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Divorce a husband, disrupt a career … grapple with a murder.


TV journalist Elizabeth “E. M.” Danniher will tell you she committed two sins — she didn’t stay young, and she made an enemy of a powerful news executive — her ex. She used to break national news. Now her top story as the “Helping Out!” reporter at dinky KWMT-TV in Sherman, Wyoming is getting a refund for a defective toaster.

But the case of a missing — or has he been murdered? — sheriff’s deputy is about to introduce her to what happens when people are Caught Dead in Wyoming…

5-Star Praise for Sign Off

Colorful characters, intriguing, intelligent mystery, plus the state of Wyoming leaping off every page. — Emilie Richards, USA Today bestselling author
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Dedication


For Mom & Dad, who taught me to read, told me the stories, bought me the books, and let me read just a few minutes longer so many nights.

Your love for each other has taught so many so much.


Chapter One


In journalism, it’s called a tick-tock.

It’s a piece that recaps a big, ongoing story by hitting each important date and occurrence in order to bring the audience up to date to that very moment.

Tick.

Spewing blood from a battered nose and curses from a mouth of ill repute, Sheriff’s Deputy Foster Redus climbed into his brand new forest green Ford pickup outfitted with flared fenders, chrome brush guard, skid plates and Holley headers and drove into the Wyoming gloaming last fall. It was the Monday after Thanksgiving. That was the last anybody in Cottonwood County admitted to seeing him.

Tock.

That same week, in a land far to the east where the canyons are concrete and the herds are SUVs, I finally opened my eyes to the fact that my divorce decree covered not only a man, but a career.

Tick.

A week before Christmas, the Cottonwood County, Wyoming, sheriff arrested Thomas David Burrell, who’d caused the aforementioned spewing of blood and curses, and charged him with murder, though neither Foster Redus nor his pickup had been found.

Tock.

I spent that week in my Illinois hometown with my family, which was evenly divided among considering me a marital failure, wanting to kick some ex-husband butt, and assuring me this would all turn out for the best because I could now get out of that nasty city and nastier business. That three-way split was not among the members of my family, it was within each and every one of them old enough to put sentences together.

It made for a trying week, since I never knew which one-third of a relative I was going to encounter at any given moment.

Tick.

On New Year’s Eve day the Cottonwood County prosecuting attorney dropped the charges against Burrell without prejudice for insufficient evidence.

Tock.

I signed off for the last time from a New York newscast that night. That’s right, after two weeks of vacation, the schedule required me to return for one last shift — why waste a precious commodity like New Year’s Eve off on a has-been?

On April Fool’s day I arrived in Cottonwood County, Wyoming — no cracks about the timing, please — and went on the air the following week as “KWMT-TV’s ‘Helping Out’ reporter E.M. Danniher.”

The gap between New Year’s and April Fool’s Day?

Not a thing happened officially on the Foster Redus case. As for my life, no comment.

That brings you right up to a particular crisp morning in early May in Sherman, Wyoming.

Tick.

Tock.

I’d heard about the Redus case — it was hard not to in KWMT’s newsroom — but it didn’t occupy a lot of my attention. I had my own concerns.

Concerns like figuring out how come LL Bean and Harry and David had no trouble with my change of address, but my ex-husband’s lawyer couldn’t master the concept. Like finding more congenial surroundings (no matter how temporary my stay in Wyoming might be) than the hovel masquerading as a house that I was renting. Like adjusting to a landscape that looked as if it came out of the head of a science fiction writer. Like acclimating to co-workers who treated me either as visiting royalty or a particularly nasty-tempered shark circling their very private swimming hole.

As eighteen second-graders from Lewis and Clark Elementary School and three harassed adults scattered through the KWMT-TV newsroom’s maze of dented desks and mismatched chairs, I was specifically contemplating how to handle anchorman Thurston Fine, who’d botched the intro to my package the night before.

Twice.

At five and ten. Who needs to record when you have Thurston Fine?

Fine was KWMT’s star — of the variety used for a kindergarten pageant. A pattern traced out on cardboard, covered in tin foil and pinned up — glossy, neat and flat. He so obviously ascribed to the shark school of thought that I found myself looking around for Roy Scheider and Richard Dreyfuss whenever we met. Fine hadn’t stuck a javelin down my throat — yet — but I figured he was looking for the right opportunity.

As a stop-gap measure he had undermined me, on air and off for the past month.

Last night he’d pulled one of the oldest tricks, stopping, as if he’d decided to leave off the last line of his script, then stepping on my first words as I tried to launch into my intro to the piece.

A good news director would have handled it.

KWMT’s news director was Les Haeburn.

Insert philosophical shrug.

“Helping Out” wasn’t Emmy material. It wasn’t even material enough under Haeburn’s dominion to keep me fifty percent occupied. Maybe I would change that, or maybe I would decide I liked it like this. More likely, it would become moot before long. In the meantime, I had plenty of free time to contemplate the niceties of taking a hunk out of Fine’s leg. Figuratively, of course.

