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Dedication


To Cathy and Joe, who know how to treat houseguests — with two legs or four.


DAY ONE


THURSDAY

Chapter One


Death in the Bull Ring.

KWMT-TV anchor Thurston Fine’s intoned words swelled across the newsroom, emanating from TVs hung from the ceiling like clusters of Chinese lanterns, so every staffer could see a screen. His televised expression remained solemn, despite the indignity of wearing a haphazard beard of pink and yellow Post-it notes.

More on the tragic demise of long-time rodeo contractor Keith Landry after we come back.

Actually, Fine didn’t wear the beard. His televised image did. As a number of his colleagues — professional to the core — watched the five o’clock news and lobbed wads of sticky notes at the image. Only the best throws stuck.

“Oh, good one, Elizabeth!” a co-worker congratulated me. “Right in the eye. A buzzer-beater, too.”

The giddy mood of cynicism that overtakes a newsroom when a big story combines with management ineptitude had infected the half-dozen staffers on hand. It’s harmless, if tasteless.

Adrenaline churned up by a big story has to go somewhere. It certainly wasn’t going into our coverage. We were the outsiders, the ones well beyond Thurston Fine’s circle of trust. As a newcomer and the possessor of a one-time vaunted career, I was the farthest outside that circle, and that suited me — if you’ll excuse the expression — fine.

“Thank you, thank you.” I took a bow for my final shot before Thurston’s face gave way to an ad for the Sherman, Wyoming Fourth of July Rodeo scheduled to start the end of next week. As if everybody in KWMT’s viewing area didn’t already know every detail. Especially after today’s unnatural death of one the rodeo’s main figures.

“So, tell us, Elizabeth Margaret Danniher,” said sports anchor Michael Paycik into the fist he presented as a mock microphone, “did you feel the pressure to get that shot off before time ran out?”

I leaned over and spoke to his fist from an inch away, glancing up to make eye contact with a nonexistent camera. “I take ’em one at a time, Mike.”

“How does the thrill of hitting Thurston Fine in the eye with the sticky-note version of a spitball,” he intoned in a plummy voice unlike his natural on-air delivery, “measure against years of spitting in the eyes of scumdom’s major-leaguers?”

“I’ll tell you, Mike — and I wouldn’t lie to you — Thurston Fine ranks right up there.”

“That sure as hell is true,” Mike Paycik grumbled, dropping his assumed voice.

He nursed a grudge, because our anchor had decreed that coverage — done by guess-who — of stock contractor Keith Landry’s death would be allotted all of the five o’clock evening news as well as the entire 10 p.m. newscast. Except weather. He’d left the weatherman a few seconds to report that the sky had not fallen. That’s right. No national news, no international news, no features, no sports, and certainly no consumer news, which meant my scheduled contribution was staying in the can.

“Editorial comment creeping into your reporting, Paycik,” I said.

“Your comments haven’t been exactly unbiased, either. Especially not when Fine passed down his edict. God, who’d ever think I’d miss Haeburn.”

Les Haeburn, who passed for a news director at KWMT, had gone on vacation earlier this week and left Fine in charge. It wasn’t clear if Haeburn hadn’t said when he was returning, or if no one had been interested enough to ask.

“That’s where I benefit from having an older and wiser head, experiencing many years in this business while you were still in leading strings—”

“In what? Is that a synonym for playing pro football?”

I waved off that irrelevance. “—while you were playing pro football and otherwise frittering away your time. I don’t miss Haeburn even in this extremity.”

Commercials ended and, too soon for my taste, the face of Thurston Fine reappeared.

Keith Landry and his partner built their business up from their roots in Enid, Oklahoma, and had been stock contractor for the Sherman Fourth of July Rodeo in previous years. Glorious, successful years for our community’s greatest event.

The screen cut to a choppy montage of Cottonwood County notables riding in convertibles in parades.

“What do you know?” came from the back of the room. “Fine got in a shot of himself doing the parade wave.”

The montage continued with western-clad young men in various rodeo events, rodeo clowns playing tag with lumbering bulls, and a string of girls with big smiles, big cowboy hats, and increasingly outdated hairstyles. Going backward in time was a disorienting finish to the over-long, under-relevant package.

But last year, under new and inexperienced committee chair Linda Caswell —  Back live, Fine’s voice and face registered grave disapproval.

Mike growled, “Wrong again, Fine.”

—the rodeo signed with a new company. In an effort to save money.

“It had to save money after losing sponsorships because the former committee chair and Fine’s great buddy was disgraced,” Mike inserted.

“Details, details,” I murmured.

But when that new, cheap rodeo producer turned out to be a chimera—

“A what?” chorused his newsroom audience. He’d pronounced it like shimmering, confusing those in his audience who knew its Greek mythology origins, along with everyone else.

—Keith Landry returned to Sherman in its hour of need and rescued this rodeo that he continued to love, even after it had thrown him over for another contractor.

“And was paid a big fat bonus for his trouble, which Fine would know if he’d listened to my reports,” Mike said.

Photos on the screen showed a middle-aged man, his belt dropped low by the bulge above it. His hair was going gray under the inevitable cowboy hat. In all but one photo, he’d posed wearing sunglasses, smiling broadly and with at least one arm slung across the shoulders of a companion. The exception was a candid that caught puffiness under his small eyes and his mouth in an arch of displeasure.

Then, tragically, the white knight of the Sherman Rodeo — a groan filled the newsroom — lost his life before he could enjoy the fruits of his rescue efforts by seeing next weekend’s spectacular rodeo.

“Yeah, boy, I bet he’d’ve been happy to be stomped to death by bulls if only it had happened after the rodeo. Don’t even know why the bulls were there anyway.” Mike added in a mutter low enough that only I heard, “We should be on this story.”

Yes, the long, successful, storied association between Keith Landry and the Sherman Fourth of July Rodeo came to a tragic end today in the Sherman rodeo grounds’ bull ring. Fine shifted to a ghoulishly chipper tone to add, More on that when we come back, including exclusive video from KWMT.

“Twice! Twice the jerk called it a bull ring, like Keith Landry was a matador. God, I told him in the pre-rodeo meeting that it wasn’t a bull ring. I told him three times.” Paycik’s dour mood was beginning to worry me.

“That isn’t even where Landry was found. He was in a bull pen, not the arena,” said a cameraman named Jenks. Since he and Fine had been first on the scene — literally — he should know.

