
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Copyright © 2020 by Jon Billman

            Cover design by Jarrod Taylor. Cover photograph © Pete Ryan. Cover copyright © 2020 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
grandcentralpublishing.com
twitter.com/grandcentralpub

            First Edition: July 2020

            Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            “What Happened to Jacob Gray?” piece originally published by Bicycling.

            “How 1,600 People Went Missing from Our Public Lands Without a Trace” piece originally published by Outside magazine, reprinted with permission.

            “Race for the Plane” piece originally published by Outside magazine, reprinted with permission.

            “Squaring The Legend of Troy James Knapp” piece originally published by Outside magazine, reprinted with permission.

            “Hunting Down the Alaska Highway Murderers” piece originally published by Outside magazine, reprinted with permission.

            “How Maui Volunteers Found Two Missing Hikers in a Week” piece originally published by Outside magazine.

            “Long Gone Girl” published by Runner’s World magazine, August 2016. Written by Jon Billman.

            LCCN: 2020933587

            ISBNs: 978-1-5387-4757-5 (hardcover), 978-1-5387-4756-8 (ebook), 978-1-5387-5324-8 (Can. pbk.)

            E3-202000615-DA-ORI

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Missing Poster

   	Epigraph

   	Map

   	Author’s Note

   	Map

   	Chapter 1: THE OLYMPIC PENINSULA

   	Map

   	Chapter 2: WYOMING

   	Map

   	Chapter 3: THE SOL DUC RIVER

   	Chapter 4: OLYMPIC NATIONAL PARK & OLYMPIC NATIONAL FOREST

   	Chapter 5: WASHINGTON & SANTA CRUZ

   	Chapter 6: PORT ANGELES

   	Chapter 7: NOVA SCOTIA

   	Chapter 8: OLYMPIC PENINSULA

   	Chapter 9: MICHIGAN’S UPPER PENINSULA & NORTH CAROLINA

   	Chapter 10: OLYMPIC NATIONAL PARK

   	Map

   	Chapter 11: NORTH AMERICA

   	Chapter 12: SANTA CRUZ & THE OLYMPIC PENINSULA

   	Chapter 13: FRONT RANGE, COLORADO

   	Chapter 14: PACIFIC NORTHWEST

   	Chapter 15: OLYMPIC PENINSULA

   	Chapter 16: IDAHO, NEVADA, CALIFORNIA, NEW MEXICO, NUNAVUT

   	Chapter 17: SAN JUAN ISLANDS & UTAH

   	Chapter 18: MOUNT RAINIER

   	Map

   	Chapter 19: OLYMPIC PENINSULA & THE HOLY LAND

   	Chapter 20: THE PACIFIC CREST TRAIL

   	Chapter 21: NEW MEXICO & AUSTRALIA

   	Map

   	Chapter 22: MAUI, HAWAII & IDAHO

   	Chapter 23: SOL DUC FALLS

   	Chapter 24: BRITISH COLUMBIA

   	Chapter 25: HUDSON BAY

   	Chapter 26: OLYMPIC NATIONAL PARK

   	Chapter 27: HOH LAKE

   	Discover More

   	Acknowledgments

   	Reading Group Guide for The Cold Vanish

   	About the Author




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    





   
      
         
            For Hilary

         

      

   


   
      
         Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

         Tap here to learn more.

[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]



   


   
      
          

          

          

          

          

         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

             

             

             

            A vanish:

            A magicians’ trick.

            In mathematics, arriving at zero.
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            Author’s Note

         

         You dream about missing persons, even though the nightmares don’t belong to you.

         Rational professionals I’ve met in my research—law enforcement and search-and-rescue personnel—tend to believe that our world is still a big, wild, and remote place, and logic and reason are at the core of missing persons cases. A very difficult puzzle laid out on a massive table, but there are rules and clues, and the puzzle can be solved. I agree with them most of the time.

         I’ve been obsessed with writing about missing persons in wild places. In the April 2017 issue of Outside magazine, I wrote a feature about a college student, a runner missing in southern Colorado, that attempted to answer questions about who goes missing, why, how many are out there, and what the hell happens once you’re gone. That story elicited more feedback—much of it polarizing—than anything I’d ever written.