That’s what I was doing when a thin girl with wispy brown hair falling straight at either side of a square face stepped in front of my new professional home, third battleship-gray desk from the windows. Sitting on a chair that only swiveled to the right put me eye-level with this detachment from the second-grade horde.

“Everybody went that way.” I pointed toward the control room door. She wouldn’t want to miss the comedy of Les Haeburn’s steady-hand-at-the-helm routine. Though it might take a somewhat more jaded outlook than a second-grader possessed to see the humor.

“I know.”

Her voice was assured. Her eyes, so dark brown they seemed to be all pupil, stayed on me.

Apparently, she had a need other than reattachment.

“Uh, the bathroom’s over there.” I pointed again.

“I know.” She didn’t move.

Enough of my contemporaries had beaten the biological clock lately that I knew the ground rules about diapers and babies, but where in the developmental continuum trips to the bathroom became a solo venture remained foggy.

“I’ll get your teacher and—”

“You’re Miss Danniher.”

Being recognized is not necessarily the thrill some people imagine. This time, however, a reprieve from potential bathroom duty offset the discomfort.

As my ex-husband took to saying, everything’s a trade-off.

“Yes, I am.”

“On TV. Mrs. George from next door said you’re a consumer advocate.” The girl said the final two words carefully. “So I watched.”

That surprised me. From the little feedback we’d gotten to “Helping Out,” I didn’t think it had any viewers, and here was evidence of two.

When I’d received the assignment, I checked with a few connections, who all said the consumer affairs beat was hotter than ever. But in the four weeks I’d been on-air, I’d gotten a grand total of seven phone calls from viewers, and four were from Ed Radey, who didn’t like his wife’s cooking and wanted me to “help out.” I could come cook or I could take them to dinner, he wasn’t particular.

The girl’s stare intensified, and her thin body leaned over the desk toward me, turning down the corners of the Sherman Independence where it extended beyond the edge. “You help people. You got that man to fix that woman’s toaster.”

“Yes, but not everythi—”

“You told people with problems to tell you and you’d help them.”

The segment tag actually says “KWMT-TV will consider your problem as a potential topic for ‘Helping Out.’ ” I opened my mouth to educate this girl in the denim blue sweater and faded red plaid shirt on the importance of qualifiers such as “will consider” and “potential.” She didn’t wait.

“You’re going to help me.” Not a single qualifier.

“What we do in ‘Helping Out’ is look into your problem and — if we can — we try to find a solution that’s satisfactory to you and the other party.”

“You’re going to help me.”

“Now wait a minute—”

“You’re going to help me keep going to the Circle B and seeing Daddy. He needs me.”

“Someone’s trying to keep you from seeing your Daddy? Who?”

I am not a softy. It was simply the reporter’s instinct to ask questions kicking in.

“Mom and Mr. Haus. He’s her lawyer.”

“Are your parents divorced?”

A solemn nod. “But Mom wants Mr. Haus to get the judge to say Daddy can’t see me anymore.”

Her dark brown eyes might not show color, but they revealed emotion. Mom better not be hoping for roses this Mother’s Day from this offspring — maybe thorns, but definitely no roses.

“Why do you think your mother doesn’t want your father to see you?” Possibilities arose in a mental film clip of too many horrifying news stories. But this child wasn’t wary or withdrawn. And the only fear she seemed to harbor was of not seeing her father.

“She’s mad at him. She’s always been mad at him. Even when I was a baby.”

A woman using a child to punish an ex-spouse? Not unheard of. But why move to cut visitation now if she’d been angry all along?

“Your mother and Mr. Haus think they can get the judge to say your father can’t see you?”

“Yes.” After the single word, her teeth clamped over her bottom lip. Not to stop trembling — it wouldn’t have dared — but to prevent something from escaping.

Nothing gets a reporter’s juices going like somebody keeping a secret. Even somebody younger than my favorite pair of jeans.

“Why do they think that?”

Not a flicker of reaction.

“You know, I can’t help if you don’t tell me the whole story. Just like Mrs. Atcheson with the toaster. She told me everything — when she bought it and where and how much she paid.” A wary blink. “But if you’re not going to tell me, I guess you don’t really want my help. Of course you said you wanted my help, but that’s up to you—”

“He didn’t kill him.”

“What?” If Mrs. Atcheson’s toaster had turned into a Veg-o-Matic before my eyes, I couldn’t have been more surprised. “Who didn’t kill who?”

(I know, I know — it should be who didn’t kill whom — so shoot me.)

“They said he did and they put him in jail, but the man said they couldn’t say Daddy did, so they let him go. But Mom said they couldn’t say Daddy didn’t, so maybe the judge will say Daddy can’t see me. Ever.”

On the edge of my consciousness the sound of a door opening registered, but my attention stayed on the intense, square face leaning toward me.

“Let me get this straight. Your father was accused of killing somebody. But he was released. And your mother’s using the accusation to try to get the judge to rescind his visitation—” Remember the audience. “—to say he can’t see you anymore.”

“Yes. So you have to stop her and Mr. Haus.”

“But who—”

“Tamantha Burrell! What are you doing? The rest of the class is on the bus. You know you’re supposed to stick with the group.”

