving, and drug laws — in that order of importance to the writers, and with the subtext strongly being don’t bother with enforcing these petty matters.

Before I started the next question a knock came at the door, then it opened immediately.

“Russ, come in. Meet Elizabeth Margaret Danniher,” the county attorney said.

My antenna went up.

Not only because he didn’t mention the station or fill in any other background, which indicated he expected the sheriff to already know who I was, but also because of a look that flashed between the two men that said they understood each other well. That was fine and dandy for them, possibly even for Cottonwood County.

It might not be so hot for me, because that look also said the sheriff did know who I was and they had a plan for how to handle me.

“Sheriff Conrad.” I started to stand. He waved me back and took a chair at right angles to mine.

That gave Diana only his profile, backlit from the window. It was a decent profile with a straight nose and a good chin, but TV viewers tend not to be fans of silhouettes unless the voice is disguised, a hat or wig is added, and the silhouette tells juicy secrets.

“If you’d like us to come to your office now, Sheriff Conrad…” An office I knew had minimal natural light to cause these issues.

“No. Don’t let me interrupt your discussion here.”

“Ms. Danniher was relaying questions from viewers of her TV station.” That was the most discursive the county attorney had been yet.

The sheriff made up for it with a grunt of acknowledgement. Great. Yet another Tom Burrell type.

The sheriff was somewhere in his forties. Dark, deepset eyes under dark brows and a strong brow line gave the impression of intensity. How many wrongdoers had squirmed, thinking he could look right through them?

“Call me Elizabeth, please.” I added my most winning smile.

It was lost on Sheriff Conrad, clearly, since he said, “Let’s hear the next question, Ms. Danniher.”

Call me suspicious, but how did he know we were between questions?

I decided to shake things up by including a question I’d previously vetoed.

“Will this office continue to — and I’ll quote here to ensure I have the viewer’s words exactly — ‘make defendants sit through listening to people whine about how rough they have it because of some penny-ante something that happened to them.’ Which I interpret as meaning Victim Impact Statements.”

“It depends.”

“On?”

“For crimes in which the victim can speak directly to the impact the crime has had on him or her, yes, there will continue to be Victim Impact Statements.”

A small part of me rejoiced in a complete sentence from Abbott. Most of me was occupied with my jangling news story nerves.

The origin of that jangling emanated more from the stillness of the sheriff than the sudden verbosity of the county attorney.

“And those crimes in which the victim cannot speak about the impact? For example murder.”

Diana might have picked up on my reaction or, more likely, her instincts kicked in. She shifted around so she had a better angle on the sheriff while still being able to shoot the county attorney — photographically, of course. No county attorneys or sheriffs were harmed in the making of this news package.

The sheriff’s frown deepened, but he didn’t look at her.

I focused on the county attorney and continued, “Many, if not most, prosecutors are fully supportive of Victim Impact Statements, to bring home the emotional impact of the crime, how the loss of that person affects the lives of those left to mourn.”

Silence.

I glanced toward the sheriff. A pulse ticked at the ridge of his jaw. It seemed to keep time with the jangle of my news nerves.

“As Cottonwood County Attorney, Mr. Abbott, will you support Victim Impact Statements in murder cases?”

“Victim Impact Statements, my ass.”

My head snapped up, especially since it was the sheriff who’d spoken. “Excuse me?”

“The way they’re done now, they’re not the statement about what impact the crime had on the victim. It’s all about what impact the murder had on the victim’s relatives — I’ll never dance with her at her wedding. I’ll never have grandchildren. I’ll never get another birthday present from him.

“What about the person who died? What about what was denied to that person by this asshole murderer? She’s denied a chance to have a wedding because of the self-centered, immaturity of an asshole who couldn’t let her love somebody better. They’ll never get to have kids because this jackass who’d had his license taken again for drinking and driving still had the arrogance to think his belting back bourbon then getting behind the wheel was more important than their right to keep breathing. He’ll never get to make a saucer in kindergarten for his grandfather because his mother found a kid put a cramp in her social life, after the father skated away without the tiniest dent in his life except that he saved himself the cost of a condom.”

I felt as if I’d been blasted by a wind tunnel.

“So you don’t think the families and loved ones of murder victims suffer?”

“Sure they suffer. But they don’t lose as much as the one who died. It’s my job to make sure the person who had his or her life wrenched away gets justice. It’s my job to make everybody remember that a living, breathing, laughing, crying, human being is now in the ground because of some asshole.”

