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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The narrative takes place in late November and early December of 2004.


ONE

MY TEENAGE DAUGHTER IS PREGNUNT BY A MARRED MAN who used to be my husband but isn’t her father (far as I know) and she wants to keep the baby, but I got four other kids (besides her) so we’ll be too crowded with only two bedrooms and one bathroom (outside) and the roof leeks’—that’s L-E-E-K-S. ‘I told my daughter to get a job and move out, but she don’t feel good and can’t work. I can’t ether because my back hurts too bad and my boyfriend was layed off last week. My mama can’t help out, because she’s got the emfasima and my dad left town ten years ago with my second husband. What should I do? Oh—I need your recipe for how to pickel’—that’s P-I-C-K-E-L—‘a herring. Xmas is coming.’ ”

My House & Home editor whipped off her glasses and began rubbing her eyes until they squeaked. “Oooh! Why did I ever think it was a good idea to write an advice column? Why don’t people have sense? Why didn’t I do cooking hints instead?”

“You do that already with syndicated filler,” I reminded Vida Runkel, tactfully omitting that she knew far more about human behavior than she did about cooking. “I think you’ve handled the first two weeks of letters very well. How about telling whoever this is that they should talk to their clergyman? If they have one.”

Vida put her glasses back on and cradled her chin in her hands. “That’s so pat, Emma.”

“Do you know who it is?”

“It’s signed, ‘Stumpied,’ ” Vida replied, fingering the two sheets of lined notebook paper. “I don’t know if she meant ‘stumped’ or ‘stupid,’ but the latter word is more apt.” She studied the handwritten letter and the envelope. “The postmark is Alpine, but offhand, I’m not sure who wrote this.” She scowled and tossed the missive onto her desk. “Almost everyone in town has indoor plumbing, so I assume it’s someone in the county. It’s aggravating not to know the sender. I usually do.”

Vida wasn’t bragging. As a native, she is the resident Source of All Things Alpine, including the rest of Skykomish County. Vida can practically count all the hairs on each head in our mountainous part of the world. Upon rare occasion, she doesn’t recognize a newcomer or—God forbid—someone else who has slipped under her radar.

My ad manager, Leo Walsh, wasn’t in, so I sat on the edge of his desk, which is next to Vida’s. “What are you going to tell Ms. Pickled?” I asked, expecting a typical no-nonsense, no-holds-barred response.

But Vida looked uncomfortable, one hand fiddling with the big bow on her green-and-white-striped blouse. She didn’t reply immediately, and when she did, the words came in a whisper: “Where’s Amanda? I can’t see her behind the desk in the reception area.”

“She’s probably in the back shop, delivering Kip’s mail and the first batch of classifieds for this week’s edition.”

Vida nodded once. “After Amanda finally settled down, she’s done a good job filling in for Ginny. I hate to see her go, but of course the post office needs her.”

The mention of Amanda Hanson’s temporary stint as our office manager touched upon the matter at hand. It also rubbed at a raw wound in Vida’s heart. “Okay,” I said quietly, in case Amanda suddenly reappeared, “I assume you’re alluding to a suggestion that Ms. Pickled Herring’s grandchild should be put up for adoption?”

“Yes.” Vida straightened her wide shoulders. “This nitwit who wrote the letter doesn’t mention how far along her daughter is. If Amanda and Walt’s plan to take in Holly Gross’s children drags on through all the red tape involved with a mother who is in prison, it might be better for the Hansons to step in and pay for this silly teenager’s medical care.”

“Good point,” I agreed, but was loath to say more since the youngest of Holly’s three kids had been fathered by Vida’s grandson Roger. In the past six weeks since their drug-dealing mother had been arrested for shooting her partner in crime, any discussion of the baby’s fate was off-limits. But a day never went by that I didn’t want to ask Vida if her daughter Amy and son-in-law Ted had made any decisions regarding their grandson. I didn’t dare, for fear of embarrassing Vida any further. While my House & Home editor might divulge the most intimate secrets of anyone within her purview, Vida’s own problems were tucked securely under her innumerable and often outlandish hats. “One of us could talk to Amanda. I know she and Walt are getting frustrated.”

“I’ll do it,” Vida volunteered. “We don’t have much time in terms of publishing this letter in my column for Wednesday’s edition.”

“Right,” I said, glancing at Leo’s desk calendar. It was Monday, November 29. Thanksgiving was past, Christmas was less than a month away, and we’d had a few snow flurries at Alpine’s almost three-thousand-foot level. I scooted off the desk as our sole reporter, Mitch Laskey, entered the office.

“You should’ve warned me,” Mitch said, though I wasn’t sure if he was addressing Vida or me—or both. “Never interview Fuzzy Baugh on a Monday morning. He kept dozing off in his mayoral chair.”

“Fuzzy is no spring chicken,” Vida declared. “He dozes off frequently, including at city council meetings. Surely you heard he literally put himself to sleep yesterday morning when he gave witness at the Baptist church.”

Mitch grinned. “Is that why he has a bandage on his forehead?”

“Yes,” Vida said in disapproval. “He hit his head on the pulpit. I haven’t figured out if it’s a two-inch news story or an item for my ‘Scene Around Town’ column. It’s time for Fuzzy to retire.”

“Hunh,” Mitch said, settling his lanky frame behind his desk across from Leo’s. “I thought he was elected for life.”