They’d arrived at the rodeo grounds for an early morning interview, then discovered Keith Landry would not be granting any more interviews. Unless he answered questions from St. Peter.

“I bet you never saw a case like this in your big-city reporting, did you, Elizabeth.”

“You’d win that bet, Jenks.”

After a career-long, steady climb on the TV news ladder, I’d had the ladder and my job yanked out from under me. Call it a final, surprise clause in my divorce decree from my network exec ex. To complete my contract, I’d been ordered to work in a market struggling to attain the status of small.

When I arrived in Sherman this past spring, my coworkers were wary. The attitude of some had undergone KWMT’s version of global warming since Mike Paycik, a camerawoman named Diana Stendahl, and I put together a special about a murder case a few weeks ago. News Director Les Haeburn and Fine, however, remained rock solid on their polar caps. The other holdouts were primarily Fine’s pets. Until today, that had included Jenks.

“We should be out there reporting this,” Mike grumbled. “It should be my story, anyway.” He was the only full-time sports reporter, in addition to being sports anchor.

“You’ll have to take that up with our fearless leader,” I said.

He grumbled a suggestion, the fulfillment of which would have required far more flexibility on Fine’s part than he’d shown any evidence of possessing.

Diana Stendahl, the KWMT shooter I most often worked with, peered around the doorway that separated the battered and cramped newsroom from a hallway. I waved her in. She said, “This is something, huh? I can’t ever remember a death where a bull was the weapon.”

“Is it still a weapon when it’s an accident?” debated Audrey Adams over my shoulder. She was one of KWMT’s utility infielders — officially an assignment editor, but frequently used as a producer/director. At the lower pay level, of course.

“Sure,” I declared airily. “If someone’s accidentally shot, the gun’s still a weapon.”

“Is it weapon or weapons when it’s a bunch of bulls that did the killing?”

Such debates can go on for days in a newsroom not otherwise kept busy. I’ve seen editors come to blows over a comma versus a semicolon — and that was for on-air copy when no listener could tell the difference.

Everyone had something to add.

“Weapon if you can pin it on one bull.”

“Weapons. It’s the cumulative effect.”

“Weapon, since the herd of bulls did the killing, and you view herd as a collective noun.”

“It’s the Murder on the Orient Express of rodeo. You know they each went through and stabbed him, not knowing who really did the deed.”

“Shh! Fine’s back on. Don’t want to miss this.”

Before we show the next piece of video, I want to warn our audience that it is not for the squeamish. Parents should consider before exposing children to this sight. Mr. Landry’s remains—

“Not much remaining,” muttered Jenks.

He’d told Fine not to use this. Not only had Fine insisted — at suppertime, no less — but he’d screamed at Jenks, demanded a new shooter, and sent Jenks back to KWMT, where the convert to the not-so-Fine camp entertained us with footage of the tantrum. It was captured because one of Fine’s rules is to never stop rolling until he says so. He’d been too busy having a fit to say so.

That was not the only footage Jenks shared. He’d also shown us what had happened when he and Fine encountered the body.

It started with Fine’s fussy instructions over exactly what B-roll to shoot. From the arena, Jenks and Fine had moved around the end chute used by bull riders to mount bovine tornadoes and started down an aisle beside a holding pen, with close-ups of bulls’ massive bodies, intimidating horns, and occasionally malevolent expressions.

“What’s that?” Jenks’ sharp question was caught by audio, as he’d zoomed in on a lump that trailed partially out of the pen.

Fine’s peevish voice demanded Jenks stay focused on what he wanted — texture, he kept saying. His foot came into the frame. Then everything happened fast.

Jenks snapped, “Stop. Don’t step on it. I think … I think it’s somebody.” The camera bobbled.

“That’s ridic—”

The sound of Fine screaming. I would describe the high-pitched sound as being like a little girl, except I know a number of little girls who would never scream like that.

The camera kept running as Jenks used one hand to fumble out his cell phone for 911.

The camera caught two early-arriving rodeo workers coming at a run, attracted by the noise. Oh, yes, and a shot of Thurston vomiting — adding, I’m sure, to the forensic team’s pleasure.

—are visible. As well as blood and agricultural byproducts. And—

“Agricultural byproducts?”

“Maybe he wasn’t trampled. Maybe he was smothered in agricultural byproducts.”

“If bullshit killed, we’d all have died the day Haeburn arrived.”

Jenks had kept a copy of his footage, handing the original to the sheriff’s department. “Thought about what Diana did with the Redus murder case,” he said now. “If I’d known Fine would air it, I’d have skipped making a copy.”

An unnatural quiet settled over the newsroom as the humans inside the wise-mouthed journalists looked on the televised version of violent death. A swath of green resolved itself into the remnants of a shirt. The shot panned up, toward a recognizable shoulder, jerked sharply to the side before reaching an ear, veering away.

“Holy shit,” breathed someone behind me.

“Was that his … face?”

“Yeah. Fine wanted me to pan all the way, but…” Jenks swallowed. “There wasn’t much there.”

The camera’s focus shifted back to a distorted torso in green.

“Jesus.”

“Grim,” came a murmur.

The cut to commercial left a momentary silence in the newsroom.

“We shouldn’t have aired that.”

“Once it was shot, we had to air it.”

“That’s crap. Journalism requires judgment, and leaving out things is part of judgment.”

The newscast ended with a surfeit of platitudes from Fine about tragedy and an exhortation that the rodeo must go on.

The now-subdued newsroom quickly emptied, until it was only Mike, Diana, and me.

I spoke the thought that had been tugging at me for a while: “Why are we sitting around?”

“Because Haeburn’s an idiot.” Mike was definitely bitter. “We thought it would be better after the Redus case, but first chance he gets, Haeburn goes and puts Fine in charge.”

“My question is: Why are we paying attention to them?”

His sour expression lifted slowly, then his grin came in a flash. “All right. Let’s go.”

“The Newsmobile’s out front, equipment’s loaded,” Diana said.

“You are a gem.”

“I know.”

Now that it was almost July, and I was a veteran of my first month of Wyoming’s summer, I snagged a jacket from the back of my chair. Bright sun made it plenty warm now, but just wait.

“How do we approach this?” Mike asked eagerly.

I eyed him. “Gee, Jimmy, what do you think we should do?”

