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DAY ONE


MONDAY

Chapter One


If you’ve seen movies where a soldier carrying his flag in battle is shot and one of his brethren picks up the staff and carries it forward, you get the general idea of what happens when a major cog in a daily newscast goes down.

In this case, the cog was Thurston Fine.

He’s the anchor at KWMT-TV in Sherman, Wyoming, where I also work. E.M Danniher, “Helping Out!” consumer affairs reporter, that’s me.

Despite Thurston’s lack of ability — rare among anchors — he is, by definition, a major cog.

He refuses to share anchor duties, so there’s no co-anchor to take up the slack as at most semi-sane news operations. (None is totally sane.)

In sports, the theory is called Next Man Up, the expectation that if one player goes down, another will move into position and carry the flag, so to speak. That’s how former NFL player and KWMT-TV alum Michael Paycik explained it to me.

I asked what happened if there was no one left who played that position. He said I was harping on details when the concept mattered.

I argued details counted, including in football. Great game plan with no execution meant your team was a goner.

You’d think, with no co-anchor and with our supposed news director being Les Haeburn, that KWMT-TV also was a goner. We certainly had no game plan. What we did have—

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

Let me tell you how I learned Thurston Fine wasn’t available for Monday’s five and ten p.m. newscasts.

After working long hours on a special that aired Saturday night, I arrived Monday just before noon, planning to make an appearance, then take off the rest of the day to attend a funeral.

Before I reached my desk, I picked up an airborne buzz of something big happening.

I dropped my belongings and headed for the coffeemaker, both for caffeine and to discover the source of the buzz.

This buzz didn’t come from something identifiable like excited voices or lots of activity. Because no one occupied any other desks in the bullpen.

Instead, what I picked up on was an effervescence in the atmosphere, residual adrenaline from major happenings past that newsrooms — even KWMT-TV’s — emit when there’s a big story afoot.

Audrey Adams, the day’s assignment editor, turned the corner from the back hallway and gave a muffled sound.

“Elizabeth.” She hurried at me. “Have you heard? Do you know?”

I kept moving toward the widened area in the hallway serving as a break room. Toward the coffee pot, specifically, despite knowing what awaited me there.

Jennifer Lawton, a news aide by title and salary, but far more than that to the station, zoomed toward me from the direction of the still-swinging door to the ladies’ room.

She cut directly to the news bulletin.

“Thurston’s the prime suspect in a murder.”

“Thurston?” I repeated. Then asked, “Another one?”

Not another time the anchor of KWMT-TV was a prime suspect in a murder, but another murder.

The special we’d aired Saturday night had been about one, too. That one solved. For which I can take some credit, along with Jennifer and several of our investigating colleagues.

“This one didn’t take place here in the county,” Audrey said.

That would be a relief to my friends — using the term loosely — in the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department, some of whom pointed to a jump in their murder rate since my arrival. I pointed to an even higher jump in their cases-solved rate.

“We don’t know it didn’t take place here. All we know is the body wasn’t found in Cottonwood County.” Jennifer was showing off a little. I liked it. The young woman had been a huge help in several investigations since I landed in Wyoming a year and a half ago, and she’d learned a lot.

“What’s the connection to Thurston?”

“We don’t know that, either. Except he went to the sheriff’s department a few minutes ago—”

Jennifer hijacked Audrey’s words to follow her own path. “So we haven’t had time to organize the celebration and order champagne.”

“A banner’s certainly in order,” I said.

“Knock off the comedy routine you two,” Audrey ordered. “Or I’m not telling you anything else.”

Impressive.

Audrey’s first sentence reflected her efforts at being more authoritative as she aspired to move to larger markets and better operations than KWMT — most newsrooms are both.

The second sentence demonstrated an even more important skill — knowing what makes the people she supervised fold. And fast.

Cutting off a source to answers to my curiosity sure did it for me.

I raised one hand in half a surrender. The other hand opened a cabinet for a coffee cup. I needed caffeine.

Under ordinary circumstances I needed caffeine. Under these circumstances, I really needed it.

“Okay, so you think Thurston’s a murder suspect because…?”

“Because,” Audrey said with emphasis, “sheriff’s deputies came here, demanded to talk to him, took him away, and said not to expect him back soon.”

That ratcheted up my attention, qualifying the events as quite different from went to the sheriff’s department a few minutes ago.

From the standpoint of producing newscasts today, it also created a crisis.

In my share of newsroom crises, I’ve seen people freeze, I’ve seen people get tunnel vision, I’ve seen people act before they had the information needed to make good decisions.

The trick was getting enough to prioritize, but not waiting to know everything before acting on the most pressing issues.

Questions were the answer.

“Was he in handcuffs?”

“No… But they woke him up and insisted he go with them right away. He wasn’t happy.”

He seldom was. Especially not when awakened from his post-lunch nap. The guy came in late, took lunch early enough to be on East Coast time instead of Mountain, then settled in for a long nap in his office. Real tough schedule.

“It wasn’t only Cottonwood County deputies, either,” Jennifer continued. “The Horse Creek County deputies seemed to be in charge. I’m surprised you didn’t see them leaving.”

As I poured coffee from the pot kept going from the newsroom’s first arrival to the last departure, I shook my head, confirming I hadn’t seen law enforcement vehicles as I drove in. “Was Les here then? Is he here now?”

Les Haeburn’s door with the legend “News Director” on it was closed, which was standard and not indicative of his absence.

“No and no.”

“Did Thurston say anything as he left?”

“To us?” Jennifer’s disbelief was at my thinking I needed to ask. Thurston mostly talked to a handful of acolytes and Les. That excluded most of the newsroom, including the three of us.

“To anybody. Like call my lawyer?”