“It’s an item for ‘Scene,’ ” I said, in one of my gentle reminders that I was The Alpine Advocate’s editor and publisher. Vida wasn’t the only one who needed an occasional refresher course in the paper’s pecking order. Her tenure went back some forty years, and many an Alpiner assumed she was the Advocate.

“Perhaps so,” she allowed. “I need four more items. Put on your thinking caps, please.”

As often happens, my grasp on power shifted once again. Smiling wryly, I headed for the cubbyhole that was my office. The phone rang just as I sat down.

“Emma?” a wan voice said at the other end.

“Yes, Ginny?”

“I’ve been thinking,” my longtime office manager said, “and after talking it over with Rick, I don’t think I should come back to work so soon. I mean, I know my maternity leave ends as of Friday, and Amanda is supposed to fill in at the post office for the holiday rush, but with the new baby and Christmas and everything else, I’m way too tired. After New Year’s, I should feel stronger. Is that okay?”

I told myself I should’ve seen this coming. Ginny had stopped in at the office only a couple of times since the Erlandsons had their third son in October. Looking back, I realized I hadn’t seen her since we’d run into each other at the Grocery Basket the first week of November.

“Amanda plans to quit tomorrow,” I said. “The post office needs her starting December first. In fact, they need her now. We figured we could cope on our own for three days, but it’s a little late in the game to find somebody to fill in for the whole month of December.”

“Oh—you’re mad at me,” Ginny said in that glum, put-upon voice I knew so well. “I don’t blame you, but I’m really tapped. You’ve no idea what it’s like to cope with three boys when you’re not feeling good. Rick’s great, but now that he’s the bank manager, he can’t take over as much, especially this time of year.”

Although I’d had only one boy, his father had been absent for the first couple of decades, and I’d managed to soldier on. There was, however, the daunting prospect of insisting that Ginny come back to work ASAP, and then having her bitch, pout, and sulk all the way through December. Even during the other eleven months of the year, merry was not a word I’d think of in connection with our efficient but often cheerless office manager.

I tossed the ball back to her. “Who would you suggest as a replacement?”

“I’ve already thought about it,” Ginny said, sounding almost cheerful—or at least not morose. “Denise Petersen. I mean, Denise Jensen. She kept her married name after the divorce.”

“I thought she’d gone back to work at the bank,” I said.

“She did,” Ginny replied, “but she never liked her teller’s job, and because her grandfather owns the Bank of Alpine, she felt she had to work there. Denise isn’t all that great with numbers and she can’t stand on her feet all day. She has really bad arches. She only went back because she needs the money after splitting up with Greg.”

I held my head with the hand that wasn’t holding the phone. “I don’t want to sound unsympathetic, Ginny, but you should’ve given me more notice. You’re putting us in a real bind.”

There was a pause before she spoke again. “I thought you always told me family came first. Was I so wrong?”

“That’s not fair,” I said, wondering why I felt defensive. “Look,” I said, seeing Sheriff Milo Dodge lope into the newsroom, “please give this a little more thought. Maybe we can work out something part-time.”

“Ohhh … that’s complicated.” Ginny sounded as if the concept overwhelmed her. “Before, it was all I could do to get Rick’s sister to take the kids full-time at the day care. I don’t think Donna would go for anything else. She’s already giving us a family discount.”

“At least,” I said, watching Milo loom over Vida’s desk, “think about it overnight. As for Denise, I honestly don’t know how she’d fit in. I hate to sound uncharitable, but she’s never struck me as …” I paused, noting that Mitch had joined Vida and the sheriff. “Sorry. I got distracted. Does Rick really think Denise could handle your job? He’s worked closely with her,” I went on, realizing that Milo’s usually laconic demeanor seemed to have succumbed to aggravation. “If Rick has any doubts, maybe he can suggest someone else.”

“If he had,” Ginny huffed, “he’d have mentioned it. Denise has matured in the past few years. She’s been through a lot. Greg hung out most of the time with his buddies and their stupid band. He was totally selfish about …”

Leo Walsh had entered the newsroom, greeting the sheriff with an amiable “Good morning.” Milo turned abruptly and glared at Leo. My ad manager stopped midway between the door and Vida’s desk. “Guess it’s not so good,” I heard Leo say.

I hadn’t, however, heard what Ginny was saying about Denise or Greg or anyone else. In fact, I cut her off. “I’ve got to go, Ginny. There’s a crisis brewing. It’s Monday—as you may recall, the day before deadline. Talk to you later.” I hung up and hurried into the newsroom.

“Whoa!” I shouted, interrupting whatever Milo was saying to the rest of my staff. “What’s up with you?”

The sheriff towered over me by more than his usual thirteen-inch advantage—not including his regulation trooper’s hat. His chilly hazel eyes veered in Vida’s direction before he answered the question. “I don’t want to hear about anybody else’s problems with letters. I’ve got my own, goddamnit, and I’m not in the mood for bullshit.”

“I can see that,” I said with a straight face. “Do you want to grab a cup of coffee and tell me about it, or would you rather stand here and implode?”

Milo looked in the direction of the coffeemaker and the pastry tray. “Are those the cinnamon rolls with pecans?”

Leo, who had made the morning run to the Upper Crust Bakery, made a little bow. “Half with, half without. Better hurry. Mitch already ate two of them.”

Mitch chuckled. “I thought I put my name on all six.”

“You could scarf those down and it’d never show,” Leo said. “What’s your secret, Laskey?”

“Born skinny,” Mitch replied, waiting for the sheriff to make a move on our goodies stash. “Just plain dumb luck.”