         You can’t discuss missing persons in the wild without broaching the subjects of conspiracy theories and the paranormal. Though many do, I’m not advocating for Bigfoot as an explanation for any of these cases. Same goes for UFOs and portals to hidden dimensions. What I am insisting is that rhyme and reason so often fly out the window when someone vanishes in the wild. So many cases defy explanation, and often dumb luck is as useful a tool as a FLIR (Forward-Looking Infrared Radar)–equipped helicopter and a team of trained tracking dogs when someone—or a body—does get found.

         In early April 2017, a young touring cyclist named Jacob Gray stepped off his bike and disappeared in the northern district of Olympic National Park in northwestern Washington. What ensued was a mystery that echoed other cases I’d researched. What was different for me is that Randy Gray, Jacob’s father, allowed me unlimited access into the courageous search to find his son. The feature I wrote on Jacob Gray for Bicycling magazine was the catalyst for meeting Jacob’s family, but it soon became apparent that their generosity, and the huge, strange purgatorial underworld of the vanished, deserved a book.

         The Outside story was a work of investigative journalism; Jacob and Randy Gray’s story is more personal to me than most of the reporting I’ve done, and in more than a few places I fail at journalistic objectivity. I made four trips out west to rendezvous with Randy. He invited me to his hometown of Santa Cruz, California, on Christmas Day 2017, and we loaded up his Arctic Fox slide-in camper with food and gear and lit out in search of Jacob. We spent days and weeks together living out of the Arctic Fox, as well as a barn on the Olympic Peninsula of Washington used as a home base for Bigfoot researchers, a Native American reservation on the Strait of San Juan de Fuca, a cult compound in Canada, and an illegal wilderness tent site on a mountain in Olympic National Park. We napped on ferries, on beaches, and on Sitka spruce logs. We talked with heroin junkies living in Port Angeles, Washington, and on the fringes of Chilliwack, British Columbia. We went swimming in the Pacific Ocean and the Sol Duc River. We stumbled across three brand-new missing persons cases on Vancouver Island.

         I couldn’t help but become Randy’s friend. It’s infectious when, sitting around the little galley table in the Arctic Fox, eating tacos, Randy would map plans to help the search for other missing persons, like Kris Fowler, who went missing on the Pacific Crest Trail in 2016. Or Randy would sketch designs for a new type of swiftwater rescue tool based on a type of lifeguard surfboard he’d seen in Hawaii; some days the current and boulders in the Sol Duc River nearly beat him to death, and he designed a rescue boogie board to help mitigate that. He bought and installed a new toilet in the Bigfoot Barn because the old one wasn’t flushing quite right, and it was the least he could do in exchange for free rent. He spent hours on his phone helping friends and family with their problems. All this positive energy while shouldering what many psychologists believe is the heaviest burden a human can bear.

         I don’t think I could rise to the occasion to find my missing son the way Randy Gray has, to be as open-minded and full of generosity, love, and optimism while bushwhacking through a dense level of hell.

         The disappearance of Jacob Gray in the wild represents one of hundreds—thousands—of persons who have vanished in remote places. Trying to find them often leads to a clusterfuck, and we don’t even know how many of the vanished are out there. There are more every day.

         
            Jon Billman

            Marquette, Michigan

            February 2020
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            Chapter 1

            THE OLYMPIC PENINSULA

         

         
            Jacob answered, “My life of wandering has lasted a hundred and thirty years. Those years have been few and difficult, unlike the long years of my ancestors in their wanderings.”

            —Genesis 47:9–11

         

         Much depends on a red bicycle. The bike is heavy and too small for Jacob’s athletic five-foot, eleven-inch frame. Ideally for a journey of this scale he’d ride a large, but the medium is what he has to roll with. After all, he figures, bikes are like surfboards—you don’t always have the perfect one for every condition. The important thing is the wave, the ride. And this one was free. The red Specialized Hardrock says Milwaukee Tools on it because his dad, Randy Gray, age sixty-three, won it in a raffle. Jacob—like his house-builder father, handy with a Skilsaw—fashioned a plywood rack behind the seat and bolted two milk crates to it side-by-side.

         Instead of cycling-specific shoes with stiff soles and ski-binding-like clipped-in pedals favored by seasoned touring cyclists to allow for more power transfer to the cranks, Jacob’s bike is outfitted with stock flat BMX-style rattrap pedals that accommodate his running shoes and hiking boots. Not built for speed, not lithe, not pretty, a size too small, but hell-for-stout, as the builders say. And as utilitarian as a pickup truck. He’d recently sold his Volkswagen sedan and now the bike is his transportation, which suits him just fine.

