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I HATE THE term scoop. I don't know its derivation in newspaper terms, but I hate it anyway. What I hate even more is having it done to me and The Alpine Advocate. But two months ago that's what happened for the first time in my career as an editor and publisher.

Spencer Fleetwood, owner and operator of my nemesis, radio station KSKY, managed to scoop me on a story about a missing snowboarder on Mount Baldy. I've never liked Spence, as he calls himself, probably because he's so full of himself. And, to be candid, because he's provided the Advocate with the only serious competition I've ever faced. Furthermore, I think his radio station with its weak little signal and prepackaged DJs is just one step up from shouting through a megaphone on a soapbox in Old Mill Park.

But he beat me on the snowboarder story, and I'm still mad. It started with the “exclusive report” of the missing snowboarder. I'm still not certain how Spence got the so-called scoop, but it was probably from one of the park rangers. In the past, they've always come to me first with any breaking news. I suspect Spence was hanging on to a barstool at the Venison Inn when one of the rangers came off duty and the story fell into his lap before he fell onto the floor.

“You're being unfair,” Leo Walsh, my ad manager, declared for about the fiftieth time in the ten weeks that had passed since the snowboarder's disappearance. “Drop it. That's the only story he's beat you on since he started up the station last summer. Face it, the Advocate's a weekly. With daily radio competition, you're bound to get beat now and then.”

I shook a finger in Leo's weathered face. “Don't patronize me! Don't humor me!”

“Hey!” Leo batted my hand away and scowled. “Don't wag your finger at me!”

I stared into Leo's green eyes. He was wearing the look that he usually reserved for advertisers who were late with their payments. It was also a look he'd probably used in years gone by for his ex-wife, the publishers who had canned him, and the bartenders who'd refused him a last drink before closing time.

I backed off. “Okay,” I said crossly. “I'm sorry. But you, of all people on the staff, know what a pain in the butt this Fleetwood is. You've had to hustle twice as hard since he got here just to keep us faintly in the black.”

The hard-edged glint faded from Leo's eyes as he perched on the edge of his desk and lighted a cigarette. “Get used to it,” Leo said, squinting through a cloud of smoke. “He's been around for a while. Besides, I thought you'd be in a better mood these days since your knight in shining armor showed up.”

I thought I detected bitterness in Leo's tone, but maybe I was flattering myself. “I was glad Tom visited me, of course,” I said in an uncharacteristically formal tone. “I hadn't seen him in over a year.” More like two, I thought with a pang, but managed to keep my head up and my gaze steady.

Leo burst out laughing. “Come on, Emma, you practically hyperventilated the day he got here. How many times did you walk into the wall? Four?”

“Twice,” I said sharply. “But that was because the phone rang the first time, and the second time Vida screamed.”

“The mouse,” Leo said, looking amused. My House and Home editor, Vida Runkel, was afraid of neither man nor beast—except for mice. “The mouse was more afraid of the Duchess,” Leo asserted, using the nickname Vida loathed. “I thought she was faking it. The next day I figured she'd show up with stuffed mice all over one of her damned hats.”

“Even Vida is occasionally vulnerable,” I said, though her armor was as solid as that of anybody I'd ever met.

Leo and I seemed to have reached neutral territory. I smiled and went over to the coffee urn to fill my Seattle Mariners mug, a gift from my onetime lover, Sheriff Milo Dodge. I was stirring in a teaspoon of sugar when my only reporter, Scott Chamoud, came through the door.

“Hey, what's up?” Scott inquired, dumping a dark green backpack on his desk by the coffee urn. “Is this Monday, or am I in a fog?”

My smile turned wry. “Both, maybe.”

Scott gave me his killer grin. “I did have a good weekend, now that I think about it.”

Scott, who is so tall, dark and handsome that he's a cliche, had fallen in love with a local lass. Frankly, his choices were limited in Alpine, with its slightly more than three thousand population. I'd figured Scott, at twenty-six, would probably fall for a student from the community college. Instead he had succumbed to the charms of one of the instructors, the thirty-something Tamara Rostova, whose dark beauty rivaled his own.