“Luck’s luck,” Leo said, pressing a hand against his slight paunch. “Too wide, too short. Bad combination.”

The sheriff ignored the banter, but he went to the table, grabbed a pecan roll, and poured himself a mug of coffee. I returned to my office. “What now?” I asked as Milo settled into one of my two visitors’ chairs.

“Here.” He reached inside his jacket and took out three letter-sized envelopes. “See for yourself. Don’t worry about fingerprints. There are too damned many to ID any one person.”

The three white envelopes were all addressed by hand to Milo at his office. The postmarks were from Alpine, dated November 22, 23, and 26. There was no return address. The stamps were from the U.S. Postal Service’s Cloudscape series. “Interesting,” I murmured, carefully taking out the first single sheet of paper.

“What?” Milo asked impatiently.

“Most people use the plain stamps. Adam used to collect …” I stopped. The plain white sheet of paper had a brief printed message that had been applied with Scotch tape: “HISTORY REPEATS ITSELF. DIDN’T YOU LEARN FROM YOUR LAST MISTAKE?”

Milo had lighted a cigarette. “Well?”

“That’s cryptic,” I said. “What mistake?”

“Who knows?” He shrugged. “Where’s the damned ashtray?”

“Oh.” I opened the drawer where I kept the ashtray for smokers like Milo and Leo. “Here.”

The sheriff put the cigarette down and took a big bite from his pecan roll. I read the second message, also typed and affixed to the page with Scotch tape. “WELL? HAVE I GOT YOUR ATTENTION?”

I grimaced. “This is weird, but it doesn’t say much.”

Milo wiped a crumb off his long chin. “Keep going.”

The third message jolted me. “LARRY PETERSEN IS INNOCENT. SHOULDN’T YOU BE LOOKING FOR LINDA’S KILLER?”

I stared at the sheriff. “This is about the murder of Linda Petersen Lindahl ten years ago?”

“That what it says.” Milo looked grim. “What makes it really weird is that Sam Heppner got an FYI call this morning from the state penitentiary in Walla Walla. Larry died of a heart attack Saturday around seven A.M.”

I was stunned. “Are you sure the information was genuine?”

“Oh, yeah. I called the warden to confirm Larry’s death.”

“Does the family know?”

“What family?” Milo looked disgusted. “Larry’s wife, JoAnne, moved away after he got arrested for killing his sister, Linda. Marv and Cathleen Petersen retired to Arizona, and the last I heard from Aunt Thelma, Marv had Alzheimer’s.”

I’d almost forgotten the family connection between the sheriff and the Petersens. Milo’s aunt had married Elmer Petersen. Unlike his older brother, Marv, Elmer hadn’t followed their late father and Bank of Alpine founder into the business. Instead, Elmer and Thelma had owned a modest farm until they sold the property and moved into the local retirement home.

“But,” I said, “you must’ve talked to your aunt and uncle about Larry. Weren’t there a couple of other Petersen aunts who moved away?”

“I haven’t told Uncle Elmer and Aunt Thelma about Larry,” Milo replied, relighting his cigarette, which had gone out while he was eating his roll. “I don’t know if Elmer and Marv’s sisters are still alive. They broke off whatever connection they had with the rest of the Petersens after Linda was murdered.” Milo took a drag on his cigarette. “All I had time to do this morning was verify Larry’s death. Now I’m wondering who the hell is sending this crap—and why.” He took the letters from me. “You know what’s going to happen next.”

“I do?”

Milo regarded me as if I were the dimmest suspect in a police lineup. “Legal problems. Threats. Dealing with a nut-job. I don’t need more grief right now. Hell, it’s only been a little over a month since the shootout at the trailer park.”

“It’s a crackpot,” I said. “Larry never denied killing Linda. I’ll admit I didn’t attend the entire trial, but that was because the defense wanted a change of venue and the case was tried in Everett.”

“I know, I know.” He waved away the plume of smoke from his cigarette. “I got so damned tired of having to be there that I spent two nights in a motel. The commute was killing me.”

“And Larry tried to kill me,” I reminded the sheriff. “Thank God you came along or I wouldn’t be here listening to you bitch about some stupid letters.”

Milo was silent for a long moment. “Did you ever wonder if Larry wanted to tell you something instead of turning you into his next victim?”

I thought back to what had been one of the most frightening moments in my life. “To be honest, no. In fact, that’s how the whole situation began. It was snowing that night. I was in front of the bank, waiting for Vida and Rick to come out after we inveigled him into letting her inside. Larry drove up and realized something odd was happening. He did say he wanted to talk to me, but I was suspicious of him by then, so I suggested we go over to the Advocate. Then everything went downhill. He got very agitated and dragged me inside the car. You know the rest.”

Milo sighed. “What if Larry did just want to talk?”

It was my turn to pause before speaking again, trying to force myself back in time to my emotional, as well as intellectual, reactions. “I was on guard from the get-go. I sensed his desperation. It scared the hell out of me. I already figured him for the killer. So did you.”

The sheriff nodded. “Everything fit. If it hadn’t, I’d never have made the arrest.”

“Of course you wouldn’t.” I smiled softly. “That’s the way you always work.”

“Right.” He shook his head, obviously unhappy. “It’s a hell of a way to spend a Monday morning. The first two letters were so vague that I almost chucked them. The timing bothers me, now that Larry’s dead.”

“The letters were sent before Larry died,” I pointed out.

“I know. But still …” He shrugged. “Coincidences happen.”

I waited while he finished the roll before I posed a question. “Are you here because you want us to run a story about these letters?”