I quickly looked at the county attorney. After a statement like that, the sheriff expected the spotlight. The county attorney didn’t.

A hint of satisfaction slid across his eyes before he contained that, too.

“I understand you made bringing in Sheriff Conrad a condition of accepting this job, so—”

“What are your sources for that supposition?” he inserted. He did it extremely well, talking over enough of my introductory phrase that I couldn’t use it if I’d wanted to. I didn’t want to. Had no intention of using it. But he clearly had dealt with reporters who would have included that introductory phrase in a piece and make it sound like his not challenging it turned it into an accepted fact.

But I had a more direct question. I purposely restated it so the entire question was on the record. “Do you agree with Sheriff Conrad’s view of Victim Impact Statements, Mr. Abbott?”

“Sheriff Conrad is excellent at his job, including testifying when called on to do so. It’s my job and responsibility to draw from him and other witnesses the whole story. If Victim Impact Statements get that across better than I can, I should hang it up. Perhaps some prosecutors rely too strongly on Victim Impact Statements because they don’t think juries or judges have the imaginations to remember the dead person, because they want the crutch of crying relatives in the court, because they fear they don’t have the ability to present the real victim so compellingly that everybody remembers him or her.”

“As you can do?”

“I hope so.”

I faced the sheriff again. “As you can do, Sheriff Conrad?”

“As I can do.”

Much ego? “What about the need of the family of a murder victim to be heard?”

The sheriff made a sound.

The county attorney said, “That’s valid. But our first responsibility is to get justice for the people of Cottonwood County and for the victim.”

“Okay. You’ve certainly answered our viewer’s question.”

“Good.” The sheriff leaned forward. Ah, here came the main course of the meal they’d set the table to serve up. “Then let me be equally clear about this, Ms. Danniher. Stay out of the sheriff’s department’s business.”

“The sheriff’s department’s business is the business of every citizen of Cottonwood County. And the business of journalists bringing news to those citizens. If you think people like me or Needham Bender—”

“The editor and publisher of The Independence—” That was showing off that he’d done his homework and knew who Needham was. “—doesn’t stick his nose in to murder cases.”

“We’ve solved murder cases,” I snapped.

“Almost got yourself killed a couple times and—”

“By murderers.”

“—got your brand new vehicle wrecked.”

I smiled. I hoped it wasn’t a pleasant one. “The death of a deputy in this department was not solved by your predecessor, Sheriff. In fact, the department was prepared to dismiss it as an unexplained disappearance. Reporting by KWMT-TV solved the case and led to the openings you and Mr. Abbott have filled.”

“Are you threatening—?”

“Russ,” the county attorney said. “She stated a fact.”

Good to know the county attorney had some control over this guy.

“Well, here’s a fact you need to know, Ms. Danniher,” the new sheriff said. “I don’t want you around any crime scene in Cottonwood County.”

But clearly not sufficient control.

“Tell me, County Attorney Abbott, can the sheriff bar an individual member of the media from covering a story? Can the sheriff unreasonably restrict the access of any members of the media to information to cover a story?”

“There are times when, for the sake of the investigation—”

“Unreasonably restrict,” I repeated. “We can, of course, test that in court. I would imagine many news outlets in the region and beyond would be interested in a new sheriff and county attorney attempting to block freedom of the press and First Amendment rights.”

The county attorney looked at me for a long moment, then turned to the sheriff. “Sheriff Conrad will not unreasonably restrict access of the media or any individual member of it.”

The sheriff growled.

He might have thought it was an acknowledgement or even agreement, but it was a definite growl.

“You catch a killer, I’m all for that,” he said, not sounding like he was for it at all. “As long as you catch them in a way that I can make a good arrest and County Attorney Abbott can put him or her away. You’ve been playing fast and loose and that ends now. You ever put your damned story ahead of getting one of these assholes and you’re done for. One of them goes free because of your screw-up, and you’re done for.”

Now he was making me mad. I leaned forward.

“Agreed — and you’ll be held to the same standard. You screw up a case and someone goes free who shouldn’t have and you’re done for.”

He nodded. Once. “I expect no less.”

“Fine.” I slid my notebook into my bag. Some introductory interview this had been. I’d be surprised if there was much we could use after Hello. “Anything else?”

“Yes,” the sheriff said in the same tone. “What’s your camerawoman’s name and is she married?”

After a half beat of gaping, I jerked my head around in time to see Diana turn off the camera and slowly lower it.

“Her camerawoman can speak for herself,” she said with her usual calm.

“Good. Will she?”