“Sheesh,” Leo exclaimed, stubbing out his cigarette, “love is in the Alpine air. I feel lonesome.”

The smile I gave Leo probably conveyed more amusement than pity. “You don't seem to be looking very hard since you broke up with Delphine Corson.”

“Delphine?” Vida stood in the doorway, majestic as ever in a hat with tulips plastered all over its straw brim. “What about Delphine? Did she break her engagement to Spike Canby?”

Leo gave Vida a wry glance. “Spike left town when the construction crew headed for a job in Everett. Ergo, down at the flower shop, Delphine's run out of daisies to pull apart for ‘He loves me, he loves me not.’ “

Scott was looking puzzled. “Sometimes I feel like I miss things around here. Is that because I wasn't born in Skykomish County?”

“Exactly,” Vida declared, with a bob of the tulips. “You can't possibly know everyone's background unless you were born and raised here.”

Leo, Scott, and I exchanged bemused expressions. None of us could claim to be a native, and even I, with the longest tenure—over a decade—in Alpine, was still frequently treated as an outsider. To balance off our staff, the two other locals—besides Vida, of course— came into the editorial office. Kip MacDuff, who ran the backshop, and Ginny Erlandson, our business manager and receptionist, both looked fresh-faced and eager on this Monday morning in June. Kip and Ginny were both redheads, but no relation unless Vida knew a long-ago secret she had never shared with me.

Ginny's face fell when she approached the coffee urn. “Where are the pastries?” she asked forlornly.

Scott slapped a hand to his forehead. “I forgot! Darn, I'll run down to the Upper Crust Bakery right now.” He was out the door before anyone could say “bear claw.”

“Scott's in love,” I said.

Kip lifted his eyebrows. “That college teacher? She's hot.”

“Kip!” Vida sounded severe. “That's no way to speak of a young lady.”

Kip barely managed a contrite expression. He had known Vida since he was a baby; like most of Alpine's younger generation, he had often been scolded by her. Vida was either related to half the under-forty set or had baby-sat for their parents. They all knew better than to talk back. And that included the older generation.

“Scott's serious about Tammy,” Ginny declared, putting lo-cal sweetener into her coffee. “I hope he's not in over his head.”

“He's fine,” Leo asserted. “He's a city boy, originally.”

Vida's head whipped around so fast that her hat almost flew off. “So?”

Leo shrugged. “I mean that Tamara Rostova strikes me as more worldly than most of… the few girls Scott's dated since he came to work for the Advocate.” My ad manager recovered quickly from what I'm sure was an Alpine gaffe. “But Scott's reasonably sophisticated, so the age difference doesn't matter much.”

Vida snorted, then started to launch into a diatribe, which was cut short by the arrival of Al Driggers, the local undertaker. “Death news,” Al intoned, looking as gaunt and gray as some of the corpses he embalmed. “The first one since mid-April.” Death was bad for most people, but good for Al. The profit motive, of course.

Vida practically jumped out of her seat. “Who?” she demanded.

“Oscar Nyquist,” Al responded. “He died this morning at five-oh-five. Heart attack.”

“Oscar!” Vida yanked off her glasses and blinked several times at Al. “Goodness, he must have been over ninety. I should have known. I'd heard that he'd been shopping for caskets.”

“Ninety-two come August twenty-first,” Al responded, handing Vida the notice. “Yes, he selected one that was top of the line, what I call Celestial Blue, both inside and out. Very comfortable. Oscar couldn't take his eyes off it. Strange, in a way—I thought he'd live to be a hundred. Oh, well. You never know.”

Oscar owned the local movie theatre, the Whistling Marmot. He was a widower, but had extended family in Skykomish County. Vida pounced on the funeral date.

“Saturday?” She was aghast. “At two o'clock? There are four weddings scheduled that afternoon. Then, in the evening, there's the Alpine High School graduation. Whatever were you thinking of, Al?”