The least harassed looking of the three adults (likely the teacher since teachers build harassment immunity while parents move on to the germs of a new age) swept up to the thin girl. Smiling at me, she snagged my visitor — Tamantha Burrell, by name, and that information filled in several gaps — in obvious preparation for a speedy exit.

“You tell this nice lady how sorry you are for bothering her and how much you’ve enjoyed seeing how people like her work behind the scenes on a television station.”

Teacher clearly hadn’t followed Tamantha’s lead in watching “Helping Out” and didn’t have the foggiest who I was. She started drawing the girl away.

Tamantha held back long enough for parting words — not the ones her teacher had recommended but a repetition of her unequivocal order:

“You do it.”

*   *   *   *

“You’re not.”

The unexpected voice from over my left shoulder made me jump, and the clip I’d been reading fluttered onto a stack of manila-foldered brethren. The amused disbelief in the voice made me irritable.

“There are a lot of things I’m not, Paycik. Including in the mood for a chat with KWMT’s ‘Eye on Sports.’ Go away.”

He didn’t budge.

I stared at him. An attractive man, with the kind of strong bones cameras like, and great hair. Thick and just enough wave to look casual on air without requiring a lot of effort. He wore a crisp soft yellow shirt that would look fine on-air, and jeans battered to the point of fraying, because the news desk masked from the ribcage down.

I should have heard him coming. He wore cowboy boots — honest to goodness cowboy boots. No spurs to jingle-jangle, but clunky heels that should have made plenty of noise. Unless a man took special effort to be quiet.

I don’t ascribe to the theory that jocks are stupid per se. Some are, some aren’t. Limited observation of Mike Paycik nudged him provisionally toward the latter category.

For one thing, he’d taken time to get a degree while he was playing college football.

For another, he’d saved money from pro ball to buy a tidy spread, as it was universally described in these parts.

For a third, when doctors said quit torturing those knees or don’t ask them to hold you up, he’d quit.

And for a fourth, when he’d retired last winter, he’d returned home to Cottonwood to start his broadcast journalism career, coming to the spot where he would be forgiven all flubs. When he does burst onto the national scene — and he will, oh, yes, with that voice and those looks, he will — there will be no beginner’s gaffes to pollute the audience’s perception.

A smart move.

However, at the moment, Mike Paycik’s apparent inability to understand English had the “stupid” arrow slipping closer to “is.”

“You’re studying the Burrell case because of what that kid said to you?”

Who’d had time to study? I’d barely confirmed the bits and pieces I’d heard since coming to town.

Burrell acknowledged fighting with Redus the night the deputy was last seen — accounting for bloodstains found in Burrell’s house that matched Redus’ type but not Burrell’s — though the clips didn’t say what the men had fought about. Burrell swore Redus was alive and kicking when they parted, but no one admitted to seeing the alleged victim since.

The clips had explained one mystery Tamantha had left behind.

Going to the Circle B referred to her father’s ranch. When the Independence said Redus had been in Burrell’s ranch house, it wasn’t talking about house design.

“Eavesdropping?” I asked sweetly, leaning against a file cabinet at one end of the windowless cave KWMT grandly called the library. Except for a battered table against one long wall, file cabinets encircled the room. Old tapes occupied shelves above the cabinets. Freestanding shelves down the middle were backed by more filing cabinets. On top bulged cardboard boxes with labels too faded and dusty to read. The only open floor space was a narrow rectangular aisle around the room. “Maybe you got in the habit of listening in on the other team’s huddle in football, but in the real world it’s not polite to eavesdrop on a colleague’s conversation with a source.”

His grin widened. “I played offense, so the other guys mostly eavesdropped on us. And I’m not sure you can consider anyone under the age of reason a source, can you?”

“That’s the thing about sources, the age of reason is a sliding scale, not an absolute number.”

“Now, see, that’s the sort of insight I was hoping I might learn when Les announced that Elizabeth Margaret Danniher was joining our little family.”

I could hear Haeburn using exactly that phrase, and grimaced. Mike’s grin reached his eyes, and for a second we connected, at least on the level of mutual distaste for our mutual boss.

Then Paycik ruined it.

“I’d heard of you, of course,” he said earnestly, “but when Les said you were coming here, I did some checking, all the way back to when you did newspaper work.”

The guy was a good decade younger than me, but all the way back? “You mean before I joined up with Edward R. Murrow in reporting the London Blitz?”

He waved that off — not generally a smart move when making reference, even obliquely, to a woman’s age. Especially a woman on the camera side of television. Especially a woman recently booted out of a prime spot in front of that camera.

I would’ve expected better from someone so obviously practiced in charming females, but his earnestness had blossomed into full-blown enthusiasm.

“You did some great stuff. Investigations. Exposes. You really stick with a story and dig.”

I was tired of bantering. I was tired, period. I’d looked up the file simply to satisfy a curiosity that had nibbled at my concentration on important matters like hobbling Fine, through a less-than-busy afternoon. But since I’d been off officially for twenty minutes, I was wasting precious time — my own.