“Jimmy? What … oh, Jimmy Olsen, huh? Nice, Danniher. Just because I want to learn from one of the best in the business—”

“First time you call me Lois Lane or Clark Kent, this friendship is over.” He slanted me a look I didn’t meet. “We do what Fine won’t — report the hell out of the story. Accidents happen, but they still have who, what, when, where, how, and why. We find people who knew Landry, and we ask. What was his last day like? Why on earth would he have been in that bull pen?”

“Where do we start?”

“With inconsistencies.” I spun back to him. “What was that you said before? Something about the bulls, and not knowing why they were where they were. We start there. And let’s grab Jenks.”


Chapter Two


“I’ve been working since early morning,” Jenks objected.

“A couple more hours,” I bargained. “You were there at the beginning. Besides, with you along, we have two teams. We can cover lots more territory.” Diana had gone ahead, checking equipment in the station’s aging four-wheel-drive she drove.

“One hour, and ask your questions while we drive out,” Jenks countered.

I batted innocent eyelashes at him. “Questions? Whatever do you mean?”

“C’mon, Scarlett.” Mike grabbed my arm. “I’ll drive Jenks’ vehicle, while you use the thumbscrews on him. Diana can come separately. We’ll get a ride back with her later.”

Before Jenks could object, we put that program into action, conveying the first part of it to Diana by gestures as we headed for Jenks’ KWMT four-wheel-drive.

I slewed around in the seat to face him. “Tell us what wasn’t on camera.”

“Not much. I started shooting right off and didn’t quit.”

“Were there other people around?”

When most people try to remember something, they stare up and to the side or close both eyes. Jenks did something I’ve seen other shooters do — he dropped his head, squinted with one eye, while opening the other wide, as if seeing everything in his memory through a camera lens.

“Couple of cowboys were heading toward where they park their trucks. Walking away, so I didn’t see faces. I noticed them because they were an odd couple — one younger and spiffed up, the other older, dustier, a bit of a limp. The committee chair and a man were going into the rodeo office. Think it was Oren Street, Landry’s partner.

“There was something else when I started shooting Thurston. Something…” He shook his head. “Can’t say for sure. It was way over to my left, and a bit behind. Got a feeling it was a woman.”

“Behind you? That was in Thurston’s line of sight…”

That hope fizzled before it was full-born. Jenks spoke its epitaph, “Thurston doesn’t see anything but the camera.”

“Why was he meeting Landry this morning?”

“Fine’s planning a special on the rodeo’s history, and he’d promised Landry he’d use the interview as the news peg.”

“I haven’t heard about a special,” Mike said. “Haeburn never said—”

“Doesn’t know. Nobody else, either. Thurston’s been pulling archival tape. That’s why he had the historical stuff ready to go. He’s tried to line up an editor without telling them what it’s for. Plans to be his own producer.”

A three-way exchange of glances brought us to a silent accord on Fine’s delusions concerning his abilities.

“Why didn’t anyone find Landry before you and Thurston?”

“A couple guys sleep on the grounds overnight, but they’re way back where the stock’s usually kept,” Jenks said. “Nobody’s around the arena.”

That reminded me: “Paycik, what’s your point about the bulls being where they were?”

“They put the stock they’ll use in pens near the arena before each night’s events, so they can get individual animals positioned quickly during competition. Afterward, they put the herd back in bigger enclosures away from the arena. Those are valuable animals, and most contractors don’t want to risk them getting banged up in close quarters.” We considered how banged up Keith Landry had gotten in close quarters. “At least that’s how they run the nightly rodeo. I’ll check if Landry’s operation did something different.”

“Why would Landry’s bulls be there at all? Shouldn’t it have been the nightly rodeo’s stock in those pens?” I asked. If those regular rodeos, held every night from May to September, were community theater, then the Fourth of July event was Broadway. “His bulls won’t be used until next weekend for the Fourth of July Rodeo.”

“Good question. I was relying on Thurston’s reporting that they were Landry’s.”

“At least some had Landry’s brand,” Jenks offered. “But like you said, it doesn’t make sense why they were there.”

“We’ll track that down. You’ll be with me, Jenks, and you—” Mike glanced at me “—and Diana work together, okay?”

I nodded back as he turned off the highway, slowing to a crawl to avoid spewing more dust. Outside the rodeo grounds’ gates, a handful of people held signs. They shook the signs when they saw the station insignia, which made them harder to read, though I gathered they accused the rodeo of cruelty to animals.

I’d seen one or two lackluster protestors outside the rodeo earlier, including a girl noticeable for a swath of short-cut blue amid otherwise long dark hair. Now, their ranks had swollen. I wondered if it was news of a death or the larger platform of the Fourth of July Rodeo that had attracted them.

None of their signs mentioned the bulls’ unfriendly behavior toward Keith Landry.

“One more thing,” Jenks said, drawing my attention from the protestors. Then he gave us a gift. Not of useful information, but of a mental picture worth savoring.

“Something not on camera. That young deputy you folks know — that Richard Alvaro, who was brought in to headquarters because of his work on the Redus case — he made Fine take his shoe off and turn it over as evidence, because Fine had stepped in remains.”

Jenks smiled slightly as he added, “Fine was hopping mad about wearing a sock and one of those evidence booties. Especially after he stepped in, uh, agricultural byproduct.”

*   *   *   *

On our right, we passed a pen encircled by yellow police tape, with a warren of similar pens beyond. The designated pen was separated from the arena by a structure that looked like a wooden goalpost cut off above its squared-off crossbar. It resembled the entry gate at a lot of ranches I’d seen.

The road through the rodeo grounds curved to the left, then back, swinging around a large fenced rectangle segmented into four smaller rectangles with a horse or two in each. Past this fenced area, the road curved sharply to the right, heading us toward the rodeo office.

Fine — who had procured another pair of shoes, I noted with disappointment — had set up at the rodeo office, a boxy structure embellished only by a covered porch on two sides. He’d have had better light and the banner for the Fourth of July Rodeo in the shot if he’d moved forty-five degrees.

He was too involved with the camera to notice a KWMT vehicle go past as he talked. The interviewee, not the interviewer is supposed to talk. That’s a core rule. Yet, I doubted the stocky man I recognized from incessant ads for the upcoming Fourth of July event as the rodeo grounds owner would get much chance to talk. I’d done my best to ignore the ads, and now that I tried to recall his name, I dredged up only “Newt.”