From the expression on Al's long face, he hadn't been thinking as hard as Vida. “Well… the family wanted it then. I would've suggested an earlier time, but some of the relatives have to come from out of town. Oscar wanted to be buried with his parents, in Oppdal, Norway.”

“Ridiculous,” Vida declared. “His wife's buried right here in Alpine. Where did he get such a silly idea? And what's that got to do with when the funeral is held? The out-of-towners could come Friday and stay overnight. You won't have half the turnout for Oscar you'd have if the funeral were at ten, or even on Friday. What's wrong with Friday?”

Al considered his answer. “The out-of-towners,” he finally said, in his deliberate manner. “They couldn't make it.”

“Pooh.” Vida waved a dismissive hand and put her glasses back on. “They could if they tried. You should have insisted on a better time. As it is, many people will be torn between attending the funeral and the weddings. Of course there will be better food at the bridal receptions. But you really can't cut one short to run off to the other. Think of the emotional mood swing required. This could start some feuds.”

I stifled my comments. Strife in Alpine wasn't caused by ethnic antagonism, deep-seated religious convictions, or political boundaries. The so-called feuds, and there were many, grew out of a slight at not receiving a baby shower invitation, being snubbed in the parking lot at the Alpine Mall, or not getting your regular barstool at the Icicle Creek Tavern.

“By the way,” Al said as he backed away from Vida's desk, “I got a call from the parents of that snowboarder who went missing on Mount Baldy back at the end of March.”

My hackles rose and I frowned at Al. “His parents? I didn't think they were around here. But then, I didn't get first crack at the story.”

As was his habit, Al rubbed his index finger along the side of his nose. “I heard you were upset.” He shot me a sheepish, sidelong glance. “I'm sorry.”

“Why are you apologizing?” I snapped. “It wasn't your fault that Spencer Fleetwood got the scoop. Unless,” I went on, taking a step toward Al, “you were the one who told him about that snowboarder in the first place.”

“Me?” Al actually jumped. “How could I? Why would I? I heard about it on … the … radio.” He gulped the last words.

“So did everybody else,” I retorted. Al wasn't getting off to a good start this Monday morning, at least not in the Advocate's editorial office. Of course he'd had one good thing happen to him already—Oscar Nyquist had died. Not so good for Oscar, though. Teo, who had sat down at his computer, looked up. “Don't get Emma started, Al. That snowboarder story still hurts.”

I nodded three times, with emphasis. “Why did his parents call you? Where are they? What did they want?”

Al managed a feeble smile, which was about all he could muster on any given occasion, unbridled mirth not being part of his undertaker's professional mien. “They live back in New York—not the city, but someplace else with a funny name, like something Chinese. Anyway, they wanted to know if there had been any further word about their son—Brian Conley, that's his name—and if not, could we arrange some kind of memorial for him, maybe up on the mountain.”

Vida was still looking severe. “What's wrong with them? Wouldn't they think that if Brian's body had been found, they would have been notified as next of kin? By the way, the town is Penn Yan, and I believe the name is Welsh. When we ran the story, it reminded me of Tom Murphy. He came from there.”

Tom Murphy had been an early Alpine settler who had worked for Carl Clemans's sawmill. Tom had come west in search of Yukon gold, but not having found any, he discovered instead a young woman in Seattle who became his wife. Although the couple had lived in Alpine well before Vida's time, she had the Murphys cataloged along with every other soul who had ever set foot on the steep face of Tonga Ridge.

“Yes,” Al said sofly. “Anyway, I told them I'd be glad to hold a ceremony on Baldy, though I couldn't promise that it would be exactly where Brian was … lost. Indeed, if we knew that, we'd know where to find the remains and could have a proper service. Though,” he continued, growing thoughtful, “I haven't prepared a frozen corpse for burial in years. My father was very gifted at that—but he had more practice. In those days when the timber industry flourished, loggers got caught in avalanches and trapped under trees. Not to mention careless climbers falling into crevasses. It's not like it used to be.” He shook his head sadly.