It was a commodity I’d forgotten about in all those years with the network. And for the rest of the KWMT staffers it appeared as much of a rarity as in any other newsroom, maybe more. KWMT wasted no resources on up-to-date equipment or extraneous personnel. Which made it all the odder that Haeburn had me doing so little. Granted, the network was picking up my sizable salary — another of my sins when they could sign up fresh blood for much less — but it was still odd.

But who was I to complain?

“Oh, go away.”

“It’s a great story. Biggest around here I can remember.” He looked at me with speculation. “Thurston Fine grabbed the story when it broke, you know.”

And turned it into mush, no doubt.

I said nothing.

That didn’t stop Paycik. “He didn’t let anybody else touch it. But all he’s done is report the company line from Sheriff Widcuff.”

I hadn’t met Sheriff Robert Widcuff. As with jocks, I make no assumptions about politicians or law enforcement professionals — although anyone who would run for an office that combines two of the more thankless jobs around does nudge the “stupid” arrow. Reading between the lines of the clips, Widcuff had pushed it even closer to “is” by charging Burrell when he didn’t have a tight case and the prosecuting county attorney was out of town.

That meant the prosecuting county attorney, a man named Ames Hunt whose political ambitions had already reached my ear, had nothing to lose by acknowledging there wasn’t enough evidence to keep Burrell in jail.

Releasing Burrell took no skin off Hunt’s ambitious nose, but it made Widcuff look bad.

I closed the heavy metal drawer.

“I could go away,” Mike said, retreating to his bantering tone. “I could go away and you could go on reading that skinny file. But I’ve got a better idea — we’ll go get a drink and I’ll tell you all about Tamantha Burrell’s daddy.”

Half turning, I got a better look at his face. Despite his light tone and the returning grin, he was serious.

“Why would I want to hear what you have to say? The file’s the official information.”

“That’s exactly why you want to talk to me. There’s a lot about this case that won’t get in any official document. The whole thing’s pretty interesting, don’t you think?”

It sure beat Mrs. Atcheson’s toaster. But I wasn’t admitting that to him. Not yet.

“How would you know any unofficial information other than gossip?”

He grinned. “Welcome to Cottonwood County, where the people are few and the gossip is plentiful. But this goes beyond basic gossip. My aunt’s a dispatcher for the sheriff’s department over in O’Hara, where Redus had been stationed. She doesn’t believe in keeping secrets from family. And she’s inclined to agree with Tamantha — Tom Burrell didn’t kill anybody.”

Mike Paycik repeating his aunt’s theories, which were probably based on overheard sheriff’s department gossip and personal prejudices.

On the “how-reliable-is-this-source?” scale it ranked with a congressman running for re-election.

“Sorry, I have other plans for the evening.”

Paycik quirked a brow. “Washing your hair?” he asked politely.

Oh, yes, the guy had talent. That didn’t mean I had to applaud.

I answered with equal seriousness. “Grocery shopping.”

Besides, how hard could it be in a sparsely populated county to track down a sheriff’s department dispatcher who also happened to be Mike Paycik’s aunt, and talk to her in person?

That is, on the off chance that a little girl’s order, the potential to put Thurston Fine’s nose out of joint and the effort to keep myself from going stir-crazy caused me to do something as out of character as asking questions.


Chapter Two


I was sent to Sherman, Wyoming, for my sins. On that, everyone agreed.

The exact nature of those sins rouses wide differences of opinion. But the result is not open to debate. After anchor stints in Dayton, St. Louis and Chicago, and network assignments as a correspondent in London and Washington before New York, I am riding out the end of a network contract in Sherman, Wyoming, doing a two-times-a-week segment called “Helping Out.”

If I were doing the stand-up on the Elizabeth Margaret Danniher story, I’d start the next sentence with “Ironically.” As in “Ironically, E.M. Danniher’s former spouse sent her to exactly the sort of life they’d once envisioned together.”

Long ago and far away. Now he viewed it as sentencing me to a tour in hell.

As I headed west on U.S. 27 from KWMT toward what center the town had, the sky suited hellfire’s palette. The nuns who’d spent so many Saturday morning hours teaching me my Catechism probably wouldn’t have approved of the sentiment, but hellfire was damned spectacular.

In hopes of attracting Yellowstone or Grand Teton-bound tourists, Sherman’s Chamber of Commerce liked to say it sat at the foot of the Rockies. Only if the Rockies had very long feet.

But the location did let KWMT boast the largest broadcast area in the state. In fact, it was challenging Billings’ stations for a chunk of Montana.

A victory there might nudge it up a spot in the rough and tumble competition of the country’s Bottom 50 television markets.

At the moment, Sherman’s location east of the mountains offered another advantage; the mountains blocked less of this sunset than they would have if we’d been farther west. And as long as I wasn’t getting singed by the flames, I enjoyed hellfire’s display.

As I pulled into the parking lot of the Sherman Supermarket, on the western fringe of downtown, it crossed my mind that it was a heck of a lot easier to sidestep the flames out here where the buffalo used to roam than where bulls and bears stampeded through Wall Street. Not only did the parking lot take up enough real estate to make Trump swoon, but each spot was sized for a limo … or a pickup truck.