More figures stood in the office’s shaded entry, but our passing angle as the road made a sharp left away from the arena didn’t allow me to identify them. As we drove on, I saw a man on a bench around the corner from Fine. His back rested against the building with a cowboy hat pulled low. He wore a shirt the same bright green as Landry had worn in Jenks’ video.

“Guy on the bench is Landry’s partner,” Jenks said. “Must be handy in his business being able to sleep any place, any time.”

“Looks like Fine’s grabbing anyone who smacks of officialdom,” Mike said.

“Good. Leaves us the interesting people. While you guys find out about the bulls, Diana and I’ll see what we get by working the human interest angle.”

Mike parked next to Diana, already removing her equipment. As a result of wheeling and dealing after the report she, Mike, and I put together on the Foster Redus murder, she now had a camera from this century, though not this decade.

“How’d you get here before us?” Paycik demanded as we piled out. “We left the station before you.”

“Shortcuts.”

“What shortcuts? I’ve lived here most my life.”

“You haven’t ferried kids to school, sports, and other events while working full-time and running a ranch. You find faster ways or die trying.”

Mike had no answer for that.

We divided, with the guys driving to the distant pens to, as Mike said, score information on “the instruments of death.”

Diana and I struck out on foot for a flock of pickup trucks, which formed the third point, along with the office and arena, of a lopsided triangle. The sun was strong and hot, but now and then a breeze passing through predicted the cool of evening.

Right off, we caught two young, local competitors arriving for the evening’s regular events. They had little to say, having never met the deceased and with no plans to compete in the Fourth of July event. “Entry’s too rich for my blood,” one said.

I popped off one last question after Diana turned off the camera, and they relaxed enough to stop looking as if their mamas had starched their skin. “If you heard something went wrong at the rodeo, who would you look at first?”

“Them crazy animal people,” the one in the black cowboy hat said.

The other one in the black cowboy hat nodded.

Next, we cornered a rodeo worker. He had a bit more to say, but little of it was understandable, since his mouth held a shortage of teeth and an abundance of chewing tobacco. I cut it short with thanks and a big smile. Mistake. He returned the smile.

Diana contained her chuckle until we were out of earshot, which didn’t take long, because another pickup was arriving, and the noise blocked anything except a near-shout. “Don’t like chaw?”

I shuddered. “The spitting’s bad enough, but I swear the smell is worse. At least we don’t have to drink it.”

“Drink it?”

“An Amazon tribe serves a fermented drink that starts when the women chew on a root and spit into containers. God knows what happens after that. But if you don’t drink, it’s considered very rude, and it’s not a good idea to be very rude to those people.”

“Have you ever—?”

“Did I mention it’s not a good idea to be rude to those people?”

“Gross.”

“Yep,” as the natives in Wyoming say.

But my heart wasn’t in grossing out Diana, because I’d spotted three more possible interview subjects — all in black cowboy hats. That made it six for six so far. What? No good guys at the rodeo?

One of the three appeared to be about the age of the two local cowboys, but had an air of confidence they’d lacked.

Another appeared closer to my age, but without the benefit of skin care or sunscreen. Likely without the benefit of a clothes washer, either. Possibly without the benefit of soap, I feared.

The third was the leader. It was even clearer in the others’ body language than it was in his, which meant he was what those Amazon tribesmen called an Honored Leader, to distinguish him from an elected official or some thug who grabbed power by might. No, they’re not always synonymous. This guy was not only an Honored Leader, he was quite attractive.

“Good evening, we’re with KWMT. We’d like to talk to you about your reaction to the death this morning of Keith Landry.”

The youngest turned and headed the opposite direction, glancing over his shoulder. Interesting.

I’d addressed the leader, but he never made eye contact, and now he melted away as if I couldn’t possibly have meant him.

Only the scruffy one stood his ground. I was right about the lack of clothes washer or soap. Ah, the glamorous life of a reporter.

“Would you care to share your reaction?” I asked.

“Sure thing.” He shifted a wad I hoped was gum deeper into his cheek, squared to the camera, and spoke as if reading a statement written by someone else. Possibly phonetically in a language he didn’t understand.

“Keith Landry was a fine man and a credit to the rodeo community. For many years he has been known far and wide for helping those less fortunate than himself. He will be sorely missed. And this here’s a tragic affair.”

He turned to me. “Want another take? I know you TV folks like them sound bites to be right. I could do it again.”

“Absolutely no need, Mr … I’m sorry, what is your name?” I pulled out my pad to draw attention from the still-running camera.

“Evan Watt.”

“Thank you. Had you known Keith Landry long?”

“Just on twenty years,” he said with self-importance. “Met him right here in Sherman, first year he was contractor.”

“Had you talked to him lately?”

“Sure thing. Talked to him last night.”

“Did you? What time was that?”

“ ’Bout ten. I was on the road, headed here — wanted to know if he needed anything right off when I got in, but he said he thought he had things covered, and to report first thing this morning. But by the time I got here, he was gone.” He shook his head.

“So, you’re an employee of Keith Landry Productions?”

His eyes shifted to the side. “Not to say a regular employee.”

I waited, letting the gravity of silence pull words out of him that might get us closer to whatever it was his eye-shift indicated he didn’t want to share.

“See, that was the thing about Keith. He’d give cowboys on the circuit a leg up. Give ’em a chance to work to put together a stake to get back in and have a chance to win. You know?”

I nodded, as if I did know.

“I’m not too proud to say I’m one as got helped. Why, even NFR champions have been known to take a helping hand from Keith Landry.” This time his eyes shifted toward the direction Mr. Tall-and-Good-looking had gone. “It’s not like I’m stove up—”

“Crippled,” came Diana’s murmur. Nice to have your cameraperson double as an interpreter.

“—and can’t rodeo no more. I was going good to start the season. But seems like the weather gets warmer, and my luck gets colder. Thought I’d get the winner’s take for sure last weekend, but just missed. If that damned bronc had had a bit of go in ’im … But that’s the draw, when a kid that’s still got milk teeth gets a rank one and walks away with the money.”

He spit as punctuation. I didn’t look, and I held my breath, holding onto my gum fantasy.