The pause was long enough for me to zip a glance at him, then back to her, catching a view of Jarvis Abbott looking as inscrutably calm as ever.

“My name is Diana Stendahl. I am a widow.” Her evenness turned slightly flinty. “With two children living at home.”

He nodded. “Understood.”

Abbott stood and we exchanged bland good-byes.

Then Sheriff Conrad stood and extended a hand to me. “It was good to meet you, Elizabeth.”

I studied him for hints he was mentally adding, “And setting you straight.”

I saw no hint of it.

That might mean that in the moment he said the words, he meant them.

Then he crushed my hand in his and I wasn’t so sure.

He released my hand and turned to Diana with his hand out once more. I felt I should have warned her about the crushing, but she was already stepping forward and putting her hand in his.

His face was impassive. I couldn’t see hers because of the angle. But the handshake appeared even … and definitely was longer than his had been with me.

But that might have been because he recognized I’d been about to whimper in pain. While Diana, with all that hay-bale tossing she did in her off hours, appeared to hold her own. Or maybe it was kid-wrangling that let her stand still those extra beats with her hand in his.

All the rest of the good-byes were crisp and dry.

Wordlessly, we headed for the Newsmobile for a post-interview debrief before we went our separate ways.

When we were safely back in the KWMT vehicle — telling that safely was how I thought of getting out of Sheriff Conrad’s territory and into this extension of mine — I finally exhaled. “Well, that was interesting.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Quite a change from Sheriff Widcuff. Even Deputy Shelton. I know, I know,” I said as if she’d protested, “he hasn’t officially been the acting sheriff, but everybody knows he’s been in charge.”

“Uh-huh.”

Oh, no, she wasn’t getting away with that. “What did you think of him?”

“What do I think of Wayne Shelton?”

I glared. “The new county attorney.” I put him first to warm her up, get her talking.

“Seems decent enough. Not a glad-hander like Ames Hunt.”

“Thurston will hate him.”

“Uh-huh.”

She was back to that.

“What did you think of the new sheriff?”

“Interesting.”

“I could see where some women would consider him quite attractive, though I couldn’t imagine…” A strong reluctance to solidify any imaginings into words stopped the sentence.

“No, you two wouldn’t be a good match.”

“Match? I don’t mean—”

She talked right over me. “You were caught off guard today, but next time I expect you’ll give as good as you get. You two are far too much alike.”

“Alike? I am not like Conrad. I did not come into this county rolling over everybody and everything. Good grief, this guy has the ego that ate Wyoming.”

“No, you didn’t do that when you first came, but you were at a disadvantage when you arrived — still recovering from a major life attack.”

“A what?”

“A life attack — it’s when a major malfunction does to your life what a heart attack does to your body. So, you weren’t at full capacity. But you’re getting there, and the more you do, the more you’ll be like Russ. So you two would tear each other apart. And I don’t mean in bed. Or at least not just in bed.”

I gaped at her. “This is a side of you I’ve never seen before, Diana.”

“No, you haven’t.” She met my eyes for a second. “Haven’t you ever wondered why I don’t resent hanging around on the sidelines while Mike Paycik and Tom Burrell both pursue you?”

“That is not at all what’s—”

She laughed. “Go ahead, delude yourself, but you’re not fooling me. Or them. Or a fair number of other people. Anyway, right now, we’re talking about me.”

“Yes we are,” I agreed. “If you’re ready to date and get back out there socially, I think that’s terrific.”

“Oh, I’m not ready to date. Or to get out there socially.”

I thought I’d known what she was saying, but now she’d lost me. “So why are you smiling?”

“Because Sheriff Russ Conrad is going to call me. Soon. And we’re going to do a lot more than date.”


Chapter Three


I’d been wrong. We had plenty of usable video for packages at five and ten.

Of course they’d be introduced by Thurston, who would mess it up somehow, but I was becoming inured to that. The trick was to include all necessary information in the package itself, leaving nothing for the intro, so viewers could go “La-la-la” with their fingers in their ears while Thurston spoke and still get the complete story.

I’d decided by the time we’d reached the station not to use any of the harsh bits.

Part of my reasoning was fairness — let the people of Cottonwood County form an impression of these two officials from what they did rather than what was said to a reporter. Part of it was so they couldn’t pull out the trite blame-the-media excuse. Part of it was reserving my ammunition. Part of it was because they never expected reasonable from me.

Their goal in giving me these first interviews was to smoke me out as a troublemaker so they could dispose of me right at the start.