“Come, come, Al,” Vida clucked. “Most of the people who fell into those crevasses were never retrieved. I can think of four different men who are still up on Baldy and Tonga Ridge.”

“True,” Al allowed. “Perhaps Brian Conley will still be found now that the spring thaw is under way. His parents also wanted to know if we had a Catholic priest here. I assured them that we did.”

“You'd think,” Vida said, speaking less severely now, “that they'd want to wait a bit. The spring runoff started only a few weeks ago.”

“They don't have mountains like the Cascades in Penn Yan,” Leo put in. “Their idea of a mountain back there is only slightly larger than an anthill.”

“What can you expect?” Vida remarked. “New York!” She shook her head.

Al was retreating toward the door. He was about to leave when Scott came in, waving a white bakery bag. “Hey, we got lucky. I managed to buy the last of the sugar doughnuts. Hi, Al. What's up?”

“A funeral,” Al said, unable to keep the satisfaction out of his voice. “Oscar Nyquist. It should be an impressive event. Oscar wasn't one to go second-class.” Al made his farewell, with the hint of a spring in his quiet tread.

Snatching up a doughnut, I headed for my office cubbyhole. We had two days until deadline. The thought of getting scooped rankled particularly on this newsless Monday morning. The last big story in the county had been the unfortunate Brian Conley. He had been reported missing on a Tuesday afternoon, and whoever leaked the item had given it not to us—we'd easily have made our five o'clock deadline—but to KSKY. Our lead articles since then had featured the usual traffic accidents, wrangling at the county commissioners' meetings, and the April start-up date of a new bridge over Burl Creek by the college. I wished no one ill, but I could have used something juicy.

Frankly, this week's issue was painfully dull. We had a big school-end section to fill, and except for the related stories, nothing much of interest. The front page would carry the main articles on the high school and community college commencements, along with the announcement of Oscar Nyquist's death. But there was no lead, nothing to grab the reader. I felt as if I were publishing a shopper, not a newspaper.

I scanned the wire services to see if there were any items with a local tie-in. A fatality accident had occurred this morning outside of Monroe on the dangerous stretch of road known as the Highway to Heaven. Too far from Alpine, and the victim was from Yakima. There was talk of resuming logging operations in central Oregon. Right industry, wrong state. A break-in had occurred at the naval station in Everett. No one from town currently worked there; the commute was too difficult in the winter. I was reminded of my former reporter, Carla Steinmetz Talliaferro, who had once solved the problem of a slow Tuesday by filling up three inches on the front page with a piece that began, “There was no news to report this week from the Snoqualmie National Forest ranger station….” And then proceeded to try to explain why.

Half an hour later, Mayor Fuzzy Baugh showed up, looking pleased with himself.

“Emma, how about a big front-page story?” he asked with the faint Louisiana drawl that still lingered in his voice.

My heart leaped. “Really? What's going on?”

Fuzzy, who has been Alpine's mayor since before I moved to town, eased himself into one of the visitor's chairs. “Tell me, darlin', what's the thing you'd most like to see as a civic improvement in this fine city?”

“Well …” I considered the dozens of editorials I'd written over the years, calling for more street repairs, sewer improvements, funding for the library, a bigger budget for the sheriff, trying to get the three old farts who made up the county commissioners to stay awake at the monthly meetings and actually accomplish something. “Schools,” I finally said. “I think it's time we tried to pass another levy. The K-12 teachers haven't had a real raise in four years.”

Fuzzy nodded slowly. “My, yes, that's an outstanding plan. But I'm thinking of an even more pressing need. Now, Emma, you've heard the complaints about Alpine's great lack.”

“Lack of what?” I had no idea what Fuzzy was talking about.

Fuzzy put both freckled hands on my desk and leaned forward in the chair. “A public toilet, that's what.”