“I came in last night to help with the run-up to next week’s rodeo, so I’d have enough jingle in my pocket to pay my entry fee and take my ride. But that’s why this don’t make sense,” he added earnestly. “Don’t make no sense. Why would anybody do such a thing to him? He’d let a guy work in a pinch, and look at how he came through with this here rodeo. If it hadn’t a been for Keith, there wouldn’t’ve been a July Fourth rodeo this year in Sherman, that’s for sure.”

“Why do you think he was on the rodeo grounds last night?”

“Can’t say.” The eyes shifted faster and farther to the side, and stayed shifted. Now, why had that made him uncomfortable?

“Looking after his livestock, perhaps?” I suggested just to keep this going.

“Not him. Didn’t have much to do with them critters.”

“Will you still compete next weekend?”

He mumbled, “Don’t know about that, with Keith gone.”

“There’ll still be work. I understand his partner has said the rodeo will go on,” I said, although I hadn’t heard any such thing.

“ ’Spose I can talk to Oren.”

“Have you known Oren Street long?”

“Same as Keith. Funny how fast time goes. Oren’s girl was born right about this time of year. But that was the second year they ran the rodeo.” He shuffled his feet. “Better get goin’…”

“Of course. What time was it you arrived here?”

“This morning, right behind Zane.”

I didn’t understand that last reference. Maybe Diana or Mike would. I thanked him. As he walked off, I noticed a slight limp.

I made a mental note to ask Jenks to confirm if he was the scruffy cowboy he’d seen this morning.

“You catch that stuff about why would anybody do this to him?” Diana asked as we headed toward the arena.

“Oh, yeah.” I noted Fine and his new favorite cameraman had left. “Interesting, wasn’t it, when everybody’s talking accident and — There’s another one of them. Let’s go.”


Chapter Three


The good-looking cowboy had melted only as far as the enclosures used to send off roping event competitors, giving him a view down the arena … and if he’d turned his head, a view of us talking with Evan Watt.

I had his profile, and a nice profile it was under the brim of his hat. He didn’t turn, but I had the sense he was aware of our approach. With one hand behind my back, I indicated to Diana to circle around to his far side, while I slowed my pace. Before I was close enough to hail him comfortably, he turned away from me, took one step before seeing Diana, then halted. That gave me time to close in and hit him with questions.

“You stuck around close enough to hear what I asked Evan Watt,” I said. “What do you think of what’s happened?”

“Nothing to think. Don’t know anything.”

“Are you a competitor? Will you enter the Fourth of July Rodeo?”

Diana looked at me over her camera, which was meant to convey something, but I didn’t try to figure out what because I was focused on him.

“ ’Xpect so, ma’am.”

“Not just in the nightly rodeos?” I pressed that point to be sure he would have been acquainted with Landry. A noise came from behind the camera. I ignored it.

“No, ma’am,” he said in that Western way that made me feel I was 143 years old, decrepit, and had never been very bright.

“What’s your name?”

“Grayson Zane.”

My eyebrows might have hiked of their own accord. Diana cleared her throat again, but I was focused on the subject. “Grayson Zane?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I resisted the temptation to ask the history of that name — Zane Grey, Grayson Zane. There had to be a story. Not because I didn’t want to know, but because the faintest note of resignation sounded in his voice. He expected me to ask, so I didn’t.

“You’ve heard about the death of Keith Landry, Grayson Zane?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Did you know him?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Time to move him off yes and no answers. “What is your reaction to this … to his death?” I’d started to say to this tragedy, but imagined him parroting back, It’s a tragedy.

“Real surprised like, ma’am.” I caught a glint in his eyes under his hat brim. Not a dumb cowboy. Equally, not a cooperative one.

Diana cleared her throat. Following the tip of her head, I saw Mike and Jenks headed in our general direction from beyond the rodeo office.

I returned my attention to the ma’amer. “Why surprised? Isn’t rodeo a dangerous sport?”

“For cowboys some. It’s us taking the risks. Men like Landry take the sure thing. And if there’s not a sure thing to be taken, they rig it so there is.” The edge to that sliced right through his laconic drawl.

“You mean contractors?”

He had the drawl back in place as he said, “Yeah. Contractors. Can’t say I ever heard of a stock contractor killed this way before.”

“Trampled by his own bulls? No, I would imagine that isn’t a frequent…”

I let my imaginings die a natural death because he wasn’t paying attention. He was looking over my shoulder toward the rodeo office. A flicker of something showed for the first time in the strong lines of his face. It made him a lot more interesting. I turned to see what he was looking at.

Standing on the office’s narrow wooden porch were a woman I didn’t know and a man I did.

The woman was tall, rawboned. Those attributes added to her air of strength. Even at this distance I had the impression the strength was also one of character.

The same description applied to the man next to her, Thomas David Burrell. From encounters this spring I had reason to know that the impression of his strengths was accurate.

Turning back to ask Zane about his reaction, I was left with only his back, now at a distance of several yards, as he strode away. It was a pleasant view, but I didn’t let it distract me.

I could chase after him. Chasing after people to ask questions is one of my finer professional skills. But in this instance, I didn’t think exhibiting that professional skill would gain me much.

On top of his general lack of cooperation, that flicker of reaction had been too short, and not well enough defined, for me to have an inkling of what I might be messing with. No sense in making an enemy out of him if I might need him cooperative down the road. All I knew was that the sight of those two people had an effect on him: Awkwardness mixed in with some strong, unidentifiable emotion.

I knew exactly how that felt, since the last time I’d spent any time face to face with Tom Burrell, we’d not only been face to face, but mouth to mouth.

I turned and headed toward the arena, wondering if Zane’s unidentifiable emotion had been unidentifiable only to an outside observer, or if we had in common that it was unidentifiable to the person experiencing it, too.

“Where’re you going?” Diana asked.

“Let’s see if we can find that third cowboy.”

“Don’t you want to check with Mike and Jenks?”

“Looks like they’ll be occupied a while.” They had intersected with Burrell and his companion. All appeared pleased by that.

Continuing in the other direction, I started looking for a familiar face among kids in black cowboy hats as we wandered through knots of arriving competitors. Diana easily kept pace, despite toting the camera. I needed to start lifting weights again.

I felt a pang for the fully-equipped workout room in the Manhattan apartment I’d shared with my then-husband. What did it say when you missed the treadmill, but not the marriage’s rut?

Diana saved me from my own questions with one of hers. “Do you know who that was?”