My penchant for grocery stores used to drive remote crews crazy, but give me an hour with the grocery store and the local paper, and I can give you the broad strokes of a community’s character.

Take the Sherman Supermarket. From generous parking spaces to the straightforward name — no deli, gourmet or health food pretensions here — to wide aisles that accommodated cart-to-cart fraternization, to the preponderance of fifty-pound bags of potatoes and the dearth of cutely packaged single-sized portions or trendy vegetables, Sherman Supermarket proclaimed itself a habitat of a sociable but wide-flung, family-oriented society.

This is not to say that outside influences hadn’t seeped into the shelves lining the black and white-tiled floor. By careful selection, I’d loaded my cart with low-fat, low-cholesterol, low-sodium goodies. Then, in a symbolic act of solidarity with my new home, I added a thick steak and a bag of potatoes.

Finally, I topped it off with a package of Pepperidge Farm Double Dark Chocolate Milano cookies.

I deserved them.

Just before leaving the station, I’d been having a pleasant enough conversation with Jenny, a young production assistant, in the ladies room — as the sign on the door describes a cubicle with two stalls, two sinks, one foggy mirror and a sliver of aged floor.

Then she said something odd.

Standing beside me as we combed our hair, I saw her examining my reflected face with great interest. Fearing she sold cosmetics packaged all in lilac on the side and was about to give me the pitch, I hurriedly stowed my comb and prepared to depart.

“You don’t show any signs of it. You’re really lucky.”

Assessing stares were nothing new in this business. Besides, I do show signs of my years — crows’ feet, laugh lines, slippage under the chin, somewhat plumper pillows under the eyes — I’d never tried to deny it. Saying I didn’t, while flattering, didn’t seem a good way to sell cosmetics.

So it was probably curiosity that made me slow enough to let her add, “I had a friend, her skin got real dried out and grainy. A strange kind of color, too, like bleached cement, you know?”

“No, I don’t know. What are you talking about?”

“Drugs,” she blurted out.

“Drugs?” I stupidly repeated.

“Isn’t that why you left the network? I mean, he said it was like that Savage woman.” Dawn was breaking. Years back, a book and cable movie detailed how Jessica Savitch, a pioneer woman in network news, had her career unravel because of cocaine addiction. She’d appeared to be getting her life back in order when she was killed in a car crash. “The same thing. Promoted real fast and all the pressure. He said you just—”

“Who said?”

“Uh, Thurston.”

Ah, Thurston.

So, Thurston Fine wasn’t going to be satisfied with the usual elbow-digging of professional jockeying for position. He’d bombed Pearl Harbor, and I hadn’t even known it.

It seemed extreme, but the “whys” rested inside Thurston Fine’s head, and I doubted we’d ever be chummy enough for me to delve into his mysteries.

I also understood one other thing. I must never, under any circumstances, tell Jenny something I didn’t a.) want her to tell everyone she spoke to, and b.) want her to tell everyone she spoke to that I was her source.

Drugs. Of all the vices, that was one I’d missed. Heck, I did one better than Bill Clinton. I not only didn’t inhale in college, I didn’t smoke. I hate the smell of marijuana, and smoke makes me cough.

Now, I will admit, on occasion, to having more alcohol than was strictly good for me. But these days, my major vice centered on the cookie aisle at the Sherman Supermarket.

Hence, the Milano cookies.

My willpower thoroughly undermined, I was reaching for the Seville box when a voice from over my shoulder made me start for the second time in two hours.

“I figured it out.”

You do not live in the cities I’ve lived in and report on the things I’ve reported on without reacting when someone accosts you from behind in a public place. Instinctively pivoting, my mind had already recognized the voice and ordered a call-down of the red-alert troops.

My elbow didn’t catch on as fast. When it contacted a semi-solid, it jabbed like hell.

Unfortunately, what it jabbed wasn’t some vulnerable part of Mike Paycik’s anatomy, but a box of Southport selection.

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph, Paycik!”

He looked as if he wanted to laugh, but knew better. Instead, he bent down and retrieved the box that bore a deep, rounded dent over a picture of a Tahiti cookie from atop the pointed toes of his boots.

“Sorry, Elizabeth.”

He started to return the box to the shelf. I snatched it and tossed it into the cart. Just what I needed, a box of cookie crumbs. I don’t even like Tahitis. But Catherine Danniher’s children were raised with clear rules — you break, you buy. Even cookies.

“I didn’t mean to spook you. But why’re you so jumpy?”

I glared at him. “I am not jumpy. What are you doing here, Paycik?”

He practically beamed, but cut the laser show short when I rolled the grocery cart half an inch from his toes. It would have been half an inch on his toes if he hadn’t moved an inch. Although considering how pointy the boots were I probably would have had to go back another two inches to actually get toes.

“I came to tell you I figured it out.”

Figured what out? I’m not stupid; I didn’t ask.

It didn’t stop him. “I was having a beer over at the Stockman when I figured out what you were up to.”

Since I’d kept the cart going, he said this to my back. He trailed behind as we passed white cheddar-flavored popcorn, ranch-flavored chips and onion-salted pretzels. Sure, now I could hear the thwack, thwack of those solid heels.