Looking at each other, Jennifer and Audrey shook their heads. Tentatively at first, then more firmly as they faced me.

I sipped. And grimaced. I should have raised both hands in surrender and skipped the coffee. Whoever made this pot must have been really unhappy about being at the station.

“Was anybody else here?”

“No.”

We all meant in the newsroom area. A spattering of non-newsroom people would be elsewhere in the building.

I put down the coffee cup and took out my phone.

“Who are you calling?” Jennifer asked.

“James Longbaugh.”

The lawyer’s assistant answered immediately. I identified myself and asked to speak to James.

“For Thurston? Why get a lawyer for Thurston?” Jennifer demanded.

Audrey took another angle. “We don’t have time for that, Elizabeth. We have to have a newscast in a few hours, and then another one at ten. We need you to anchor—”

I held up an index finger commanding her to wait.

“Yes, hello James. Thank you for taking my call.” In a couple sentences I told him what I knew of the situation, finishing with “…and I doubt he’ll think to ask for, much less call, a lawyer. If you need a retainer—”

“The station has me on a retainer. I can stretch it to see what’s going on. But not until after Sally’s funeral.”

“Thank you.”

Sally’s funeral. I’d almost forgotten.

With whatever measure of human kindness or professional consideration I owed a colleague — even this stinker colleague — paid out in full, I could concentrate on the next major issue.

Making sure that flag got picked up.

In other words, that we had newscasts on air at five and ten.

As soon as I clicked off, Audrey resumed. “We need you to anchor, Elizabeth. Without Thurston — I can’t believe I’m worried about not having Thurston, but with so little warning… You have to do it, Elizabeth. We can’t do this without you.”

Although reporting floated my boat a lot higher than intro-ing and outro-ing other people’s stories, I have anchored. Including in major markets, though mostly on weekends. That was all before being drop-kicked out of that career and life to Sherman, Wyoming.

Still, anchoring was comfortably in my skillset.

“Of course, you can do it, Audrey. What’s the hardest part of a newscast with Thurston anchoring?”

“Making it Thurston-proof.” She added ruefully, “Trying to. He once read a story about someone being tried in absentia and ad-libbed that he didn’t know what part of the state it was in. Like absentia was a town.”

I hadn’t heard the story before, but it fit. “So, you gain all sorts of time from not having to Thurston-proof the copy. Besides, your local packages are in progress.”

“Oh.” Her gaze shot to her computer screen. She couldn’t see details from here, but she had all the assignments in her head anyway. “We can get in held pieces—” Because Thurston insisted on room for his pet puff pieces on his cronies. “—and maybe more non-local news.”

“Exactly. But, first, call Leona.”

Leona D’Amato was the part-timer who had covered what passed for society in Cottonwood County, Wyoming, and its county seat, Sherman, since the station opened. She knew everyone, everyone knew her, she loved that job, and hated anchoring.

The last point was why Thurston approved of her as his substitute. She’d never try to take his job.

Audrey wilted a bit after her momentary cheer. “She hates hard news. She’ll hate me for making her do it.”

But I saw it as another good sign that she said making Leona anchor, not asking her.

“She’s a pro and she’ll do it. Besides, she’ll be familiar to viewers.”

“Right, like when she fills in when Thurston’s gone for a long weekend,” Jennifer said. “But you’re wrong about one thing, Elizabeth. Not all the stories are in progress. What about the one on Thurston being arrested?”


Chapter Two


“Oh, God,” Audrey groaned.

“You said he wasn’t handcuffed. Very unlikely he was arrested.” I spoke automatically over Audrey’s groans. “He’s cooperating with law enforcement in looking into this tragedy.”

“That’s it,” the assignment editor said with abrupt intensity. “That’s exactly the sort of phrasing we need. You have to do the story, Elizabeth. You know what we can say and what we shouldn’t. The rest of us — I guess we can pull together everything else. But that story? You have to do it. You have to anchor.”

Jennifer nodded her support.

“Absolutely not.”

Audrey wilted.

Jennifer switched to head-tilted interest. “Oh, because if Thurston gets out of this murder charge, he’d try to kill you and be right back in jail. Right? But he wouldn’t succeed, you know,” she said, reassuringly.

She was probably right he’d try to kill me and land in jail. I hoped she was right about him not succeeding.

The other possibility was he’d die of apoplexy, but I didn’t raise that. No sense getting her hopes up.

“Leona’s the only appropriate person to anchor. Make the story the A block lead, deal with it right off the top, then briskly get on with the rest of the news. I’ll help write the copy if we can’t find Les— Where is Les?”

It was telling that we’d all moved so easily past his absence. In a good news operation — even most not-good news operations — the news director would lead the charge in a situation like this.

He or she might not pick up the flag from the fallen anchor, but he or she sure as heck would order someone else to.

“I don’t know. He went out for an early lunch, even earlier than usual, like about ten-thirty, and not with Thurston. He hasn’t been back. Should I try to call him? But I don’t think the number I have works anymore. Because he said he was getting a new one and he wasn’t telling anyone the new number. Ever. He said he was changing it after someone called him over lunch after he said we should never, ever call him over lunch for any reason and—”

“Slow down, Audrey. Take things in order.”

She sucked in a breath. “Okay. Yes. First…”

She ground to a stop, her face blank.

I said, “No working number for Les settles the issue of whether you should call him. We’ll work on the newscasts. If he shows up, fine. If he doesn’t, we’ll worry about that later. But, first, call Leona.”

“Right, right. Okay.” She hurried off to her desk.

I looked at Jennifer, who’d gone quiet and oddly interested in the ceiling.

The KWMT-TV newsroom’s walls aren’t interesting, much less its ceilings.