So I put together a piece introducing the two, with more background than Thurston had ever bothered with, then showing County Attorney Abbott as contained and thoughtful, and Sheriff Conrad as passionate about doing right for the victims of crime.

It was no puff piece, but it was even-handed and open-ended. Implied, but not said that we — the great people of Cottonwood County — would reserve judgment until we saw how they performed.

Knowing I’d done good work, with the added benefits of surprising the sheriff and county attorney while driving Thurston Fine bonkers, I zipped up my Fine-proof pieces for five and ten, and went to meet my buddy, sometimes-competitor, and colleague who’d just arrived in town.

And who looked more than a little shellshocked when I walked into the Haber House Hotel’s lobby. It might have been the red flocked wallpaper.

Or the lack of TVs.

*   *   *   *

Mrs. Parens, a former teacher and principal as well as an expert on the history of Wyoming, had told me about a period in the 1870s when a spattering of offspring from English gentry were sent to Wyoming to make their fortunes in the cattle business.

I could imagine what fish-out-of-water those young men must have looked like on their arrival in the then-territory of Wyoming.

Wardell Yardley — tall, elegant, African-American, and metrosexual down to the soles of his pedi-pampered feet — standing in the Haber House Hotel lobby must have made the most outlandish of those English would-be cowboys look like fish splashing around the pool they’d been born to.

He stood in the middle of the compact lobby, with his two carryons at his feet and an old-fashioned key held pointing out like a weapon.

I pushed the key to one side, put my arms around him, and hugged. “Dell! It’s so good to see you. Welcome to Sherman and Cottonwood County.” Then I added in a whisper, “Be careful what you say. Think of this as a foreign country.”

“It is. It. Is.”

The listeners — who didn’t bother masking that they were listening — clearly took it to be Dell’s way of saying it was good to see me, too. Not knowing he was emphasizing the foreignness of his surroundings.

He looked around.

“It truly is.”

The stretches of red flocked wallpaper were intercut by three tall mirrors framed lavishly in wood and flanked by drapes — red velvet, of course. Unfortunately for Dell’s taste, rather than interrupt the red flocked wallpaper, they reflected it back. Then they caught mirrors behind the heavy wooden reception counter, which reflected the reflection. Everywhere you looked, red flocked wallpaper.

“This is unlike—”

I interrupted. “You’re all checked in? Let’s go up to your room. No one will mind.” That wasn’t what he’d been about to say. “We’ll have a chance to catch up some, then a few people are joining us for dinner here to get to meet you.”

“I am told I will carry my own luggage.”

“I’ll help.”

“There’s no elevator.”

“Be grateful you’re not hauling equipment.”

He gave me a look that was not grateful.

It was only on the second floor. When he opened the door with the old-fashioned key, he muttered, “More red velvet.”

Did I know Wardell Yardley or what? I would have objected to the patterned carpet competing with the patterned wallpaper, which both competed with the patterned bedspread and would have forgiven the solid color drapes.

I deposited his bag by the foot of bed. “It’s not so bad. If this were in Paris you’d consider it charming.”

“If it were in Paris, it would be charming.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve become a snob. I’ve known you to stay in a lot worse.”

“I paid those dues. I’m past that now. It smells as old as it looks.”

Now he sounded like my mother, who had not thought highly of how the Haber House Hotel handled its linens. “Unpack and let’s talk.”

“I’m not unpacking. We’re leaving in the morning for this trip to Yellowstone and I hope to find other accommodations when we return.”

“About that … There are no other accommodations except a motel you really don’t want to stay in. If I had room—” But I didn’t since I lived in Diana’s bunkhouse/studio apartment after my unlamented rental house burned down. “I have heard of a bed and breakfast that’s not quite open yet, but perhaps they could be persuaded…”

“Sold. I will be the most persuasive man on earth if it relieves me from this. Now, tell me what has possibly captivated you about this rock-infested landscape punctuated by far-flung outposts that appear to have no connection at all to civilization.”

He put his rollaboard on the bed, opened it, and took out a lavish leather Dopp kit. Wardell Yardley had never done the quart-sized plastic bag for liquid toiletries that we mere mortals must submit to.

“Couldn’t get a signal for your phone?” I guessed.

“Not once between Billings and here. Not. Once. At least this place has free Internet.”

As he headed for the bathroom, I said, “Indoor plumbing, too.”

“Not funny, Danniher.”

He shut the door.

It would take more than a few humorous comments to get Dell out of this mood. He was the acknowledged king of the White House press corps, a top-line network correspondent, and well enough known to be a draw on talk shows.