“A … public toilet?” I repeated stupidly.

Fuzzy nodded some more. “I can see your headline now: ‘Mayor Brings Relief to Alpine Voters.’ I mean Alpine residents,” he hastily corrected himself.

To be fair, there had been criticism over the years because the town didn't provide public toilets, not even in Old Mill Park. Originally there had been two privies in the park, but they'd had to be moved every autumn and new holes had needed to be dug. Some four or five years earlier, there had been an early frost, right after Labor Day. Since Alpine is three thousand feet above sea level, the ground had remained solid until April. The city council got into a squabble over the placement of the new privies, and didn't resolve the matter until late September, when it was again too late to dig. Somehow, the whole issue got tabled, leaving the public stranded.

Milo and his deputies were forced to cite individuals who relieved themselves in public. And, because of my policy of printing the names and charges of everyone on the police blotter, I became the butt, so to speak, of the irate citizens who had not enjoyed seeing themselves charged with PIP, or Peeing/Pooping in Public.

“You see, Emma,” Fuzzy went on, “Granite Falls is putting in a public toilet. If they can do it, so can we.”

Granite Falls was another former logging town, north of us on the Mountain Loop Highway. Whatever was good for Granite Falls apparently was good for Alpine. Fuzzy wasn't going to be outdone.

“When?” I inquired. “It's already June.”

“Before the summer solstice parade, June twenty-first,” the mayor replied, looking pleased with himself. “There's enough money in the parks department budget to put in two toilets. Nothing fancy, of course, just the basics.”

“That's great, Fuzzy,” I said, trying to show enthusiasm. “Can you give me the details?”

“I'll have somebody from city hall drop off that information this afternoon,” Fuzzy said, getting to his feet and brushing at the temples of his dyed auburn hair. “Work should start in a few days. You'll want some pictures in progress, I imagine.”

“Definitely,” I replied, keeping a straight face.

“Wonderful.” Fuzzy rapped on my desk, an apparent sign of jubilation. “I kind of thought that since this was my idea it would be nice to name the rest rooms after me. What do you think of running a contest to see who can come up with the best name? The winner could have the privilege of inaugurating the toilets.”

After more than ten years in Alpine, I know there is no such thing as a really terrible idea. “Why not?” I said. “Make up the rules, send them along with the other information.”

“I've got a really good photo of the toilets in a catalog,” Fuzzy said. “Can you scan them into the newspaper?”

“Why not?” I repeated. Why not have a contest for the biggest hind end in Skykomish County? The candidates were too numerous to mention. I felt as if I were drowning in a sea of… something or other.

A proposed toilet was not a lead story, not even for the Advocate. I cudgeled my brain for other ideas. Maybe I could use the phone call to Al Driggers from Brian Conley's parents:

CLOSURE SOUGHT BY MISSING SNOWBOARDER's FAMILY

I sighed, even as I jotted down the possible headline. To refresh my memory, I pulled out the binder that contained the issues for the first quarter of the year. There was the first snowboarder story, telling our readers— after they'd already been informed by KSKY—that a twenty-five-year-old Seattle man named Brian Conley had been missing for four days on the north slope of Tonga Ridge. A week later, the follow-up story reported that Brian still hadn't been found. We had received a black-and-white photo of him from his girlfriend, and I'd run it on the front page just below the fold. I stared at the one-column cut. Brian looked younger than twenty-five, but perhaps the picture had been taken a couple of years earlier. He had a pleasant if undistinguished face. The description that had been given to the authorities listed Brian as five-ten, a hundred and sixty-five pounds, with blue eyes, dark brown hair worn short, and a small scar on the back of his right hand. I stared some more at the photo. He looked like the kind of person I'd inferred from the way his girlfriend had talked about him: ordinary, average, nice. Not the sort of person whose life should be cut off by a tragic accident. I shook my head and closed the bound volume.

If I planned to write another story I'd have to call the Conleys back in Penn Yan. Without much enthusiasm, I dialed Al's number at the funeral home. His gusty, lusty wife, Janet, answered.