The sheriff stuffed the letters inside his jacket. “God, no!” He frowned, his eyes fixed on my wall map of Skykomish County. “Maybe I just wanted to blow off steam. It must be a crank. The woods are full of them. All this Internet stuff—somebody reads something that sets them off, and even if it has nothing to do with them, they get their rocks off by jumping into whatever. It’s just one step away from the crazies who confess to a murder they didn’t commit or claim to have information about a terrorist plot to blow up Grand Coulee Dam.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Go solve some real cases. If you have any.” I looked inquiringly at Milo. “Do you? I haven’t talked to Mitch about the police log from the weekend.”

The sheriff put out his cigarette and stood up. “Mitch hasn’t been in yet. Nothing much to report anyway, just the usual DUIs, traffic violations, and a couple of non-injury vehicular accidents on Highway 2.”

I also stood up. “No break-ins? No domestic violence? No lost livestock?”

Milo shook his head. “Funny thing about the weekend after Thanksgiving. We never do get much real crime. I guess everybody’s too stuffed and sleepy from eating big Thanksgiving dinners.”

“That could be a story in itself,” I said.

Milo looked amused. “You must be desperate for headlines.”

“I am, actually,” I admitted. “But we’ve had enough excitement around here already this year, and much of it hasn’t been pleasant. I’d prefer a quiet holiday season.”

“Me too.” Milo awkwardly patted my shoulder. “I feel better. Maybe I’ll concentrate on winter steelheading.”

“Good plan,” I said. “Don’t ask for trouble.”

“I won’t.” He ambled into the newsroom, pausing just long enough to exchange a few words with Leo, Mitch, and Vida. Peacemaking, I thought. Nice. Especially with Christmas around the corner.

As I turned to go behind my desk and sit down, I bumped into the drawer I’d left open. I banged my knee, winced, and swore under my breath. It occurred to me that there was a problem with corners, even the ones on desks.

You can’t see what’s around them.


TWO

AS SOON AS MILO LEFT, VIDA CHARGED INTO MY OFFICE. “What was that all about?” she demanded, leaning on my desk. “I merely mentioned that the letters I receive asking for advice are a perfect example of how foolishly people can behave—even in Alpine—and suddenly he went off on a tangent.”

“He’s gotten some weird letters lately,” I explained, emptying the ashtray. “I think he’s in a bad mood because his ex forced him to spend Thanksgiving with her and their kids to prove they could behave like a real family when their daughter gets married. Milo’s not too thrilled with Tanya’s choice, but he’s never liked any of the guys she’s dated. He didn’t go into mourning a couple of years ago when Tanya broke up with that live-in sculptor after her miscarriage.”

Vida avoided my gaze. Her own family gathering had been tarnished by Roger’s illegal and immoral behavior. “Yes, I understand. Awkward, sometimes.”

Ordinarily, Vida would’ve changed the subject immediately, but her reticence amplified her shame and guilt for having spoiled Roger the past twenty-odd years. Thus, I reverted to the sheriff’s problems. “Did you know Larry Petersen died over the weekend?”

Vida looked stunned. “No! How can that be?”

“Presumably a heart attack in the penitentiary at Walla Walla.”

“My goodness,” she murmured. “Larry couldn’t have been more than early fifties. Has Milo talked to Elmer and Thelma?”

“Not yet,” I replied. “Do you know where Larry’s ex-wife lives?”

“In Seattle, but I don’t have her address. I can find out, though,” Vida said, her aplomb returning. “In fact, Rick Erlandson should know. He would’ve been involved in changing JoAnne’s accounts after Larry was sent to prison. Besides Denise, there were two boys who were away at college when the tragedy occurred.” She drummed her fingers on the back of the visitor’s chair. “Frankie’s the eldest and Cole’s the youngest, with Denise in the middle. The boys must be in their late twenties or even early thirties. As for Marv and Cathleen, I doubt they have enough brains left to take this in. If it hadn’t been for Andy Cederberg taking over at the bank, the rest of the Petersens might’ve sold out. I’ve always said moving to Arizona is a bad idea. So much sun! It must wither the brain cells.”

The concept of any Alpiner moving away always baffled Vida. Why move to Hell when you could live in Heaven? “Marv had two sisters,” I said. “Have you heard from them since the disaster?”

Vida straightened up and squared her wide shoulders. “Certainly not. Offhand, I don’t recall the sisters’ married names, but they were at Linda Petersen’s funeral. Or should I say Linda Lindahl? She never changed her name back after divorcing Howard. I can call Driggers Funeral Home. There was a guest book. I wonder who has it?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Marv, probably. He grieved deeply for his daughter. To realize that Linda was killed by her brother because Larry’s dream of running the bank had been dashed would be enough to make any parent want to blot out reality. Alzheimer’s, indeed! Every disease and condition has a ridiculous name these days for something that’s been around since time began. In my opinion, Alzheimer’s is a cliché diagnosis for shutting out the past, refusing to recognize the present, and fending off the future. I can’t blame Marv for any of that.”

Once again, I wondered if Vida was thinking of herself—and Roger. “Milo should know how a prison death is handled,” I said. “Next of kin would be notified. Larry’s kids, I suppose.” I suddenly remembered Denise. “Oh, my God! Ginny was just talking to me about Denise Petersen Jensen. I wonder if she—Denise, I mean—knows.”

“Ginny?” Vida scowled. “Why was she talking about Denise?”