“What?” I asked her.

“I have his number if you want it.”

“You have Les Haeburn’s super-secret phone number he doesn’t want anyone to know much less use?”

“Uh-huh. Remember he had me program a special ringtone?”

“Ding-Dong! The Witch Is Dead.” That stuck with me, since he used it for Val Heatherton, the station owner, no less. A person I’d yet to meet in more than a year here. “That was for email alerts.”

“Also his ringtone for her. Thurston heard it and had me do his ringtone with music about Valkyries for Val Heatherton. Anyway, when Les got this new phone, he had me program it with the same ringtone. I, uh, happened to note the number on the phone. In case.”

“Okay.” I slowly nodded. “In fact, great. But let’s see how this develops. Would hate to use up our really-need-it opportunity and then need it later.”

“Because if we called him, he’d get another new phone.”

“Exactly. Now—”

“How do we know when we really need it?”

“We keep going without using it until it’s the only possible avenue of attack left.”

“Okay. But you know even if he didn’t have me program a ringtone, I could get—?”

Audrey turned back toward us and called from her computer, “Leona had a few choice words, but she’s coming straight from the funeral. Now what?”

I checked the time. I could still make the funeral.

“Adjust your blocks for the Five and Ten as you need to. Call the folks out in the field on daily stories to adjust. If you need to cut—”

“Cut? More like we’ll be short. Because the first thing I’ll do is trash two puff pieces Thurston insisted on.” She smiled for the first time. “In fact, I can cut more padding because he insists on those long on-camera intros and Leona won’t.”

“Hah. Well, if you’re short, run one of my backlogged ‘Helping Out!’ pieces.” My supposedly regularly-scheduled consumer affairs pieces were the first things held. As a result, I had enough stored up to coast for years. “I have one on scams involving fake celebrities that—”

“Or more regional news.”

“Already breaking reporters’ hearts. You’re made for this job.”

Audrey ignored my piteous plaint. “Plus, we’ll need time for the story about Thurston being arrested. Or not arrested,” she amended quickly.

*   *   *   *

With the anchoring situation sorted, our coverage of Thurston Fine’s absence became the outstanding issue for tonight’s two newscasts.

That brought attention back to why deputies knocked on Thurston’s office door during his nap.

“What do we know about this person who died and the circumstances?”

I was going straight to heaven for not giving in to the temptation to say This person Thurston’s suspected of murdering. I would never use that language on-air, but not using it in newsroom exchanges? Definitely straight to heaven.

Jennifer looked toward Audrey, letting her take the lead. A vote — probably unconscious — for Audrey’s strides in leadership.

“All we know is female, mid-to-late thirties, who lives — lived — in Sherman. But they found her body in Horse Creek County.”

That was an eyebrow-raiser, though it did explain why their deputies were involved in waking Thurston.

Horse Creek County is not to be confused with an unincorporated area in the southeast corner of the state also called Horse Creek.

I consider that part of Wyoming’s ongoing efforts to deflect invaders.

It’s not the first location with that goal, as I learned during my time in Washington, D.C. In its core, diagonal state-name streets overlay a grid of east-west alphabet streets and north-south number streets. The diagonal intersections of Pierre L’Enfant’s plan result in circles or squares to baffle and delay the British if they invaded again after burning the city during the War of 1812.

The layout still baffles and delays tourists.

Wyoming doesn’t have big enough cities for that, so it employs other tactics.

For example, neither Fort Laramie nor Laramie — which are not near each other — are in Laramie County, but rather Goshen and Albany counties respectively. While Horse Creek is in Laramie County, not in Horse Creek County.

Actually, not much is in Horse Creek County.

It is east of Cottonwood County and one of the smallest counties in a state favoring giant, economy-sizes.

KWMT-TV reached Horse Creek County viewers, but never covered news there during my tenure here. I did not know if that was because nothing happened or the station had a policy of not covering it.

If there was such a policy, we would make an exception for finding a dead body, especially one of a Cottonwood County resident. More accurately, former resident.

“How do you know about the body. The location? Where she lived? ID? When was she found—?”

“This morning,” Audrey said with the air of someone jumping onto a moving train. “We don’t know exactly when. A bulletin came over the wire during the morning meeting that the Horse Creek County Sheriff’s Department had responded to a scene, without any details.

“After Les, then Thurston left, Jennifer caught something saying Horse Creek’s sheriff’s department had found a body, they had an ID on the body, and an address here in Sherman.”

I nodded approval at Jennifer for staying on top of events.

She picked up the tale. “I called the Horse Creek County Sheriff’s Department. They said they had an ID, but weren’t telling us. Amateurs. Cottonwood County wouldn’t have admitted having an ID. Anyway, since I could follow the two departments’ communications—” She hurried on and I pretended I hadn’t recognized she didn’t want to detail how she managed that. “—I heard them say our deputies were meeting theirs at a location in Cottonwood County. Very cagey. No address given. It was like they’d figured out I was listening and were purposefully not saying much. But definitely Sherman. So, I told Audrey.”

The assignment editor said, “I was trying to figure out how big a deal it was and who to pull off what story if we needed more— Oh! I never said. I’d already sent Diana—”

The station’s best photographer and my good friend.

“—and Walt—”

A veteran reporter.

“—to the neighborhood based on what Jennifer heard. Before the deputies came for Thurston, Walt messaged that law enforcement vehicles were around, but it wasn’t clear which house was involved. I have to let them know about Thurston and—”

“Do that. Get them up to speed.” They’d get what there was to get. Especially if they knew the story had grown. “Jennifer will tell me the rest of what happened.”

Audrey hurried off and Jennifer resumed reporting.