And I owed him — not as much as he thought, but I did owe him.

He’d dug up background information that had helped in a murder case that had also resulted in the recovery of historic gold coins. To say there was a dispute over ownership of the coins was a major understatement. That legal wrangling had barely begun.

A network exec — a BBB according to Dell, which stood for Baby Big Boss — had the brainstorm to send Dell to do a feel-good, atmosphere piece on the story, since he was already connected to it through me. This would humanize Dell with the audience, the BBB had said.

That had made Dell like the assignment even less. He preferred being a god to his audience.

Add in an ambitious coworker jumping on the chance to fill in for him and my pal was not happy.

He emerged looking refreshed, but no happier. Especially when he looked at the horn-adorned chair covered in cowhide.

“You sit on that thing,” he ordered. “It’s probably got enough allergens to cause my throat to spasm.”

“No problem. I’m tough.” I took the offending chair. “Hey, it’s a rocker. This is — What are you doing?” Actually, I saw what he was doing — peeling the bedspread and blanket off the bed.

“Haven’t you seen reports on the bedding in hotels? That’s in good hotels. At least they have to wash the sheets sometime. Even in a place like this.”

I laughed.

He glared at me momentarily before resuming his bed unmaking.

“Oh, Dell, I am glad you decided to come in early for this trip to Yellowstone.”

“As long as I’m being sent to hell. I opted to add these extra days to my sentence in hopes of lightening the torment of someone who appears damned to this existence for the foreseeable future.”

“You do know I’ve agreed to this contract extension willingly, don’t you? No gun to my head. No extortion forcing me with trembling hand to sign.”

“I’ll never understand it. Don’t tell me it’s the sky. Yes, it’s big. Yes, I saw plenty of it driving here. But, really? If you want sky, you can rent a luxury yacht and take a short cruise from D.C. or New York. There’s no reason to go to these extremes.”

“When Easterners talk about Wyoming’s big sky, they seldom understand the term the way people living in Wyoming do. Mind you, Easterners are not just those clinging to the Atlantic Coast. Easterners are anyone east of Pierre, South Dakota. Those Starbucks swillers in the Pacific Northwest need to prove themselves, too. And the entire population of California is suspect.”

“Big sky is—”

“Yes, everyone knows — it’s Montana that’s the Big Sky Country. It says so on the license plate. But Hollywood people have been moving in at such a rate that it seems the only open sky left is here in these ninety-seven-thousand-plus square miles of Wyoming.”

“Good Lord, you sound like you’re a native.”

“Merely well-informed. As I was saying, the thing about the sky that Easterners seldom comprehend while they write poetry about pure light is that the Wyoming sky can be cruel. The weather, sure — but other places have weather, too. It’s something else.”

“Hah, so now you’re one with tumbleweed? A Wyomingite to the core?”

“No. I’m neither fish nor fowl.” I heard myself sigh, didn’t like it, and hurried into more words. “Just a few observations.”

“How is it cruel?”

“It exposes. It reveals. It wears away. Like the wind and water do to the mountains.”

“Charming. I can hardly wait for—”

The alarm on my phone rang, cutting him off.

“Time for dinner,” I said cheerily.


Chapter Four


Mike and Diana arrived as we came down the stairs. I introduced Dell and we all walked into the dining room together.

His eyes lit up when he saw Diana.

In fact, he was so occupied looking at her, he hardly seemed to notice that this room, too, featured red velvet. Though here it was dwarfed by a sequence of heavy wooden arches enclosing mirrors, which lined the bar down one side of the large room. The red velvet and dark wood were lightened by the wide windows along the street-front and white cloths on the tables.

The dining area was separated from the bar by a velvet rope — red, of course.

But Dell wasn’t looking at décor. He was still on Diana.

“Do. Not. Touch,” I growled into his ear.

His eyes widened in would-be innocence. Right.

Standing at the reserved table, waiting for us, were Thomas David Burrell, with his cowboy hat, Clara Atwood, curator and director of the Sherman Western Frontier Life Museum, plus Leona D’Amato from KWMT-TV.

Clara knew a lot about the history of the coins. She was also an interested party in their final disposition, making her a must-meet for Dell. At the same time, he could see how normally rational people slipped the surly bonds of sanity when it came to these antique gold coins.

In addition to her coverage of Cottonwood County’s social life, Leona was Thurston’s most frequent fill-in at anchor because he considered her unthreatening. Another example of his lack of insight. She’d raised the possibility of interviewing Dell about his visit for a piece next weekend.
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