A quick check of my watch told me it was going on ten. The morning was passing too quickly. I still hadn’t written my editorial. In fact, I hadn’t even decided on a topic. “Ginny’s waffling about coming back to work. She wants to wait until after New Year’s, and she suggested Denise as a fill-in.”

“Oh, for goodness sakes!” Vida stopped just short of removing her glasses and attacking her eyes again. “Denise is a nitwit! And whatever is wrong with Ginny? I thought she had more gumption than to act as if she’d been paralyzed in a car accident instead of merely having a baby. If you tell me she’s pleading postpartum whatever it’s called, I’ll lose all respect for her. Such nonsense! What’s wrong with young women these days? That’s what I’ve said all along about equality between the sexes. Why on earth did women ever want to lower themselves to the level of men? Ginny’s a perfect example, what my dear mother would’ve called a ‘weak sister.’ She was, of course, referring to men who behaved like weak sisters.”

I’d heard similar rants many times from Vida, and given the tales she’d told about the early female residents of Alpine, most of them could’ve given Paul Bunyan a run for his money. Or his ox or axe or …

But Vida wasn’t finished. “Even Buck, who I must confess is sometimes rather old-fashioned in his views, thinks that women make excellent fighter pilots. He calls it their ‘mother lioness nature,’ in this case defending their country instead of their cubs.”

Buck Bardeen was a retired air force colonel who had been Vida’s longtime companion. His brother, Henry, managed the ski lodge, and although I didn’t know Buck well, he was obviously a man who could put up with Vida while accepting whatever limits—physical and emotional—she might set. “Understandable,” I agreed. “Most women can—”

I was interrupted by Mitch Laskey, who was standing in the doorway. “I’m off to interview the new prof at the college,” he said. “I’ll check the police log on my way back, okay?”

I nodded. “Sure. Good luck. He’s science, right?”

Mitch, who is in his fifties and a veteran of the Detroit Free Press, grinned at me. “Whatever he teaches will have to be translated. Science is not my specialty. Give me race riots, drug busts, crooks in high places, and a UAW strike with blood on the picket line any day.” With a casual wave, he headed back through the newsroom.

“Detroit,” Vida murmured. “It’s a wonder Mitch and his wife got out alive.”

“They lived in Royal Oak, a suburb,” I reminded Vida.

“It’s still Detroit.”

I didn’t argue. The Laskeys had moved to Alpine because their son was serving a five-year term in the Monroe Correctional Complex for dealing drugs. Mitch and Brenda had thought he’d moved out west to find himself. Instead, he’d found a market and a supplier for doing business as usual. Troy Laskey might as well have stayed in Michigan.

Vida had gotten to her feet. “I’ll call Al Driggers. As funeral director, he should know if Denise or her grandparents have been notified of Larry’s death.”

“Okay.” I slumped in my chair as Vida walked out in her splay-footed manner. I was still pondering my various problems a few minutes later when Leo came into my office.

“You look like the last rose of summer,” he remarked, sitting down in the chair Milo had vacated. “A pretty rose, but fading fast.”

“Thanks,” I said dryly. “If you’ve got a dilemma, can you keep it to yourself until noon?”

Leo chuckled. “I’m still sorting out my Thanksgiving interlude with Liza and the kids. It seemed almost like old times. Except,” he added wistfully, “it wasn’t.”

Leo had finally been invited back into the family fold after ten years of divorce from his wife and estrangement from his children. “They must’ve been glad to see you sober and gainfully employed,” I said.

“If that hadn’t been the case, Liza would never have let me in the door.” Leo’s weathered face was like a map of the roads he’d traveled in the past twenty years or more. “It was tough at first for all of us, but what broke the ice was when the turkey caught fire. There’s nothing like a threat to life, limb, and a paid-off mortgage to bring people together. I didn’t even need to remind Liza that I was the one who made the last payment on the house in Santa Maria, the BBQ capital of the world. We must’ve violated a city ordinance by roasting the damned bird instead of firing up the grill. Which,” Leo went on before I could do more than laugh, “brings up an idea I have for our advertisers. Why can’t Alpiners call themselves the something-or-other capital of the world and make some money off of it?”

“My God,” I said in mock horror, “have you turned into Ed Bronsky?”

Leo leaned his head back and stared at the low dappled ceiling panels that were beginning to show wear and tear after four years. As the print media increasingly became an endangered species, I wondered if the Advocate or my office would be the first to collapse. “We’ll do okay during the Christmas season, but come January, we’re always a little thin. I’m scheduled to be the chamber of commerce speaker right after the first of the year. I thought I might stir up the merchants by suggesting we find something unique about Alpine as a promotional theme. ‘World Capital of Vida Runkel’ would be fitting, but I’m not sure it’d sell ads or goods beyond SkyCo.”

I grinned at Leo. “For a moment, I thought you might’ve been channeling your predecessor.” Ed’s ideas—on the rare occasions that he had them—were always borderline absurd. I sucked in my breath. “Speak of the devil,” I murmured. “Here comes Ed.”

Ed, however, had stopped by Vida’s desk. Leo turned discreetly to look into the newsroom. “He’s sitting down. That’s not a good sign.”

“Better Vida than me,” I said. “Or you.”

“True.” I leaned to one side, trying to see what Ed was doing. Talking, of course, and gesturing with his pudgy hands. He obstructed my view of Vida—no surprise, since Ed was wide enough to block out a hippopotamus.

Leo and I looked helplessly at each other. “Should I rescue the Duchess?” he whispered, using his nickname for Vida that she claimed to despise.