“It wasn’t long after I’d told Audrey the intersection for Walt and Diana to focus on, when deputies walked right into the newsroom and said they needed to talk to Thurston. Guys from Horse Creek County, along with a couple from Cottonwood County — including Sergeant Shelton. Audrey said Thurston couldn’t be disturbed, like we’re supposed to, but they weren’t taking no for an answer. Then—”

“Wait.” In years in this business, I’d learned speed was good, but rushing rarely paid off. Especially rushing past important details. “How does Thurston’s timeline today fit into this?”

She frowned in concentration. “When Thurston came in from lunch, I’d connected the earlier stuff about a body being found in Horse Creek County with chatter about arriving at a residence in Sherman.”

“Did you say anything to him about the events?”

“Thurston? No way.”

It was the answer I expected, but better to ask the question than assume the answer. “Go on.”

“He went to his office for his nap, as usual.”

“How long after did deputies come?”

She turned and looked at her computer, as if recreating what she’d done during that span. “Twenty minutes. Tops.”

Drive time isn’t much in Sherman, but still left the law enforcement types only ten, maybe fifteen, minutes at the dead woman’s house to encounter something connecting her to Thurston.

Something with the power to bring them straight to the TV station, pick him up, and persuade him to accompany them to the sheriff’s department.

Not handcuffed, but also not a quick chat in his office.

“What are you thinking, Elizabeth?”

“Not thinking a thing. Except about what we need for the story tonight. The circumstances, where the body was found—”

“Not a lot of detail, but a Horse Creek County deputy found her this morning. Audrey sent Jenks to shoot that scene, figuring law enforcement will still be working it, so there should be good video. He called just before you came in and says it looks like the body was in a vehicle on an unused road.”

Raising the question of why a deputy was on an unused road.

I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to stop Jennifer’s flow of what she did know with something she probably didn’t.

“Oh,” she added, “also right before you came in, I heard one deputy tell someone else the victim was thirty-seven. Not mid-to-late thirties, but specifically thirty-seven.”

Knowing the dead woman’s age made it far more likely law enforcement had a complete identification. Identification associated with the vehicle was a good bet. Possibly her personal ID.

As for why they weren’t releasing the name, possibly as benign as ensuring they notified next of kin before it hit the news or as not-so-benign as wanting to spring a trap on … someone.

“We have to find out this woman’s identity.”

“We don’t have the exact address, but from where deputies were parking, it’s a couple blocks from the bed and breakfast, in that area of old houses north of the courthouse.”

The Wild Horses Bed and Breakfast opened last year as part of a neighborhood resurgence and was well-known in town, since it offered only the third option for lodging. It was particularly well-known to KWMT-TV staffers because the couple who owned it included Krista Seger, the niece of the station’s owner.

“The neighborhood where she lived,” Jennifer continued, “and her age should be enough to confirm — once I have a possible name.”

“Anything else?” From her expression, I thought there was.

She grinned. “They mentioned her car. A VW Beetle.”

“Ah.” Not the most common vehicle in Cottonwood County, Wyoming. “Checking every female of the right age associated with a VW Beetle — and keeping in mind the possibility that it could have been borrowed — might be a tedious route to a name,” I warned.

“I hadn’t thought about it being borrowed. Still, not so bad. Not like a Chevy pickup around here. I’ll find her.”

“Jennifer—”

“I’m not hacking. I’m using human capital.”

“Something you learned while you were visiting Mike in Chicago?”

Michael Paycik, our former colleague — and integral part of our previous investigations — had taken a TV sports job at a major station in Chicago and Jennifer recently returned from visiting him. Her trip also resulted in her being offered a spot in a Northwestern University program starting after the first of the year.

“Nah. Learned a fancy term for what I was already doing.” Ah. The guys. Her online buddies with skills rivaling her own. Though I worried their ethics didn’t fit into my comfort zone. “I told them no hacking.”

I grinned briefly in acknowledgment of her mind-reading, “Before you get back to overseeing your human capital, finish telling me what happened with Thurston and the deputies.”

She lifted one shoulder. “They knocked on his office door. He bellowed. They knocked again and said they were from the Horse Creek County Sheriff’s Department. He snatched open the door, his hair sticking up on one side and bellowing how he’d get anyone who disturbed him fired — then stopped mid-bellow when he saw their uniforms.

“They all went in, except one burly guy from Horse Creek, who stood outside with his arms crossed over his chest like we’d storm the door. As if I couldn’t have listened in if I’d wanted to.”

“Don’t tell me how. Just don’t tell me.”

“Okay, I won’t,” she said cheerfully. “So, after about fifteen minutes, they all came out — Thurston was not in handcuffs. He said in that lofty voice like he’s ordering servants around, that he was going to the sheriff’s department to clear up a misunderstanding for them, like he was doing them a favor. Audrey asked when he’d be back — you could tell she was thinking about the Five — and a deputy from Horse Creek County mumbled something about taking as long as it took. As he went by, Shelton said, low, not to expect Thurston back today.

“I think he was trying to be nice. Sort of. But it knocked Audrey sideways. Gotta admit, it surprised me, too. Sure glad to see you coming in the door.”


Chapter Three


I knew what I had to do.

I’d known it almost from the minute Audrey and Jennifer started telling me what happened.

There’s nothing like a crisis to focus your thinking.

Mine focused on getting two newscasts on-air for KWMT-TV in the next few hours. Ones that included adequate coverage of the news would be nice.

But before I did that, I had a funeral to attend. Not for the benefit of the deceased, a woman named Sally Tipton. But for Emmaline Parens, who had arranged the funeral and for whom I had great regard.

Audrey objected. I stood firm.

As it was, I arrived at the small church after the service started and slipped unobtrusively into a seat at the back.