She knew I knew Tom Burrell. She must mean the woman he was with. “Who?”

“The guy you were just interviewing.”

“You heard him the same as I did. Grayson Zane. Why? Do you have reason to think he was lying?”

“I have reason to know he wasn’t. Do you know who Grayson Zane is?”

I had a feeling cowboy wasn’t the right answer. Nor cowboy in a black hat. “No.”

“He is one of the top rodeo cowboys in the country. Way he’s been going this season, possibly the top rodeo cowboy in the country. Although it’s a long way to December and the NFRs.”

The scruffy cowboy, Evan Watt, mentioned those letters, too.

“But Grayson Zane’s been there before. He was all-around rookie champion. Then he had a couple real bad years. Got hurt, started to rise up the ranks, got hurt again. That second time it looked like he’d stay down.”

I eyed her. “You play in the Fantasy Rodeo League or something?”

“Or something. I have two kids crazy for rodeo. Anyway, he came into town four, five years ago looking more beat up and low down than Evan Watt. But he must have had enough left for his entry, because he won an event here that Fourth of July. Started winning a few more. Had a steady climb ever since. Been to the NFRs the past three years and has taken home a bundle.”

“What is — are the…?”

“National Finals Rodeo. Rodeo’s World Series, Super Bowl—”

My phone ringing interrupted. “Where are you guys? Jenks is leaving.”

“Mike wants to know where we are,” I told Diana.

“Tell him west end of the arena, near the boxes for the timed events. But I’m not staying, either. I’ve got to pick up the kids.”

“Uh-oh.” Two vehicles and both leaving. “Did you hear that?” But Mike didn’t appear to be listening to me.

He came back on. “It’s okay. Tom’ll drive me to the station to get my vehicle. I might miss the start of events. Meet where we sat last time.” More talking in the background on his end. “Unless you want a ride to the station, too.”

I could go with them to the station and skip tonight’s rodeo. We’d get no footage anyway, with both photographers gone. So, all I could gather would be background. Plus, it wasn’t like I’d never seen a rodeo. I had. Once.

On the other hand, accepting the ride would mean being confined in a truck with Burrell and Paycik. Most likely between Burrell and Paycik.

There’s no such thing as too much background.

“I’ll meet you in the same spot,” I said.

So, there I was, alone behind the scenes of a rodeo, sidestepping black-hatted cowboys, the horses they guided, and stinky piles of agricultural byproducts.

I was about to head to the grandstand, when I spotted Cowboy Number Three.

He stood against a fence, running rope through one gloved hand, with his other hand gathering it into a neat coil. He’d nearly finished, then he unfurled it and began again. From the way he started when I spoke, it had not been my approach that prompted the do-over.

“Excuse me. I’m E.M. Danniher from KWMT. I have a few questions about your reaction to the death of Keith Landry.”

At my first words he jumped like he’d been poked with a bull horn — the kind with a point, not the kind that makes noise.

His head snapped up, and the glare he sent me indicated his answer would be, “Hell, no, I’m not talking.”

But he had no chance to say it.

“What are you doing? What are you doing?” demanded a female voice.

In another half a second, a female form interposed itself between me and Cowboy Number Three.

She was the same age as Cowboy Number Three, wearing a glittering western shirt of a chartreuse so bright it made my teeth ache, a stripe of glittering rhinestones down the outside of each leg of her tight black jeans, and a pink cowboy hat with — I wouldn’t kid about this — a tiara attached around the front of the crown.

It required another look to take in the girl inside the outfit. She wore heavy makeup and her long hair teased and sprayed into the stiff bigness of another era. Beneath it all was the attractiveness of a young, healthy, fit female.

“I have a few questions for…” I left it for either to fill in the name of Cowboy Number Three. No such luck.

“Can you not see he’s getting ready to compete?” Brain surgery, rescuing a toddler from a raging flood, or pilots taking off to save the planet from a plunging asteroid — none rivaled the importance she gave that word.

“He’s not competing yet.”

“You cannot be serious! You do not interrupt a man’s preparations.”

“Heather,” Cowboy Number Three said from behind her, one hand cupping her shoulder in a familiar way. “It’s o—”

“No, it is not. It is not the least little bit okay.”

He shrugged and went into the competitors’ area, where I was not allowed.

At this point, though, I was at least as interested in her as in him. Talk about an over-the-top reaction.

“I’m E.M. Danniher with—”

“I don’t care who you think you are, asking questions all over the place when it’s none of your business. It is not acceptable to break a competitor’s concentration. You might not be from around here…” Dramatic pause for a scathing look at my decidedly unsparkly attire, as well as unforgivable lack of cowboy hat, much less tiara. “…but it’s only good manners no matter where you come from not to barge right in like that.”

“And your name is?”

“Honey,” came a new voice, practically dripping that substance. “You go get ready.”

“But Mom—”

“Now.” Ah, this honey could carry a sting. Quickly soothed. “Go on, now. You don’t want to have to rush for your ride.”

Ms. Tiara did what she was told.

With the hierarchy clear, Cowboy Number Three at the bottom, then Heather/Honey, then Mom, I turned to greet the top of the pyramid, prepared to spread honey of my own if it got me what I wanted.

No need.

“You’re Elizabeth Danniher with the TV station, aren’t you?” Her smile was gracious and warm, with a touch of wryness. She didn’t look around for a camera, but I had the feeling she’d already determined there wasn’t one.

“I am.” I held out my hand. “And you are?”

“Vicky Upton, Heather’s mom.” She gave a good handshake in return. Firm, not rough. Well-tended hands. Well-tended everything. But perhaps the most well-cared for was the iron determination in the eyes and jaw. “I do apologize if Heather was overzealous. She’s keyed up, what with getting ready and all. It’s not the big event like it will be next week, but they are having her do the rodeo queen’s ride tonight, and it’s her first time. Plus, she always has been protective of Cas.”

Her smile invited me to be indulgent with young love. I was more interested that Cowboy Number Three had at least one name.

“In fact, they’re protective of each other,” she added. “They’ve been sweethearts practically from the cradle, and he’s a fine boy, from a fine family.”

“Yes, I hear it’s a fine family. The…” I dangled it for her to fill in a name.

She slid right by. “One of the county’s first, and such a history with the rodeo. Cas’ aunt, of course, owns Cottonwood Drive.”