“She may’ve already passed out from listening to him.” But before I could say anything else, I heard her voice.

“That’s a fine idea, Ed,” she said in a calm manner. “Why shouldn’t you run for county commissioner? The trio we have now are all senile. And you aren’t deaf.”

Leo shot me an incredulous look. “Didn’t we just hold an election?” he murmured.

I nodded. The only commissioner who’d been up for reelection in early November was Alfred Cobb. He won because his opponent, Arnold Qvale, dropped dead on Halloween. There hadn’t been time to remove Arnold’s name from the ballot. Even though his opponent was deceased, Alfred had won by only a slim margin. Frankly, it had been hard to tell the difference between the two candidates. “You’ve heard talk about a special election in March, right? Alfred can barely sit up at the meetings, let alone participate.”

Leo sighed. “As I recall, Ed was going to run for office a couple of years ago, but didn’t make the filing date.” He stopped, seeing my signal to shut up. Ed was chugging toward us.

“Hey, hey, hey!” Ed exclaimed, greeting Leo with a loud slap on the shoulder. “Bronsky’s back and SkyCo’s got him!”

“I’ll be damned,” Leo said, wincing. “What’s up, Ed?”

My former ad manager pulled out the other visitor’s chair and wedged himself between the armrests. “I’ve got it on good authority that Alfred Cobb’s stepping down from the county troika. He’s announcing it at the commissioners’ meeting tomorrow night. You better tell Kip to stop those presses, Emma.”

“We always hold a space open for their meetings since they changed the night to a Tuesday,” I said blandly. “It’s a nuisance, especially when the meetings drag and drone on for so long.”

The chair creaked under Ed as he leaned forward, fists on my desk. “You got it! That’s why I’m running. This county is stuck in the mud. You wouldn’t believe the plans I’ve got to perk things up!”

“I’ll bet I wouldn’t,” I said, trying to keep a straight face. “Will you be speaking at the meeting tomorrow night?”

Ed made a face. “I’m not sure. It depends on what happens. If Alf—I’ve always called him that, even when I was a working stiff—if he announces he’s stepping down due to ill health, I might. You know—to show that I’m ready for action and rarin’ to go.”

Leo, who had shot Ed a sharp glance, scooted his chair a few inches from his predecessor and stood up. “Excuse me,” he said, “but this working stiff has to work.” He winked at me. “Later, Emma. Don’t forget, we’re going seventy/thirty this week.”

“I can’t forget that,” I said with a grin for Leo. “Nicely done.”

Ed’s eyes widened. “Seventy/thirty? That’s … good.” He settled back in his chair. “It’s holiday season, of course. That always pushes the ad ratio up. Way back before you took over, I usually ran about seventy-five/twenty-five or better. Marius Vandeventer used to give me a bad time because he didn’t have enough room for news or photos. He was kidding, of course.” Ed chuckled.

As far I was concerned, Ed was kidding, too. If he’d even gotten us a sixty percent amount of advertising on a regular basis, I wouldn’t have had to scrimp and scrounge for revenue while he remained on the staff. “So, are you settled into your new house?” I asked, deciding to change the subject lest I say something rash.

Ed nodded, chins jiggling. “We got in for Thanksgiving. Really nice, cozy, too. That double-wide was cramped. And of course I quit the restaurant business. But you knew that—Vida put it in ‘Scene.’ ”

Ed, who had squandered his sizable inheritance on the so-called villa he’d built above the golf course, had not only been forced to sell Casa de Bronska to developers, but had become so mired in debt that the family had to move to a mobile home. To keep the wolf from the door, he’d gone to work at the Burger Barn. I’d actually felt sorry for him. But the final payment from the house sale had come through in the past month, enabling the Bronsky brood to buy a small home near the fish hatchery. His wife, Shirley, had renewed her teaching certificate and was substituting for the Alpine school district.

“I understand ReHaven will open its doors not long after the first of the year,” I said, noting that Vida had put on her new plum-colored winter coat and an almost-matching pillbox hat with swatches of long bright feathers.

Ed didn’t look pleased at the mention of ReHaven. “I hate to think of all those drunks and druggies trashing our villa, but I suppose it’s for the best.” He grunted as he stood up. “Better get going. Don’t forget—big news tomorrow night. Will Lashley be there?”

“It’s Laskey,” I told Ed for at least the third time. “Yes.”

“Good.” He stumbled a bit, apparently over his own feet. “Oof. New shoes. I need to break them in.”

“Do that. Bye, Ed.” I’d remained seated. Vida had already left the office. Ed took a detour, and though he was briefly out of sight, I knew he was probably stuffing his pockets with Upper Crust pastries.

Maybe Ed had inadvertently given me an idea for my editorial. Alfred Cobb, and his fellow county commissioners, George Engebretsen and Leonard Hollenberg, weren’t the only public officials who’d outlived their usefulness, if not their ability to pork-barrel. The U.S. Senate and House had several members who couldn’t function much more effectively than an oven mitt. I’d also heard firsthand tales about certain Supreme Court justices who had trouble remaining conscious while hearing arguments on vital national issues. Then there was the judiciary on the state and local level, not to mention Mayor Fuzzy Baugh …

My mind wandered in and around these possibilities until I, too, began to feel drowsy. I might’ve nodded off if the phone hadn’t rung to jolt me out of my lethargy.

“My computer died,” my brother Ben announced. “I can’t e-mail, so I’m calling to see if you survived Thanksgiving all by yourself.”

