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“Ladies and Gentlemen, this trial will take at least three weeks to complete.” 

Even as I told the jurors this, I was feeling in my 40-year-old body that it had already been a long eight months preparing for this trial, during which time my wife and daughter had seen very little of me. My wife, Ginger, was very understanding, having worked as a court reporter, but Tina, my daughter, less so. In fact, right now she was not even speaking to me for missing her basketball game last night.

“But this trial will be about a woman, Misty Cooper, who died eight months ago at the hands of Quentin Ritter, the defendant sitting at the table in front of you. We do not have a murder weapon to show you, but you will find out for yourselves what that murder weapon was. We will present conclusive evidence to you of what it was.

“And I submit to you, there is a murder weapon, and it’s right here in the courtroom attached to that man’s body. That man had his hands around Misty Cooper’s neck, with plenty of time to reflect, and we are talking four minutes.

“But it was a countdown to zero for Misty. And a countdown to death is a conviction for first degree murder for that man that took her life.”

As I sat down, I prayed that when this trial was over the jury would be as convinced about the guilt of Quentin Ritter as I was. I reflected back on the moment I laid eyes on him at the police station, knowing at that moment that Quentin was guilty. Now it was up to me to see that justice was done for Misty’s murder. 

Detective Jake Zimmer had given me a call, as I was the District Attorney, and I had requested to be called in on all high-profile cases. When I arrived at the scene on Breeze Street, I noticed that my investigator, Steve Monroe, had already arrived. He greeted me at the door. 

“Mike, Misty Cooper has been murdered.”

It was a hot, balmy August night when I saw the bloody and strangulated body of Misty. I knelt and pulled back the sheet. She had a light-yellow color to her skin. Her face was black and blue with bruises. She had a swollen eye with a little bit of blood.

Flashes of picnics and 4th of July barbecues in our small town of Bison, Montana pitted in my stomach as the detectives covered her small five-foot-one body. As my mind tried to defend the truth, there was no denying the silky long brown hair was hers. 

Misty was well known in the small town of Bison. She had grown up here, had gone to school with most of the people in the town, or with their sons and daughters. At the time of her death, she was working as a disc jockey for the local radio station.

Everyone liked Misty. She had been a cheerleader in high school, and never the kind of person to talk about others or judge anyone for what life had dealt them. Her mother had passed away in a car wreck a few years ago. 

Misty played the kind of country western music on her radio station that made your stomach hurt because it took you back to the time your heart was torn out. Maybe that’s why she liked that kind of music, because Misty’s heart had been torn out, and stomped on.

Misty had been a longtime friend of mine. We had gone to school together, hung out with the same group of people, and had been at each other’s weddings. If it hadn’t been for Kyle, I might have married Misty. We dated once or twice in high school, but Kyle Cooper had her heart all along.

I had known Kyle most of my life, as we went to the same school. I was shyer in high school than Kyle, who did not seem to be shy at all. I wanted to ask Misty to the school dance, but every time I tried, I got tongue tied and never got the words out. Kyle was on the football team, and I was on the debate team. So, when Kyle asked Misty to the dance, she eagerly said yes, and my chance was lost forever.

Misty had been sexually abused when she was six years old by her stepfather. He had married her mother after her father had left to get more coals for the grill during a barbecue and never returned home. After a few days, her mother heard he had moved to California to start a new life. 

Misty was only four when her dad left, and she was sure she had done something wrong to make him leave. If only she had not complained about having to go to bed early the night before, he might not have left. The kind of thoughts we have as children when we don’t understand the reason for our pain. She never stopped waiting for him to come home and looking at every car that came down her street hoping it would be him.
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Misty’s mom met Harry at her waitress job at the café. He was a truck driver, and they were married within a couple of months. Within six months he began bringing home gifts to Misty and wanting her to sit in his lap. Misty’s mom came home early from work one night and had caught her husband molesting her daughter. 

Misty was sent to Bison to live with her aunt, and Harry continued to live with her mother. Misty felt betrayed by her mother, but her mother felt this was the best way to protect Misty.

But it wasn’t until she had her first drink of whiskey that the memory of her childhood began to fade. She took her first drink at the age of 16 when Kyle had snuck a bottle of whiskey out of his mother’s kitchen and shared it with her as they celebrated his team’s big win. Misty felt the warmth of the whiskey slide down her throat, and after two or three shots she knew this was the answer to the pain she had been living with, the pain of the memory of her childhood. 