“You’re waiting until you can get the story from primary sources. That’s why you didn’t want to hear it from me. I should have figured you’d want to question Aunt Gee. That’s pretty basic.”

I made good time down the aisle packed with canned vegetables, so his words were fainter. But the cart didn’t corner worth a hill of beans, and he caught up.

“I’ll call Aunt Gee and set up a time tomorrow, then you can drive up to O’Hara Hill, and I’ll tag along. Smooth things over, and at the same time see how it’s done—”

“No.”

Add together Mike Paycik’s patent ambition and his attitude toward me (he hadn’t gone as far as bowing but he certainly fell into the treating me as “visiting royalty” camp), and that equaled a clear view of his motive.

Paycik wanted to learn tricks of the trade from somebody who’d been trading a while. I couldn’t blame him. I would have tried the same thing in his position. But I wasn’t in his position. He wanted to build a career. I wanted to retrieve one. Being a mentor didn’t fit in. Besides, if I’d wanted to be a teacher, I would have learned to make lesson plans.

He was smart enough to play stupid. “Well, I’ll drive then, and you can relax on the way up—”

“No. You won’t drive. I won’t drive.” At least not together.

I saw my opportunity and took it, diving down the aisle discreetly labeled feminine hygiene. He wouldn’t follow me here. The longer my refusal stood, the stronger it grew. He’d back off, and—

“Why?”

All those years in locker rooms must have dulled his male sensibilities. He slipped past the cart and stood squarely in its path. He wasn’t even looking sheepish or shifting from foot to foot.

“Why would I spend my Saturday driving God knows how long to God knows where to hear a story about somebody who might or might not have disappeared six months ago?” I leaned over the handle of the cart. “Maybe I don’t care.”

He grasped the front of the cart and leaned toward me. “You should.”

That’s all he said while we stood a grocery cart away from being nose to nose.

Oh, yes, he’d be very, very good someday. I could feel words being dragged out of me by the vacuum of dead air.

“Why should I?”

A glint of self-satisfaction gave him away, but I’d been looking for it. Most wouldn’t have caught it.

“Because it’s an interesting case. Because it’s an unfinished story. Because it’s tearing this county apart. Because nobody’s reporting it worth a damn. Because Fine never will.” He looked at me almost defiantly. “Because a little girl asked you to.”

The itch that unfinished stories can lodge under your skin is an occupational hazard. But it wasn’t my unfinished story. And I wasn’t seeking to grab a story or glory away from Thurston Fine.

On the other hand, it didn’t seem likely that he would show me the same laissez faire courtesy, judging from his antics so far.

And there was the matter of Tamantha.

I couldn’t see Tamantha Burrell being satisfied with Fine’s approach to a story, which seemed to consist of letting it age as long as brandy.

“Humpf. You were the one laughing at me for looking up the clips.”

He grinned. “Just yanking your chain. I was really pleased to see you had the file.”

“Why?” After I asked it, I realized how interesting a question that was. “Why are you so interested in this?”

“Ah, now that’s a long story. I’ll tell you on the drive to O’Hara Hill tomorrow.”

O’Hara Hill was in the northwest corner of Cottonwood County, tucked up against the rising wall of the mountains. I hadn’t been to that area yet.

Not that I intended to explore every notable corner of the county like some tourist with a Frommer’s guide to Manhattan. That wasn’t why I’d come to KWMT. Acquiescing to the network’s holding-my-feet-to-the-fire interpretation of my contract by coming here was meant only to buy me time.

Glaring, I yanked the cart out of his grasp, swept past and headed to the safety of the checkout. Safety, because after five weeks in town, I knew that Penny Czylinski ruled the solitary Sherman Supermarket checkout register operating at this hour, and Penny didn’t let anybody get a word in except Penny.

I reached the lane as the previous customer popped out the far end of the chute, suitably bagged, receipted and talked into oblivion.

“’Bye now. Well, hi there.” Penny dismissed the audience she’d used up and moved on to fresh meat with no fuss, and barely a breath. Her solid, worn hands moved even faster than her mouth.

“Well, you do buy—” Oranges and celery rung up. “—the strangest things.” Laundry detergent and the first box of cookies. “Haven’t seen you—” And on, and on. “—since last week. And you bought entirely different things then, didn’t you? All those pretzels and popcorn. I just knew you were depressed. Some folks crave the sweets when they’re blue, some crave the salts. I could tell you were a salt first time you came through my line. But this—” A low-sodium, low-fat, no-cholesterol balanced meal in a box passed under her hand. “—looks like you’re taking a different view of things.” She looked at Mike, still glued to my shoulder. “That’s good, that’s real good. I was worried about you — shopping Friday nights when a pretty thing like you should be out on the town. It’s nice to see you have other plans—” Steak and potatoes were toted up. “—for the weekend.”

Penny looked from Mike to me with significance dripping from her watery blue eyes. Mike gave her his best smile. I glowered at them impartially.