That was supposed to mean something to me. I wondered if the unknown aunt owned a road. “And what is Cas’ last name?”

Her eyes widened, which might have been what allowed me to see the wheels turning behind them, as she considered evading, then quickly realized it wouldn’t take me long to find out by other means. But why hesitate at all?

“Newton.”

“Thank you.” I wrote the name in my notebook — not to remember it, but to see her reaction.

Caution slid over the honey. “Why’d you want to talk to Cas?”

“We’re reporting on Keith Landry being found dead here.” Her mouth twisted, likely a response to the circumstances of that death. “I understand Cas was here this morning.”

Okay, so I’d pushed the truth. I didn’t understand that at all. I guessed it, wondered it, hypothesized it. But sometimes pushing works.

She pushed back. “Oh, no, surely not.”

I gave a you’ve-got-your-story-I’ve-got-mine shrug. “I won’t know until I talk to him.” That line led directly to an impasse, so I shifted focus. “Your daughter is the rodeo queen?”

That explained the tiara, I supposed.

Her smile broadened into the genuine article. “Yes. We’ve worked so hard for this, and now she’s Queen of the Sherman Fourth of July Rodeo. She’s an even better roper than I was, or am. But the most important part of being rodeo queen is the scholarship. Biggest one for any rodeo queen in the state of Wyoming. It’ll make a difference when she goes off to college next year.” Pride gave her a glow, though it was too fierce to be entirely attractive. “And now she’s rodeo queen.”

Before I needed to produce a suitably impressed response, she looked up as if hearing the voice of God. But only if the voice of God came through the PA system of the Sherman, Wyoming Rodeo Grounds and He concerned Himself with the tie-down-roping competition beginning.

“Got to go cheer on Cas,” she said with a big smile. “It was nice to meet you in person.”

“Nice meeting you,” I parroted.

I’d started away when “Oh, Ms. Danniher” brought me back around to face her. She gave a little grimace, as if in sympathy. Yet I thought I caught a whiff of malice. “You have to watch where you walk around here, what with all the horses coming and going.”

I hadn’t, and there was no question about the whiff I caught now.


Chapter Four


I’ve worked in Boston, where the brave muster true belief every year, while the rest pray to be proven wrong by the Red Sox.

I’ve worked in Washington, where the Redskins beat is second only to the White House. That’s when the Redskins are losing. When they’re winning, the President has to wait his turn.

And I’ve worked in Chicago, where the biggest gusts come from bellows of delight or sighs of despair according to the fortunes of the Cubs, White Sox, Blackhawks, Bears, and Bulls.

But I have never encountered a community whose identity is wrapped as tightly around a sporting event as Sherman and its rodeo. The Fourth of July Rodeo is religion, patriotism, and sex, rolled into four days of cowboys and beasts.

You’d never get that, though, from looking at the Sherman Rodeo Grounds. The grandstand has concrete block foundations, and the arena has sturdy structures. Other than that, there’s a general air of impermanence, like an open, dusty campground whose character changes depending on its current inhabitants.

The nightly rodeos are local workaday events. On weekends and other special occasions, the vehicles flowing into the Sherman Rodeo Grounds show more out-of-state plates, the competitors’ outfits flash added bling, and the concession stand flourishes.

Actually, I base that observation on experiencing two rodeos: the preview for locals back in May and this Thursday night regular rodeo. Not much of a sample, but Mike grunted agreement with my assessment. A grunt achieved from the distance he’d established after initially sitting right beside me. We were the only two in the grandstand’s upper reaches, with a gap of a good ten rows before the spectators below us.

I held myself in dignified isolation and watched the action in the arena. The structure of rodeo competition is uncomplicated.

A man gets on the back of an animal — bull or horse — which takes exception to a passenger. The man tries to hold on for at least eight seconds. If the trip lasts that long, style points figure in. But first you have to last that long.

That’s bronc riding (saddle or bareback) and bull riding. These are called roughstock events.

In the other events, man and horse are allies. That’s tie-down roping, team roping, and steer-wrestling. Plus barrel racing for “girls.” Mostly one man and one horse work together, but in team roping there are a pair of man-horse combos all going against one cow, which hardly seems fair.

In these events, time comes first, style earns no points, though infractions can earn time penalties or even disqualification. Not surprisingly, these are called timed events.

Apparently, the nuances beyond that rudimentary understanding are infinite to the initiated.

I’ve toyed with working rodeo into a consumer affairs report.

One pitfall I’d been warned about in doing consumer stories is the dearth of good video, and yes, we still call it video. Even though most stations on the planet shed video decades ago.

It’s hard to capture the drama of a senior citizen being scammed by a telemarketer last month. Rodeo, though, has built-in drama. Man vs. beast. Man and beast in union. Man vs. the clock. Man vs. himself. It also has color and emotion and action. Triumph and dejection. Great video. Now, if I found a barrel racer or roper with a consumer problem…

“Particularly that one,” I said aloud, as I spotted Cowboy Number Three, now identified as Cas Newton. He was among the final riders waiting to compete in tie-down roping.

I reached across the distance Mike had put between us.

Getting his attention wasn’t easy, since whatever attention wasn’t focused on the arena was on the hot dog rapidly disappearing into his mouth. I saw a potential career for him in hot dog-eating contests if this TV thing didn’t work out.

I tugged on the hot dog wrapper.

“Hey, it almost fell,” he protested.

“Know anything about the one on the far right, beside the light pole?” I asked. “I’d say the one in the black hat, but they’re all wearing black hats.”

Mike gave me the eye, silently demanding to be told why I was interested before he forked over information.

“I won’t shout it,” I said.

“I’m eating, and you smell like horse—”

“It’s my shoe, not me. Besides, I wiped it and wiped it and wiped it on the dirt. I hardly smell it at all now.”

“That’s because you’re used to it.”

“C’mon, weren’t you raised around this stuff?”

“That’s why I know not to step in it. Especially not in shoes like that with all that tread and grooves for it to get stuck in.”

“You want to know why I want to know?”

“You want to know what I know?” he shot back.

“I can find out what you know by other means. You can’t find out why I want to know from any other source.”

“You couldn’t find out what I know right now, though.”

I raised my brows. No one out-stubborned a Danniher.