After that first night of drinking with Kyle, Misty found every opportunity she could to have a drink, whether by going to parties where she knew there would be alcohol, or by stealing it from her aunt or friends’ parents. Alcohol was part of her life from now on.

Kyle and Misty met in the seventh grade when Kyle moved to Bison. He had a winning smile and soft blonde hair and bright blue eyes. Misty and Kyle began going steady in her sophomore year, and by the time they graduated she found herself pregnant with their son, Alan. They married right away and started their family.

Kyle went to the local community college and got a job at the electronics plant. Misty always loved music, and Kyle would find her singing to the radio when he came home for dinner. The music Misty listened to made Kyle sad, and he asked her to turn the radio to rock music. But Misty loved her sad country songs. She said they spoke to her heart.

When Misty married Kyle Cooper, he thought her drinking was harmless. After all, Kyle liked to go to parties, too, and he and Misty always had a good time. Besides, the drinking made Misty more amorous toward him, which he didn’t mind at all. And he was sure that Misty would not drink anymore now that she was pregnant with their baby.

Misty did quit drinking for a time. But after Alan was born, Misty gradually began drinking again, and this time more heavily. Kyle would urge Misty to cut down on the drinking, and Misty would promise Kyle she would do so. But when Kyle’s paycheck wasn’t enough to cover the monthly bills, and Alan was being a fussy baby, she knew no escape except to drink.

Misty had her first DUI when she ran the car into a tree coming home from a night out with the girls. Kyle brought her home from jail and they had the first of many arguments about her drinking. Misty cried and promised to stop drinking.

Her second DUI came one afternoon on the way to pick Alan up from school. The school called Kyle to come get Alan, and the two of them went to the county jail to pick up Misty. Kyle threatened to leave her then, and Misty begged Kyle not to leave and promised it wouldn’t happen again.

Misty kept her promise for almost a year this time. Then, when she got news of her mother’s death, Kyle came home and found her passed out on the couch with Alan watching cartoons in his bedroom. This time Kyle took Alan and left.

Over the years Misty and Kyle would reunite and separate a number of times. Misty’s demons prevented her from being the wife and mother that Kyle and Alan needed. Now that Alan was 21 and going to college in Helena, there was no reason for Kyle to continue to try to make it work. But there was no doubt to anyone who knew them that they still loved each other.

It was during one of the times of separation that Misty decided that in order to get her family back she would try Alcoholics Anonymous. If nothing else, at least the effort might win Kyle back. 

But Kyle was determined not to rush back home until she had proven she would continue to go to the meetings, and told her that he would not drop the divorce which he had finally filed until he saw some progress with her efforts to stop drinking.

So, one cold February night Misty attended the local AA meeting down at the back room of the First Baptist Church. There were approximately 25 people in attendance. But one face stood out to her, a face which she had not seen before. His name was Quentin Ritter. 
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Quentin’s father was a full bred Apache Indian, and Quentin had his father’s dark eyes and hair. He carried his slim 6’2” body with the kind of confidence that attracts women. He wore his hair a little bit long, and had that bad boy look about him. 

Quentin had been a ranch hand most of his life. His father died when he was 16, and after that his mother soon remarried and moved to Phoenix. Quentin didn’t want to move to Phoenix, so he had gotten a job as a ranch hand just outside of Flagstaff, Arizona at the Circle G Ranch. He had grown up around Flagstaff, and had married a young girl there by the name of Olivia. 

Quentin worked on the Circle G even after he and Olivia were married. But three months after they were married, Quentin came home drunk one night and beat Olivia and choked her until she passed out. He thought she was dead, and he took off. But Olivia survived, and filed for divorce the day she was released from the hospital.

Quentin headed up north and found another ranch hand job at the Bartlett Ranch in Montana. He loved working on the ranch, but after a few months of seclusion he began to get lonely. When he received his final divorce papers from Olivia, he headed into the closest town looking to blow off some steam.

In town he met Vickie Morgan, a tall, slim redhead wearing tight jeans and a tight sweater, who was working as a bartender at the local bar. Quentin waited for Vickie to get off work and then walked her home. His good looks and confidence swept Vickie off her feet. Within a few weeks, they were married.

Vickie decided to stay living in her house in town so she could keep her job as a bartender, so Quentin would see her only on weekends. He was very jealous, and Vickie enjoyed flirting and partying. One night after Quentin had drank three-quarters of a fifth of whiskey, he was waiting for Vickie at her house when she got off work. He accused her of sleeping with every customer in the bar.