“Folks can talk all they want about beauticians knowing what’s going on around here, but I could tell you tales just from the items I see pass by this register. Why, I knew Hannah Trusett was expecting her third long before Lloyd or the doctor did, because she started buying that pistachio pudding mix she’d craved with the first two. And I told Reverend Boone he needed to check up on old Mary Ferguson when Bill didn’t buy Comet two weeks running. Mary scoured everything under the sun, and she wouldn’t have let Bill get away without her Comet no matter how she was ailing. Sure enough. Mary’d died three weeks before, and Bill was so cut up, he just kept pretending she was taking a lot of naps. Poor soul.

“Course there’re some cases aren’t that obvious,” Penny went on. Mike made a noise. I refused to look at him. “Like the fella who came in back at Thanksgiving and bought our last two turkey basters.”

“Twins?” I suggested under my breath. Mike made that noise again, but Penny kept right on.

“And Gina Redus starting to want only that Grey Poupon mustard last fall—” She swung a loaded paper bag into the cart and began filling the last one. “—when plain old French’s had been good enough for her from the time she was knee-high.” She hit the total, put the last bag in the cart and took my money, in one continuous motion. “Come to think of it, she’s been buying only bakery bread ’stead of Wonder since last fall, too. Gettin’ real choosey.”

Penny handed me my change, but her eyes were already on the next person in line, a robust woman in corduroy with an adolescent in tow and a cart mounded with canned goods, meat and potatoes. “’Bye now. Well, hi there.”

Fighting the lethargy you feel after coming out of a stiff wind, I gave the cart a good push and got a few feet ahead of Paycik. But I had to wait for the automatic door, and he was at my shoulder as I reached the parking lot.

“You know who she was talking about?” he demanded.

I would not ask. But I did let him load a brown paper bag into the back seat.

“That last person she was rattling on about? Gina Redus? That’s Foster Redus’ wife. His estranged wife.”

“Or widow.”

“Or widow,” he agreed, wisely showing no triumph. “Sounds like she’s had more money to spend since last fall. Same time her husband disappeared.”

He closed the car door and looked at me. I knew I was licked, but sometimes if you don’t admit it—

“Eight o’clock? I can come by for you, get an early start.”

“You do, and I’ll use the shotgun that came with the house.”

He grinned. “See you tomorrow.”

“I am not going anywhere with you tomorrow, Paycik. I have plans.”

Still grinning, he waved over his shoulder as he headed off.

*   *   *   *

I did see Paycik the next day. Fortunately for his hide and my clean criminal record, it was well after eight a.m.


Chapter Three


“I hear you’re doing a story on the Foster Redus case.”

I had just slid the fork into the tip of a piece of the chocolate pie that had made the Haber House Hotel’s dining room famous when the man stopped at my table.

Sure, I had all those groceries I’d bought the night before, but I’d earned a break after spending Saturday afternoon examining wallpaper samples in search of something dynamic enough to enliven the bathroom in the house I rented.

Cozy two-bedroom with all the necessities. Neutral interiors. Storage space galore. Spacious grounds. Other amenities.

That’s what the ad had said.

Real estate ads in New York are notoriously inflated, but somehow I hadn’t expected that in Sherman. Clearly this ad-writer had trained in Manhattan.

Cozy meant tiny. Two bedrooms was true only if you didn’t use the second one as a closet. All the necessities meant a roof and floor. Walls and windows were debatable. They let so much wind in that the house sounded like an oversized kazoo. Neutral interiors meant dismal beige with sparks of mud brown. The storage space was in a ramshackle frame structure only the generous would call a detached garage that was nearly twice as large as the house. Its north and south walls listed toward the west. Spacious grounds … now that one was accurate. The house was surrounded by space that was almost all ground — no flowers, few bushes, sparse grass and a couple of stunted trees.

I knew this wasn’t because nothing would grow here. The yards on either side of this house and across the road had patches of lawn in front and pleasant gardens in back, with natural areas kept neatly in the more distant reaches of their yard.

I was at a loss over the other amenities unless it referred to the ghost in the backyard. The four-legged ghost that dematerialized any time I was around was possibly a tallish dog that could have been in training for becoming a fashion model. Except this stick figure’s moves were all slink, no strut.

Maybe it wasn’t fair to lay all the fault with the ad-writer. I hadn’t questioned a thing, just rented the house sight unseen and at the asking price. I hadn’t cared — until I saw the place.

I’d unpacked only enough to get me through a few weeks.

I figured by then I would have made up my mind about staying in Sherman through the final months of my contract. If I did that, I had to find somewhere else to live. If I didn’t … well, then I’d be searching out real estate someplace entirely different.

But even staying here a few more weeks would finish driving me around the bend if I didn’t do something about the bathroom.

Jenny-the-production-assistant would be sure about that drug rumor if she ever saw my face reflected in the medicine cabinet mirror in that bathroom.

I almost believed that rumor when I contemplated my image that morning. And that was despite deliberately staying in bed well past Paycik’s threatened arrival time. I’d decided I would not answer the door under any circumstances.

And then, the pain in the ass didn’t show up. Not at eight. Not at eight twenty. Not at eight thirty-eight. Not at eight forty-seven. Not at nine oh-nine.