The readings were uplifting, the music simple and compelling, the speakers brief and to the point.

I heard about twenty-five percent of any of it, with my mind on what came next at KWMT.

The minister and Mrs. P, accompanied by Gisella Decker, her neighbor, ally, and rival, and rancher Thomas David Burrell, exited directly into a covered side entry area where they would form the compact reception line.

Having attended other funerals in Cottonwood County, I knew I had an opening and I took it, walking New York speed down the side aisle while the rest of the attendees were slowed by exchanging greetings with those in nearby pews.

Even so, I caught a number of questioning looks from people who clearly had already heard about Thurston and wondered about my reaction. Most of those looks also held a measure of concern for me, which I was sure I’d find warming if I weren’t moving so fast.

The look from Leona D’Amato held no such concern, but, instead, comradely irritation. I totally understood.

My strategy put me fifth in line to greet the receivers, behind three women and a man of Mrs. P’s generation. They must have been in the other front pew to have gotten here ahead of me.

Over their heads, I briefly met the gaze of Tom Burrell, who stood behind and to the side of Mrs. Parens — not in the reception line, but clearly in support.

He lifted one brow at me in a subtle version of the others’ questioning concern. Something I saw because he had not yet put his cowboy hat back on.

Things are complicated between Tom and me. Part — but not the biggest part — of that stems from things being complicated between Mike Paycik and me.

Things are not awkward between Mike and me. They have been awkward between Tom and me, but we’ve made progress in that area recently.

Nothing is complicated or awkward between Tom and Mike. At all. Which can be downright annoying.

I gave Tom a micro grimace in reply to his lifted brow to convey that, at the moment, the things going to hell had wildly overflowed the handbasket, but that I would cope.

“Elizabeth.” Gisella enfolded me in a hug, which I returned fully. “How good of you to come under the circumstances.”

“I wouldn’t have missed supporting you and Mrs. Parens, Aunt Gee,” I said, for she was Mike Paycik’s aunt and extended the relationship to his friends. “Diana sends her regrets. She was called out on a last-second assignment.”

“Of course. She’s very pleased you’re here.” Aunt Gee’s conspiratorial eye-shift indicated Emmaline Parens, who turned to me at that moment.

I extended both hands and she took hold of them. “Mrs. Parens, you all created a wonderful farewell for Sally. She could not possibly have asked for a better one.”

I avoided any mention of what the woman had deserved, because she had surely gotten more consideration and care from Emmaline Parens over a lifetime than she had deserved.

“Thank you, Elizabeth. In addition to the vital service you rendered Sally in her life, it was most considerate of you to attend today, when I am aware there are unexpected and urgent calls on your time and expertise. We shall miss you, but understand that you cannot attend the graveside service nor the reception.”

That was as clear a dismissal as the end-of-school bell she’d heard thousands of times in her career as a teacher and principal.

“Yes, ma’am.”

The minister cleared his throat, masking a chuckle. A glint of amusement showed in Mrs. P’s eyes as she introduced us. I said something mundane to him, then impulsively reached back to hug Mrs. P.

Not waiting to see any reactions, I employed another burst of New York speed to reach my SUV, exchange the funeral shoes for a workday pair I kept on hand, then zip back to KWMT-TV.

It was a good thing Cottonwood County deputies were involved with the case of a dead body and not patrolling the roads right then.

*   *   *   *

Which brought me back to what I had to do.

I’d put it off as long as I could, after checking in again with Audrey to make sure she had prep for the Five in hand. She wanted to go over everything she’d done so far.

She’d wasted no time pulling in more news to the rundown, including a regional story on changing approaches to water usage — always a hot topic. Thurston would have run it … never.

Everybody out on daily stories cooperated and most rose to the occasion. Then she called Bruce, Thurston’s pet producer, which did not go well.

When Audrey hung up, she sighed. “I might have to produce the newscasts.”

“You’ve done that before. It’s hard doing double duty, but you’ll handle it. And you know who you can rely on.”

She perked up.

The studio camera operator and floor director, Jerry, was a professional and no fan of Thurston’s. He’d do his job and support Audrey. The director was about as old as the equipment he babied along and which he liked a lot better than people. He’d do his job. Along with Leona, that should keep the newscasts on the rails.

As long as I did a decent job of writing the report on the dead woman and Thurston.

Driving my SUV out of the KWMT-TV parking lot, I waved to Leona, driving in. I wouldn’t have minded a little chat. But that was pure delaying tactic.

That left me to wend my way into downtown Sherman, turn left alongside the imposing courthouse, and pull into the parking area behind it.

The lot served both the courthouse and the county buildings at the back of the block. Those buildings housed the tiny Sherman Police Department, offices for the fire department, the county jail, and (taking up the largest portion) the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department.

I’d been to the sheriff’s department many times since divorce skulduggery by my network exec ex zip-lined me from New York City to Sherman, Wyoming.

Most times I rather enjoyed the dance of wits involved in getting information from the denizens of these offices.

This time was different.


Chapter Four


Deputy Ferrante was behind the front counter when I walked into the office, hurried along by a push in the back from a playful wind gust.

That wasn’t unusual.

Neither the push from the wind, nor Ferrante behind the counter.

Still, I’d hoped for better — regarding the presence behind the counter, not the wind, though it was not as cold as last night’s, thank heavens.

You could say Deputy Ferrante hadn’t taken a shine to me.

Or anyone else as far as I could tell, though his wife — in one of those how-on-earth-did-these-opposites-attract? pairings — was a friendly and upbeat personality.

“I’m not telling you anything, E.M. Danniher,” Ferrante declared as I entered. “You turn around and get out of here. Same as I told Needham Bender.”