Their argument escalated into a physical beating for Vickie. It was only due to the fact that the landlord had called the police because of the noise that prevented Vickie from dying by Quentin choking her to death. Quentin was booked on a domestic violence charge.

When Quentin went to court, he was fined and put on probation and told to attend anger management and AA. He begged Vickie to forgive him and promised it would never happen again. Vickie took him back, and moved out to the ranch with Quentin. Things were better for a while, until Quentin took Vickie into town to celebrate payday. 

After a steak dinner, they headed for the bar where Vickie used to work. Vickie saw a lot of her old customers in there, and they all came over to say hello to her. She had been a good bartender because she was friendly by nature. 

But it was Vickie’s friendliness that made Quentin’s jealousy come back. By the time they got back to the ranch, Quentin was in a jealous rage and again Vickie was beaten. This time she managed to get away and left Quentin, mailing divorce papers a week later.

After Vickie left the ranch, Quentin attended his anger management classes and AA for a few weeks, but soon found himself lonely for a woman’s company. One night in May, instead of going to his class, he went to another bar in town where he met Judy Montgomery.

Judy was a petite blonde and was captivated by Quentin’s dark eyes and quiet manner. She was content to seeing Quentin only on weekends, and Quentin knew his divorce wasn’t final yet, so he worked on the Bartlett Ranch during the week and went to town to see Judy on weekends.

On Judy’s birthday, he decided to take her out on the town. After dinner they went to the local dance hall and ran into one of Judy’s friends and her husband, with whom they drank and danced until the bar closed down.

When they got back to Judy’s house, an argument ensued about Judy flirting with her friend’s husband, and Quentin started to hit Judy. Judy, however, grabbed a skillet off the stove and swung it at Quentin and hit him in the head. She then ran out the door, jumped in her car, and drove to the police station to file a report.

Quentin knew that it wouldn’t be long until the police would be arriving to arrest him for domestic violence, so he got in his truck and left town, heading for Bison. Once in Bison, Quentin began to look for a job. 

He knew if the police located him, he would be in trouble for the domestic violence and by his probation officer for not attending his AA meetings. So, his first week in Bison he sought out the local AA meeting in the back of the First Baptist Church, a meeting which would profoundly change forever the course of Misty’s life.
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As the defense attorney rose from her chair to give her opening statement to the jury, I glanced over at Misty’s husband, Kyle. The look in his eyes was somewhere between sorrow and anger. It was hard for me to imagine why Misty had been drawn to someone like Quentin who was, in every respect, the opposite of Kyle. 

In court Kyle was dressed in his grey seersucker suit and navy-blue tie. He was a handsome man with blonde hair beginning to turn slightly grey, pretty much the model citizen and father, and working his way up the ladder of the corporate world.

Kyle and Misty had been married for almost 22 years at the time of her death. The divorce was still pending and would now be dismissed. Kyle blamed himself for not being there when Misty needed him. 

He was also angry. Angry that Misty could have used such bad judgment to hook up with someone like Quentin.

But his real anger was directed toward Quentin. How many nights had he laid in bed, unable to sleep, wishing there was some way for him to take Quentin’s life as Quentin had taken Misty’s.

At least that is what Kyle had confided to me as we discussed the case over a cup of coffee. He wanted no less than the death penalty for the man who had taken away his son’s mother. Yet there was something down deep inside of me that felt something just wasn’t right. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I’ve learned over the years to not ignore that gut feeling.

The defense attorney wanted to claim the defendant was not the one who killed Misty, but it was the husband, Kyle. I didn’t believe that story, of course, but still something was eating at me.

Maybe it was the fact that Kyle had listened to the recording of Misty’s voice on her son’s cell phone without showing any emotion. Or maybe it was the fact that Kyle had testified about his life with Misty as though he were reading an equipment manual. Why was Kyle so void of emotion when he talked about Misty? Void of all emotion except anger, that is.

Kyle’s demeanor was almost that of someone who had had their car stolen, or their dog ran over. It was anger of being robbed of personal property. And that’s the way he spoke of Misty, not with love, but as a possession. What was it that made this guy tick?

Even when he talked about his son no longer having his mother, it was a cold matter-of-fact recitation. No passion, no tears, no emotion.

I recalled seeing him at the funeral. No tears there either. I chalked it up to still being in shock. But the time for being in shock was long past, and still no emotion. 

And why was he always alone? He was a nice looking guy
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