“I had a wonderful time,” I said with unbridled sarcasm. “It was such fun to not have my brother and my son with me as planned.”

“Hey—we’re priests. We have a higher calling. Besides, the Pilgrims were Protestants. Don’t tell me that in your basic Scandinavian community you didn’t celebrate Martin Luther’s birthday on November tenth.”

“We only do Martin Luther King’s,” I retorted. “Now that I think about it, he wasn’t a Lutheran or a Scandinavian.”

“You always were a little slow,” Ben said with that familiar crackle of humor in his voice. “Seriously, were you too miserable?”

“Well …” I thought back to the previous Thursday, with the promise of sun in the morning, followed by heavy clouds, a brisk wind off the mountains, and stinging sleet before sunset. “Let’s say it wasn’t exactly festive. Even Father Den had taken off for the long weekend. It’s not a holy day of obligation, so I didn’t drag my lonely body to the communion service.”

“Jeez,” Ben said, though I couldn’t tell if he was dismayed or mocking. “You really are a mess.”

“I was, past tense. I’ve recovered. It just happened to be the first time that everybody around here had somewhere else to go for Thanksgiving and I didn’t have you and Adam to keep me company. I’m over it, okay?”

“Okay.” Ben paused. “It’s possible that you may be seeing much more of me in the coming year.”

The sudden heaviness in my brother’s voice alarmed me. “Why?”

“Father Jim—the priest I’m filling in for—is giving up his religious vocation. He’s fallen in love with a widow and they’re getting married in June. I hope and pray he’s doing the right thing, but meanwhile I’m stuck here in Cleveland until a replacement can be found. When that happens, I’m taking my long overdue six-month sabbatical to sit on my ass, drink beer, and watch sports on TV.”

“Oh! You scared me. I thought you were the one in crisis.”

Ben laughed. “Hell, no. I picked the right vocation. If I’d gotten married, I’d probably have about four ex-wives by now. You and I were never intended for domestic bliss.”

I bristled at the remark. “I would’ve done just fine if I’d finally married Tom instead of having him buried.”

“Death has a way of spoiling fairy tales,” Ben said flatly.

“That’s harsh,” I snapped. “What are you going to say next—that it was all part of God’s plan that I should stay single?”

“You know me better than that,” my brother said with a touch of asperity. “Ever hear of free will? It’s a basic Catholic concept. Hey—got to go. Lunch date with a couple of guys from the chancery to figure out all this mess. Maybe they’ll ask me to give a wedding shower for the happy couple. Stay loose, Sluggly.”

“Yeah. Right … Stench.” I couldn’t resist tossing back my childhood nickname for Ben. “Sluggly” was about as annoying to me as “Duchess” was to Vida.

My production manager, Kip MacDuff, swung into my office. “Any clue about page one?” he asked. “Mitch promised photos of merchants at the mall stringing up lights over the weekend. You got them?”

“Not yet,” I said. “The Laskeys spent the weekend in Seattle.”

Kip rubbed his neatly trimmed beard. “You mean Mitch didn’t follow through? That’s not like him.”

“He probably took the pictures before leaving town,” I said. “They spent Thanksgiving with their son in Monroe and then went on to Seattle. I’ll ask him when he finishes his morning rounds.”

“What’s our lead?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Milo found out this morning that Larry Petersen died over the weekend, but that’s not a banner headline. Page one, below the fold, four or five inches, head shot—discreet, dignified.”

Kip looked stunned. “Larry died in the slammer? Was he killed by another inmate?”

“It was a heart attack, according to the sheriff.”

“Jesus!” Kip shook his head. “Larry was fairly young. All those Petersens seem to live forever.” He grimaced. “I mean, unless they …”

“Kill each other?” I suggested.

Kip winced. “Yeah—I guess. But what I’m trying to say is … well, if you get stabbed or beaten to death, your heart stops, right? How can we be sure it was a real heart attack? Wouldn’t the prison authorities just as soon cover up that kind of thing? You know—politics.”

The thought had never crossed my mind. Or, apparently, anyone else’s at the sheriff’s office. “Milo talked to the warden. I suppose the guy could’ve lied, but if so, there’s a much bigger story that goes far beyond Alpine. I wouldn’t think one law enforcement official would do that to another. He’d be more likely to tell the truth, but ask for discretion.”

Kip’s expression was wry. “The Good-Old-Boy Cop Network? Dodge wouldn’t cooperate.”

“No, he wouldn’t,” I agreed. “Milo doesn’t play games. The warden must be on the level. I can’t see Larry in a prison fight. He had no history of violence until he strangled his sister.” I realized I was thinking out loud. “He was driven to that by his father bypassing him for Linda to eventually become bank president. Larry always thought he was Marv’s heir apparent, but his father and his sister betrayed him. That’s a crime of passion.”

“Family tradition,” Kip murmured. “That’s how it was with Marv taking over from his dad.”

I nodded. “Larry had been in prison for ten years. I’ve no idea if JoAnne or his kids ever visited him. Or even his parents. I assume he was filled with remorse. That can drastically alter a person’s physical and mental state.”

Kip, who’d remained standing, leaned against my filing cabinet and looked unusually serious. “Maybe. Prison would be worse for a straight arrow like Larry than most perps.” He moved closer to my desk, but still didn’t sit down. “You covered the trial. How did Larry act?”