I withstood the temptation to say that telling me the owner, publisher, and editor of the Sherman Independence had been here was telling me something.

Declining to batter my head against the brick wall Ferrante constantly tried to erect in front of me, I sidestepped.

“When was Needham here?”

Needham and his wife had been among the concerned-questioning lookers at the church.

“Left about fifteen minutes before you came sashaying in here. Left empty-handed, the way you will.”

“Sashaying?”

Before I could do more than subtly raise the question of his word choice with that echo, the door behind me opened to let in Sergeant Wayne Shelton and Deputy Richard Alvaro.

Darn.

Ferrante tried to erect a wall, Shelton succeeded. In fact, he could make the builders of the Great Wall of China look like the little pig who opted for straw.

Coming in this door, rather than a side door convenient to their parking area, could mean they’d been at the courthouse, probably in the offices of the county attorney. One possible reason to use that office was to have their confab — as yet a product of my educated conjectures — away from the ears of any Horse Creek County deputies still around.

They likely were around because I suspected Thurston was, too. I’d tried calling him on my way here. He hadn’t answered. Neither had James Longbaugh.

Those thoughts proved I was on the job. Another indication was I didn’t turn my back to the annoyance that is Deputy Ferrante when the newcomers arrived, but positioned myself so I could keep an eye on him, yet see the two newcomers.

“Not telling you anything, Danniher,” Shelton said immediately. It seemed to be a theme with the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department.

“All I’m here for is the official statement. Sheriff Conrad is far too professional not to have one available for the media, especially after a joint operation with the Horse Creek County Sheriff’s Department. I bet Deputy Ferrante has one right there behind the counter. Though, if he doesn’t have one, we’ll have to go with the account from the Horse Creek County Sheriff’s Department.”

That oblique threat didn’t unsettle Shelton a bit. He probably knew no such account by Horse Creek County existed. But I heard Ferrante’s feet shuffling.

“That’s all you want, an official statement.” Shelton phrased it not so much as a question as an invitation to sell my soul.

“That’s all I want.”

And that is why I had not wanted to make this trip.

It wasn’t my usual approach to a news story, not at any point while I worked my way from Dayton to St. Louis to Washington, D.C., to New York. Also not since I got my bearings after landing here.

But this was what KWMT-TV needed from me right now.

Quick in and out. Get the facts. Get back to the station. Write the story. Let the investigative chips fall where they may.

Habits are hard to break, however.

“Of course,” I added, “if you choose to tell me if Thurston Fine is in custody or—”

“No.” Shelton’s favorite word.

“Isn’t in custody?”

“I don’t choose to tell you.”

“Is he still here talking to authorities?”

“No comment.”

“Did Thurston know the victim?”

“No comment.”

“If he didn’t, what made you decide it was urgent to talk to him right after you’d arrived at the victim’s home? Must have been something there.”

Shelton didn’t even flicker an eyelash.

Neither did Richard Alvaro, who — from a journalist’s point of view — had been learning all the wrong things by hanging around Shelton.

But my peripheral vision picked up Ferrante’s frowning dart of a look toward the sergeant.

As if Shelton had given it away, when Ferrante was the one who confirmed my hypothesis that something in the victim’s house led them to Thurston.

Based on the timing, the something in the victim’s house was not hidden.

“No comment. Ferrante, give her the release.” Shelton spoke faster than usual, probably trying to mask what was already revealed by Ferrante’s reaction. “Could’ve gotten it electronically. Didn’t have to come here.”

“But, Sergeant, then I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of seeing you and Richard and Deputy Ferrante.” Shelton remained deadpan, Richard flushed, Ferrante scowled.

To further cement my position that I was interested only in the release, I started to skim it.

“This doesn’t give time of death.”

“Ask Horse Creek County.”

Shelton, with Alvaro right behind, strode toward the hallway that led to offices, a break room, and interview rooms that might even now contain Thurston.

The sergeant and deputy were so in sync that when Shelton abruptly stopped, Alvaro didn’t even bump into him.

“I suppose,” Shelton said over his shoulder toward me, “that we have you to thank for James Longbaugh showing up.”

I smiled beatifically at him. “No comment.”


Chapter Five


Back in my SUV, I traded the release for my phone.

First, I read a message from Mike Paycik saying Jennifer had told him what was happening. Anything I can do?

I texted back, Want to write Leona’s copy for the Five?

Then I hit a phone number, which was answered immediately.

“Walt? It’s Elizabeth Danniher. Anything new?”

“No official ID, if that’s what you’re hoping for. Gave Jennifer a specific house address based on activity, along with what the neighbors say about who lived there. Her name is Melissa Oxley, she drives a VW Beetle, and the age fits. If Jennifer confirms it from real estate sources, maybe we could use the name—”

“Nope.”

Not until law enforcement released the name.

With a staff member being questioned, we would tread carefully.

“I know. It’s just frustrating.” He sighed. “Looks like a single-family home, not as big as the others, but original. Neighbors say she lived there alone. No family in town. So it could take a while. Doubt official ID will come tonight, for sure. Shelton and Alvaro have gone. The scientists are busy doing their stuff. Certainly not taking time to talk to a reporter. Otherwise, a single Cottonwood County deputy left to move traffic, along with three Horse Creek County representatives, which must leave most of their county unprotected.”

“Have you picked up anything about a connection between Thurston and the victim?”

“Nope. Law enforcement’s being entirely closemouthed. About to start deeper on neighbors. But I won’t mention his name. Don’t want to muddy the waters. See if they bring him up when I ask about visitors, friends, associates.”

“Perfect. I’ll send you the release. Not much there, but you’ll have the official language, including unexplained death.”

“Anything about Thurston—?”