He heaved a sigh, put the final bite in his mouth, and scooted closer. After chewing, he said, “I know I’ve said I wanted to learn by sitting at the feet of someone who’s built one of the great TV news careers, but I didn’t think they’d smell like this.”

“It’s an appropriate smell for where my career has landed.”

“Elizabeth—” Paycik started, all serious.

“You want to hear this or not?”

“Yeah.”

So, I told him about young Cas’ disappearing act, my next encounter with him, his Rodeo Queen watchdog, and her watchdog mother.

“Oh, yeah, you don’t want to mess with Heather Upton if you don’t want her mama on you like prickly pear.”

“Voice of experience with our Miss Rodeo Queen?”

“Give me a break. She’s a baby. Besides…” On the final word his tone shifted from serious, and he waggled his eyebrows. “…I’m looking for a woman with experience and ambition.”

“It’s not ambition you’re after. At least it shouldn’t be what you’re after, because it’ll clash with yours. What you want in a mentor is plenty of experience. Besides—”

“Mentor isn’t—”

“—if you’re talking ambition, I’d say our Ms. Rodeo Queen and her mama have enough to go into the export business and never run out. Is there a Mr. Upton?”

Paycik had taken a drink from a cup that dwarfed even his hand, and swallowed before answering. “Died a long time ago. As long as I can remember, Vicky’s been a widow. Never heard her connected with any man. Focus always on Heather.”

“She talked about the girl getting a college scholarship.”

“A few of them. Not a full ride. She’s no scholar and not at a level to get a rodeo scholarship.”

“Rodeo scholarship? You’re kidding.”

He looked at me with surprise that appeared to match mine. “You didn’t know there are rodeo scholarships? There’s college competition, and top schools offer scholarships, though fewer for women. But Heather’s picking up smaller, local scholarships. No individual one’s enough money, but put together several, and they’ll help. And Sherman Rodeo Queen pays out all four years, as long as the queen stays in college.”

I thought of another possible aspect of a mother’s ambitions for her daughter, returning us to the original topic. “Any idea of Mama’s feelings about the boyfriend, Cas?”

“Never heard anything negative. He seems to be a good kid. His father’s not everybody’s favorite, bit of a blowhard if you ask me. Tried to exert pressure when I was looking at colleges to get me to go to UM, University of Montana—”

“That one I might have figured out on my own, given enough time.”

“—his alma mater. His disappointment was not subtle.”

“Used to getting his way?”

“Oh, yeah. Cas’ grandfather came from nothing. Newt—”

Newt. As in eye of a toad. As in the name my memory had dredged up in connection with the rodeo grounds’ owner.

“—is acknowledged for working hard to build on what his daddy created. When he married a Caswell, that put him up there on the top rail.”

“That would do it, naturally.”

“You have no idea who the Caswells are, do you?”

“Nope. Though I got the sense from Vicky Upton that they’re a force to be reckoned with.”

“One of the first families, one of the first white families.” He considered that qualifier and added another. “One of the first respectable white families in the county. Their ranch passed from father to son and kept getting bigger. Until Walter Caswell had two daughters.”

“Cas’ father married one of the daughters?”

He nodded. “The older one. Inez. She died a few years back. And when their father died, too, the younger sister took over the family business. That’s Linda — Linda Caswell, chair of the rodeo committee. I would have introduced you earlier, if you and Diana hadn’t gone chasing after cowboys.”

“Oh?” Most likely the woman with Burrell. But jumping to conclusions was a quick way to get a broken neck. “Why would I want an introduction?”

“Family’s been part of the July Fourth rodeo from its start. As I said, she’s rodeo committee chair. That’s what she and Tom Burrell were talking about — what’ll happen to the rodeo now.”

“What will happen to the rodeo now?”

“Don’t know yet. Still talking with Landry’s partner, Oren Street. If they don’t hold the rodeo, it’ll still cost a lot of money with no chance of revenue. If they do, they could look heartless.”

I made a sound acknowledging it wasn’t an easy position.

“Linda will make a good decision. She’s smart, and she looks out for the county. One of those people who never holds an elected position, but has a lot to say about who is elected.”

Not my favorite type. I’ve known my share of kingmakers. The man I’d married had come to view himself as one. With me as his primary pawn.

For years, the changes in Wes had been slow, subtle, and ignorable. Until we were promoted to Washington.

When we arrived, we bought a suburban house within walking distance of a top elementary school, with the expectation that we’d soon send our kids there. When we left Washington for New York, we got an apartment in a high rise. Sure, it had an extra bedroom. Which immediately became Wes’ office.

What happened between those real estate purchases was that Wes found his soul mates in a certain class of Washington insider. The ones you never saw on talk shows, rarely saw interviewed, but always saw at the most important private parties. The ones who consider themselves kingmakers.

Some women marry a husband hoping he’ll change. I divorced mine wishing he hadn’t.

“And to think I could have met this paragon,” I said.

Mike cut me a look. “You’ll like her.”

I dialed back the sarcasm. “Guess I won’t know until I meet her. Hey, do you know anything about a connection between her and Grayson Zane?”

“Not really. She’s chair, and he’s competing here for the first time in a while. Why?”

“I thought he had a reaction to seeing her.”

He snorted. “Linda’s a great person, but Grayson has every variety of Belt-Buckle Bunny chasing him.”

“Belt whats?”

“Belt-Buckle Bunnies. Rodeo groupies. Especially chasing guys with the biggest belt buckles.”

“Is biggest belt buckles a euphemism for something else?”

“No. Nice mind you have, Danniher. The bigger the rodeo, the bigger the belt buckle the champion gets for winning. Top cowboys have serious hardware around their waists.”

Or considerably below their waists, considering where their belts hit. Whether Mike wanted to acknowledge it or not, with the chaps, tight jeans, and gaudy belt buckles, rodeo attire highlighted relevant portions of male anatomy. An image of what he would look like in that attire flickered behind my eyelids.

“Hey, look,” he said, entirely too casually.

Glad of the distraction, I looked where he pointed off to the side of the grandstand.

From this angle, the design of the pens made more sense than they did at ground-level. They were like a series of tic-tac-toe boxes put together into a grid. Then someone erased the cross-marks on every third row to create corridors allowing access to the boxes. A series of gates let workers direct animals from the boxes into one end of an assigned chute. Each chute’s other end opened into the arena, released in a clang of metal and a surge of adrenaline for all concerned.
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