“I'm filling in this morning,” she announced. “Cammy Olson is in bed with a bad case of postcoital sex.”

“The result or the cause thereof?” I inquired, laughing at Janet's typically ribald remark.

“Actually,” Janet replied, “she's got chicken pox. At twenty-two, isn't she a little old for that?”

“Not really,” I said. “The problem is, the older you are, the harder the case. I expect she's miserable.” Maybe this was my lead story:

SPOTTED WOMAN STALKS ALPINE

Maybe not.

“The younger generation,” Janet said scornfully. “She'll be out for at least a week. Between her and Al's new assistant, Dan Peebles, I should quit at Sky Travel and work at the mortuary full time. The only problem is, I get free trips at the travel agency. At the funeral home, people go, but they don't come back. Until this morning, they haven't even been going. It's all these hardy Scandinavians—they live forever.”

Janet had found the Conleys' number, and two minutes later I was speaking to Mrs. Conley. She seemed a bit confused about who I was and why I was calling, but finally she figured it out.

“It's a terrible thing, not knowing,” Mrs. Conley declared. “My husband and I should have come out when we learned that Brian was missing. But we kept waiting and hoping…” Her voice trailed away. I felt like a ghoul, knowing that I had upset her, aware that I had made dozens of such calls to bereaved relatives and friends. I hated this part of the job, but it was necessary.

I spoke up in an attempt to rescue her from the awkward moment. “A friend reported him missing, as I recall.”

“Yes.” There was an audible sniff at the other end of the line. “Gina, his girlfriend. We met her once, they came to visit last summer. She's very sweet. But by the time she notified the authorities, Brian had been gone overnight. Still, we thought maybe he'd just been hurt or gotten lost or …” Again Mrs. Conley's voice faded.

“Brian was alone, as I recall,” I said, racing to the rescue one more time.

“Yes.” Another sniff. “I guess so. Though we'd spoken with him a few days earlier, and I thought he mentioned something about going with a friend. But Gina wasn't sure, so maybe he changed his mind. Oh, Ms. Lord, you can't imagine what it's like to lose a son!”

I could, but I didn't want to. “I have a son about the same age as Brian,” I said. “He's my only child. Do you have other children?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Conley said, her voice somewhat stronger. “Two girls and two boys besides Brian. They're a comfort, but they can't make up for losing him. He was the baby of the family, and very special. Brian was such a passionate young man, always caught up in this cause and that. Do you think we're foolish to want to conduct some sort of service on that mountain where he was lost?”

“No,” I answered slowly. “If it would help you deal with your loss, it isn't foolishness.”

“That's so,” Mrs. Conley said vaguely. “You have a priest in Alpine?”

“Yes, Father Dennis Kelly,” I said. “He's very spiritual, very intelligent.” And his sermons are about as inspiring as legal notices. “Did you plan to come out soon?”

Mrs. Conley said that she and her husband hadn't made up their minds, they'd just come up with the idea of a mountainside service a couple of days ago. Their pastor in Penn Yan had celebrated a memorial Mass just two weeks earlier. Maybe they shouldn't spend the money on travel. Maybe they really were being foolish. Maybe Brian wasn't dead after all.

I pounced on that remark. “What do you mean?” Besides the hope of the hopeless, I thought.

Mrs. Conley didn't respond right away. When she did, her voice had taken on a wary note. “You never know. About disappearances, I mean.” She began speaking more Mary Daheim

rapidly. “Amnesia, for instance. Someone here in Penn Yan had amnesia and went missing for over two years. His son-in-law ran into him at a service station in Albany where he was pumping gas. Imagine—the poor man was an attorney with a very profitable practice.”

I made encouraging noises, then politely extricated myself from the conversation. There was no news here, and even if the Conleys did come to Alpine, the story wouldn't rate more than four inches. The missing snow-boarder was a dead end.

How could I have been so wrong?
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