“No. They’re not saying much, which almost certainly means not charged. Yet.”

He whistled through his teeth. “Surreal. The whole thing. I was remembering when he started. Had the intro for a piece a young intern — when we had such people — had done with a child behavior specialist about thumb-sucking. Only Thurston said that term wasn’t dignified enough for him. He insisted on referring to it as finger-sucking.”

I might have made a sound.

“Yeah, you can see where this is going. He said it right the first two times, then switched the first letters, as he tossed it to the intern for her live set-up. She was horrified, but you could also hear her crew — we had a whole crew out with the reporter in those days — laughing their asses off.

“She got through it. Barely. Had herself in hand for the toss back to Thurston … until he said it again. Singer f— Well, you get the idea.”

“That might be among the top five Thurston screwups. I hadn’t heard it before.” Though I had witnessed my share.

“But you didn’t call about Thurston stories.”

“No, I didn’t. Not enough time in the day for all of those. Audrey gave you the timeline of the deputies getting to the victim’s house, then almost immediately leaving? There’s definitely something in that. Confirmed here at the sheriff’s department, though not specifically what it was that sent them hot-footing to Thurston. Probably something in the house and not subtle. Maybe the neighbors will know.”

“Maybe. But I’m getting a lot of hardly-knew-her vibe. Fair number of these folks have bought recently and this woman — assuming we have the right ID — was away a dozen or more years before moving back earlier this year. Not an open-door kind of person, either. And not active in the community.”

“Darn.”

“You sure it’s something in the house? Because they’re not saying anything here.”

“Nothing was said here, either, but there was a reaction.”

He considered a moment. “Not Shelton. Probably not Alvaro. Ferrante? Something he picked up from the guys returning earlier from the scene?”

“Yep. And probably.”

“Gotcha. Okay. I’ll push it with the neighbors I talk to from now on, see what we get.”

*   *   *   *

The boilerplate release was as sparse as expected.

But it did give that the victim’s body was found in western Horse Creek County at approximately eight-twenty this morning. Also that she was in her thirties — less specific than what Jennifer picked up — and not a Native American. Sadly, that last detail was added because so many Native American women had gone missing or been killed. It had become its own category of crime.

With those few firm details, and weaving in a fair number of “according to the Horse Creek County Sheriff’s Department” or “the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department said,” or “the two departments, working in cooperation, indicated,” it sounded like we had more than we did.

A story about finding a body in these circumstances guaranteed an attention-grabbing headline. But rarely did you have the answers to the who, what, when, where, how, and — especially — why, that listeners wanted in the next breath.

The criminal justice system contends with the CSI effect, when juries expect the level of detail — especially physical evidence — that is presented on TV dramas of the ilk of the CSI franchise. Juries also expect cases to be resolved in less than an hour, since trials don’t have advertising timeouts.

I feel for prosecutors. On the other hand, the media has experienced the impatience of the public forever. They want all elements, neatly packaged, along with eye-catching video, while we’re scrambling to get to the scene.

Social media compounds the problem, including a segment of the population making up their own answers, not bothering with fact-gathering or multiple sources. Or any sources. They jump to conclusions, then shore up those shaky edifices with selected — or made-up — information.

Bad enough that some people indulge in the activity. Truly scary that others believe them.

I suppose the gullibility of mankind is job security for me as a consumer affairs reporter. I’d happily give it up for a higher rate of critical thinking.

None of those insights made it into the five o’clock report, of course.

*   *   *   *

In addition to Walt’s live standup in the vicinity of a house he described as “a focus of law enforcement activity,” we had video by Jenks from where the vehicle was found.

The blue VW Beetle was identifiable in some of Jenks’ footage, but not in what we aired, for the same reason we didn’t identify the victim.

It meant we’d have to wait to use an evocative shot of the vehicle sitting isolated in a semicircle of official vehicles from Horse Creek County, with a narrow band of deteriorating pavement forming a straight stroke through the brush, scrub, and rock that stretched endlessly under a dome of blue sky.

What we used wasn’t bad, but it hurt not to be able to use that footage.

One of the most noticeable differences from the usual KWMT-TV fare was the cross talk — that’s on-air conversation between the anchor and on-site reporter. In this case, Leona and Walt.

Leona’s questions and interest elevated their cross talk beyond anything our viewers would have seen in the rare times Thurston deigned to participate — he did his best to avoid sharing the screen or audio with anyone.

Though, I had heard a couple stories about Thurston’s early years here when his technical ineptitude contributed to another kind of cross talk — a voice from one microphone unintentionally bleeding into another.

After those incidents, the view was that the less desirable cross talk anyone asked Thurston to do, the less chance for the undesirable tech glitch variety.

Jenks came into the newsroom during the Five.

That was notable, though not as notable as it would have been eighteen months ago.

He had the quaint notion that even journalists should be home for supper with family. He’d managed it most of his time at KWMT-TV by aligning with Thurston, who didn’t believe journalists — or, more accurately, he — should work much at all.

When I’d arrived in Sherman, Jenks had been Thurston’s pet shooter.

That relationship deteriorated as Jenks’ journalistic instincts roused from hibernation. Now part of the general pool of camera operators, he didn’t always get home for supper, but he maximized his opportunities.

He was not alone in showing up at the station. After Walt’s live bit, he and Diana came in and joined another half dozen staffers, who stood, looking up at Leona’s stalwart presence on monitors hung near the ceiling. No one spoke.

I’ve been in newsrooms when monumental national and international stories broke. Every time there’d been a moment like this.

A breath between the first rush and the long haul, a brief nod, acknowledging that shift and absorbing the import of what had changed in the world.