I thought back to those sessions in the Snohomish County Courthouse. I’d sat in on the trial a couple of times. The rest of the coverage was handled by my former reporter, Carla Steinmetz, who had quit after marrying Ryan Talliaferro, the current dean of students at Skykomish Community College. Carla had been prone to typos and a lack of attention to detail, but she’d flung herself into the drama of a murder trial and, as I recalled, had done one of her best reporting jobs.

“It’s odd,” I said after a long pause, “but what I remember most was that Larry remained stoic, almost statue-like. He never did testify. I sat through most of voir dire because the case was being tried outside of SkyCo and I wanted to get a sense of who was on the jury. Even Vida couldn’t help me. I don’t remember anything unusual about Carla’s account other than what she included in her articles.” I paused again and smiled. “She did wonder why the courthouse had been built in Mission style instead of something more fitting for our woodsy world.”

Kip grinned, a sign that he was rallying from the news of Larry’s death. “Sounds like Carla. I wonder what Rick thinks about this. I suppose he’s heard by now.” He glanced at my wall calendar. “Gosh, Ginny’s due back next Monday. It seems like she just left.”

“It seems the same way to Ginny,” I said. “She isn’t ready to come back. I talked to her this morning.”

Kip’s brief cheer evaporated. “What’s wrong? Is she okay?”

“Ginny claims she hasn’t regained her strength yet.” I pushed my chair back and stood up. “I told her she either had to come to work as planned or find someone to take her place.”

“Oh, crap!” Kip slapped his hand against the filing cabinet. “Maybe she should just quit. Three kids must be a handful. Now that Rick’s the bank manager, they should be able to get by on his salary.”

“That crossed my mind,” I admitted. “The Erlandsons aren’t big spenders. The only vacations they’ve ever taken have been to visit relatives in Oregon and eastern Washington.”

“Hey,” Kip said, snapping his fingers. “Got a thought. Why not ask Carla to fill in? Won’t she be on break from advising the college newspaper during most of December?”

It wasn’t the best idea Kip had ever had, but it wasn’t the worst, either. “Let me think about that. I gave Ginny a deadline to come up with somebody besides Denise Petersen. I mean, Jensen.”

“Oh, no! Denise is a total airhead. She screwed up the last two deposits we made and put them into my brother’s account.”

“You’re preaching to the choir,” I said as I walked out of my office with Kip. “By the way, our lead story may be Alfred Cobb’s resignation.”

Kip looked vexed. “We won’t know that until deadline. That’s it?”

“At the moment,” I said. “Would you like me to go out and assault the first passerby so Milo can arrest me?”

Kip’s ruddy complexion grew even redder. “Sorry. I don’t mean to pressure you. Spence hasn’t had much today, either. I guess we’re going through a news lull.”

Kip’s reference to Spencer Fleetwood’s local radio station gave me an idea. “Milo mentioned how quiet it is around here after Thanksgiving. Maybe I should write a feature on what media moguls like the two of us do when there’s nothing much to report. It might be interesting.”

Kip looked dubious. I didn’t blame him. He returned to the back shop while I pulled out the bound volume of Advocates containing our coverage of the Petersen trial. It wouldn’t hurt to refresh my memory. If nothing else, I might find a recyclable editorial. My mind was still blank.

A half-hour later, I remained unenlightened. There was nothing in the trial coverage that provided anything to suggest Larry’s conviction wasn’t justified. Nor did any of my largely outdated editorials inspire me with fresh ideas. By eleven-fifteen, I felt frustrated.

“Are you awake?” Mitch asked from the newsroom doorway.

I’d been sitting at his desk, which happened to be closest to our bound archives. “Barely,” I confessed, picking up the volume I’d been perusing. “I still don’t have an editorial. By the way, have you got those photos from the merchants’ light-hanging shoot?”

Mitch clapped a hand to his forehead. “Oh, my God! I forgot all about that.” His narrow shoulders sagged. “Brenda and I planned to come back to Alpine after we’d seen Troy in Monroe, but we decided we were more than halfway to Seattle and kept going. I’m sorry, Emma. What do you want me to do to fill the space?”

I’d moved away from his desk. “Fake it,” I said, more harshly than I’d intended. “Get Clancy Barton and Cliff Stuart and whoever else you were thinking of to pretend they’re putting up the lights at the mall. We have to run some kind of art on the front page.”

Mitch looked so contrite that I felt sorry for him. In the few months that he’d worked for me, I’d found him totally reliable. Spending Thanksgiving with a jailbird son was enough to fog anybody’s brain.

“Wait,” I said, smiling ruefully. “I’ve got a better idea. Mountain View Gardens has an attractive display up and a ton of Christmas trees for sale. See if you can get a shot of a family buying a tree or a wreath or … just being … festive. The Hedstroms can help. They’ve taken out a quarter-page ad this week.”

“Hedstrom,” Mitch murmured, making a note. “First names?”

“Jerry and Mary Beth. Nice couple.” I kept smiling.

Mitch still looked chagrined. “I feel like a dumbshit. If I have to dress up like Santa Claus, I’ll get something good. Color, too.”

“Forget it,” I said. “I’m still in Monday-morning mode. Not quite with it, for some reason.”

“A common condition,” Mitch murmured. He grabbed his camera and saluted. “Back in a flash. Or as soon as I can find a happy family.”

I figured that could take some time. But Mitch already knew that.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Dahe_9780345519092_epub_tp_r1.jpg
THE
ALPINE
VENGEANCE

MARY DAHEIM

xs il e vou






OEBPS/images/Dahe_9780345519092_epub_cvi_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Dahe_9780345519092_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