That’s when I gave up on sleeping and contemplated the horror that was my bathroom.

Black and deep purple cabbage roses swarmed over a background of vile green, which matched the tile in the bathtub surround. In an apparent attempt to color coordinate, the glass of the light fixture had been painted over in the same vile green.

Natural light might have helped, but the window, which was in the shower area, boasted multiple layers of paint, presumably for privacy.

I had spent two hours this morning chipping paint off one side of the light fixture. I broke for lunch, experiencing a trickle of accomplishment.

I rewarded myself by putting leftover ground beef and crumbled up bread in one bowl and water in another and setting them out for my four-legged ghost on the ragged stump that was the closest the backyard came to outdoor seating.

The accomplishment trickle dried up when I returned to the bathroom, flipped on the light and assessed my handiwork.

Now, when I looked in the mirror, one side was stark white and the other was ghoulish green.

That’s when I decided new wallpaper had to be the answer. So what if I left it behind in a few weeks. It would spare me weeks of looking like an extra in a remake of Night of the Living Dead.

The first blow at the supply store that stocked paint in one corner was that there were only two books of wallpaper samples. The second was that the man and woman behind the counter gawked at me when I asked about hiring someone to hang wallpaper.

Apparently in the West, one took care of one’s own problems, including replacing black and purple cabbage roses.

I have never hung wallpaper, but I’d been shot at on assignment and I’d ad-libbed an entire segment when a fired technician sabotaged the Teleprompter before he left the building. So how hard could wallpaper be?

It might not matter. After page after page of pink and blue bunnies with an occasional red and blue railroad train thrown in for variety, I realized both sample books were for nurseries.

After that, I deserved a treat for dinner, and my cooking didn’t qualify. So here I was in the Haber House dining room, where I’d had a salad and burger as a prelude to chocolate pie.

“I’m Ames Hunt, county prosecutor.”

He didn’t have to tell me that. I’d seen his picture and name in the files the day before.

He also didn’t have to tell me how he’d heard about my supposed interest in this case. Along with the green flakes, paint chipping had loosened up some of my brain cells. It was entirely too convenient that Penny had just happened to bring up the topic of Gina Redus’ buying habits. Mike must have primed the pump with her. And he’d either done the same with Hunt, or Penny had passed on a grain that had snowballed into a boulder by the time the breakfast dishes were cleared around town.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Hunt.” I half meant it. As county prosecutor he could be a good source to cultivate. Especially if the rumors about his running for the state senate were true. On the other hand, my taste buds were salivating for chocolate pie. “I’m Elizabeth Danniher.”

“Oh, I know that,” he said with a practiced lifting of finely cut lips. “Your reputation precedes you. We’re honored to have you here in Sherman.”

His hand was cool and dry as he shook mine — firm, but not painful. He had a good start on politicking.

“Thank you. But I think you’ve been misled. I’m not doing a story on Foster Redus. I’m the consumer affairs reporter, so unless he has a faulty blender and can’t get a refund…”

He timed his laughter nicely so I didn’t have to finish. He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses on a straight, blunt nose that matched his other pleasant, regular features. A cartoonist would hate him — no identifiable characteristic to exaggerate.

“Well, if you should come up with anything concrete,” he began, with just enough emphasis on should to let me know he thought it unlikely, “you will let me know, won’t you?”

Come up with anything on what? The blender? I kept my sarcasm to myself, along with the contradictory urge to make Ames Hunt eat, as a second course to a heaping serving of crow, his skepticism that I could possibly come up with something. I’d been the one to dismiss the possibility. His only crime was agreeing with me. So, I smiled brightly and said, “Of course.”

“Good, and in the meantime, if you have any questions on consumer protection, please feel free to give my office a call.”

He handed over a business card and, after a few more pleasantries, left me to enjoy my chocolate pie in peace.

Peace lasted two blissful mouthfuls.

“Ames Hunt tell you anything interesting?”

The chocolate didn’t turn to ashes in my mouth, but the new arrival didn’t enhance the flavor, either.

“He told me his entire life story. Exclusive. Now, go away.”

Instead, Mike Paycik took off a cowboy hat and hooked it on a chair back finial, slid into the seat, grabbed a fork, pirated a hunk of my pie and eluded retribution, shifting away before my fork could leave a quartet of puncture wounds in the back of his hand.

“Hey, be careful,” he mumbled around a mouthful of my pie. “You almost stabbed me.”

“I’ll do better next time.” When he started to grin, I narrowed my eyes at him. “I grew up with three older brothers, so don’t think I won’t.”

“I’ll make it up to you if you come with me to the rodeo. I’ll buy you a snow cone.”

“It’s so cold, you won’t have to buy it, just hold a cone out and catch the stuff as it falls,” I grumbled.

I kept grumbling as he raided several more forkfuls of pie before it was gone. I’d never admit it to Paycik, but he’d earned points by not showing up this morning.

“Besides,” he said, “you should be up for a late night after I let you have your beauty sleep this morning.”

There went the points.

He narrowed his eyes at me in a way that would give him wrinkles someday — and only look the better for it, damn him.
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