These KWMT staffers would be caught up again in the rush — shortly, with the prep for the Ten, or tomorrow. But for this breath, they stood. Individually, yet somehow together.


Chapter Six


“I’ve got new footage,” Jenks announced generally.

Leona and the production crew had just come into the newsroom, receiving congratulations on the newscast. Now most of the lingerers headed out.

The rest of us turned our thoughts to the Ten.

“Let’s see it,” Audrey said.

As she moved to lead the way to an editing booth, Diana and I exchanged a glance, signaling our mutual satisfaction at her taking charge.

We followed them and our satisfaction shifted to what was onscreen when Jenks ran his video.

If you listed the elements in what aired on the Five and in this video, they’d be nearly identical.

The effects were not.

The earlier video was fact. This was … more than fact.

The sky’s brilliant blue had faded and grayed. Across it, clouds could have been drawn by a grubby-handed toddler creating dots and dashes. Jenks shot from lower and closer this time, shifting the perspective and making the unidentifiable slice of a civilian vehicle solitary, dwarfed by the vastness. The road became a foreground stripe of rubble.

“Jenks, this is … this is amazing,” Audrey said. “It’s haunting.”

He went deadpan. “You can thank Diana.”

“Me? This is all you. I wasn’t there.”

“No, but a while back when I was griping about an assignment sending me to a scene with nothing but space in it, you said to make the space the shot. I remembered after I sent the usual stuff in for the Five. So I waited a while and moved around. Deputies and the scientists thought I was nuts. Took some doing to get an angle that caught the clouds, enough of the Beetle without the make being obvious, and none of the other vehicles.”

“Audrey—”

She cut me off. “I know. Change the stack for the Ten. Lead with this. Set the scene, then do the rundown. I’m on it. Can you rewrite Leona’s intro, Elizabeth?”

“Sure. After sustenance.”

“Dale should be back soon with the order from Hamburger Heaven. Jenks, send the full and—”

Diana and I slipped out.

Walt caught us in the hall.

“Was looking for you. After Jerry resets, I’m going to do my bit for the Ten, edit the package, and then head home to make calls. If I get anything hot…” He lived close enough to come back to go live. But we knew the chances were slim. “Want the little I got from the neighbors?”

“Absolutely.”

We settled in around my desk so I could take notes.

“The family’s been there in one form or another since the house was built. It was Melissa Oxley’s mother’s family. It’s not the biggest or fanciest house, but it never fell into absolute ruin like some.

“The neighbors knew the mother, a widow for a good chunk of time. Didn’t talk to anyone who knew the first husband.”

I glanced toward Diana, but she didn’t return it and said nothing.

“They had one child — Melissa, the one we think was found dead today. She moved out post-college, like normal kids do, which is the highest aspiration I currently have for my son. The mother — Barbara — married again a couple years after Melissa went to college.

“Unfortunately for us, the new husband wasn’t chatty with the neighbors. They said he’d wave and say hello but that was about it. Their main contact was with the mother, who died at the end of last year. There is one tidbit — the second husband moved out and the daughter back in shortly after the funeral.”

“Huh.”

“Nobody I talked to knew details. They say the daughter’s the same as her stepfather — wave and say hello. None of them mentioned Thurston or any connection there. I nudged a bit, you know, asking about boyfriends. Nothing. But there is one possible thread for you to follow up.”

“Me? Why not you? It’s your story.”

“For all I got, it’s not much of a story.”

“You did fine on the Five.”

“Glad you think so, because everyone’ll hear about the same thing at ten. Anyway, I was talking to Krista Seger, who owns that bed and breakfast.” He waggled his eyebrows, reminding us she was the niece of the station’s owner, Val Heatherton. “It’s a block and a half down from where Melissa Oxley lived. Didn’t have anything more for me than anybody else, but at the end she asked why you weren’t there. I got a vibe she might be more forthcoming with you.”

“Interesting,” Diana said.

I wasn’t as enthusiastic. Krista was grateful we hadn’t dragged the B&B into the spotlight on an earlier situation. She seemed to feel she needed to say it every time we saw each other.

Walt headed to the studio to do his update for the Ten.

Diana and I remained at my desk in the bullpen.

In my case to be closer to the door when the news aide returned with our takeout dinner orders.

It also gave us time for a replay of the Five.

A critical viewer might have spotted arm-waving to retain our balance, but I do believe we successfully negotiated the big-story-not-much-info tightrope.

Before restringing the tightrope for the Ten, we had this brief respite.

I called my next-door neighbors, Iris and Zeb Undlin, asking if they’d look in on my dog, Shadow, because I’d be home late. They said it would be their pleasure. It would also be Shadow’s pleasure, because he’d probably get a meal cooked specially for him instead of kibble.

Diana called her children, Jessica and Gary Junior, who had schedules of academics, extracurricular activities, and social lives that spilled over the lines of any ordinary calendar. Neither was supposed to be home for dinner and Diana would only stay at the station another hour or so to help go through video, but she liked to check in with them to make sure nothing had arisen.

Nothing had.

I suspected this was a respite of sorts for all of them, too.

Amid the wrap-up of our previous investigation, there’d been some turmoil with the kids, Diana, and her love interest, Sheriff Russ Conrad.

“Not going to call Russ?” My question was a tiny bit of mild needling.

“Already talked to him. He completely understands about my schedule changing, because his did, too.”

“Did he have anything interesting to say?” As sheriff, he frequently came down on the opposite side of free and open access for the media. If he’d mentioned anything about the news story of the day…

“Interesting to me, yes. To you, no.”

I inhaled to continue the jousting, but put the oxygen intake to better use to say, “Dinner’s here,” at the sight of lanky news aide Dale returning with bags and bags from Hamburger Heaven.
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