         Jacob’s preferred gear shop is the Port Townsend, Washington, Goodwill. He loaded his third-hand yellow-and-red Burley child trailer with pots and pans that still have the thrift-store price tags on them. His grandfather’s wool Hudson’s Bay blanket is heavy but warm, even when wet. A full roll of duct tape, a toolbox, camp stove, deck of cards, a Holman Bible, a tent, fuel bottles, a case of vintage Mountain House dehydrated meals, two first-aid kits, carabiners, climbing crampons, a bow and a quiver of arrows, a rain poncho, a sleeping bag, spin-cast fishing rod and reel, and enough tarps, rope, and bungee cords for a one-ring circus. The bike, trailer, and supplies weigh as much as the 145-pound twenty-two-year-old does soaking wet. Which he is.

         The weather is snotty, which it never isn’t in northwestern Washington in early April, but that doesn’t slow him down. Jacob, a keen surfer who grew up on the beach in Santa Cruz, California, is ionized by water, as Randy puts it—whether surfing on it or riding in it. His dad talks of getting a dose of negative ions via whitewater, no matter how cold. Jacob is known to frequently trunk it—not don a wetsuit even when conditions warrant, which in the cold currents off Santa Cruz is most of the time. Jacob loves water, the colder the better.

         What Randy’s ion theory lacks in scientific proof, it more than makes up for in shaka vibes. “Even if we don’t go surfing, we’ll get a mocha and go down to the beach and watch the sunrise,” Randy says. “That’s our thing, Jacob and me.” The two will sometimes sleep on the beach, with no sleeping bag, just watch the sunset and curl up in the sand like sea turtles until dawn.

         Jacob has nowhere he has to be, and all the time in the world to pedal there. He doesn’t tell anyone where he’s going, not even Wyoma Clair, his grandmother, whom he’d been temporarily living with in Port Townsend. On April 4, 2017, he quietly leaves Wyoma fifty bucks on the table and heads out into the headwind and rain in the middle of the night.

         
              

         

         When it hits social media that a cyclist is missing, there are reported sightings, few and mostly credible, but not very helpful. The cycle touring season hasn’t ramped up yet, as most cyclists wait for the weather to temper. Car and truck traffic is light on Highway 101 at night. So it’s logical that no more than a couple motorists report seeing a young man on an overloaded bike pulling a trailer westbound through the driving rain. A man claims to have seen Jacob twice on April fifth, in Indian Valley and along Lake Crescent. On Thursday, April sixth, a woman reports having seen a man towing “a red trailer” climbing Fairholm Hill at one o’clock in the morning.

         No one gives it much thought. Touring cyclists are legion here soon, and Jacob is just the first robin of spring.

         Later that morning, a local Port Angeles woman named Stacey passes Jacob as he churns up the Sol Duc Hot Springs Road, about two miles upriver from the 101. The park entrance shack is closed for the season, but the steel gate is open because the park itself is open, as is the Sol Duc Hot Springs Resort. Coming down-mountain later that afternoon, Stacey notices the rig, laid down 6.3 miles upriver from the 101; she’s curious enough that she snaps a quick photo of the abandoned contraption, a flash of red-and-yellow aluminum and nylon against the lush universe of rainforest greens. It isn’t a good place to camp or stash a bike for long, highly visible there under a Sitka spruce tree, not ten yards from the road, twenty yards from the river.

         On the afternoon of April 6, an Olympic National Park worker radios his dispatch. “Dispatch, 7-4-1 Ron on North Plain. I’ve got a bicycle that has went off the Sol Duc Road about, ah, mile marker 7, and I can’t find anyone around it. You might want to send a ranger up here so we can see what’s going on.”

         ONP Dispatch: “Copy, thanks for the info, 16:30.”

         Dispatch connects him to Ranger John Bowie.

         Ranger: “Ron, I’ll head that way. Is that bicycle down the bank a ways, or is it easy to get to?”

         “It’s easy to get to. It’s got a little carrier on the back of it too. It looks like it crashed off the road.”

         “Okay, so it didn’t look like maybe somebody hid it there to go off for a hike?”

         “It doesn’t look like anybody’s hit it, he just went off the road. I’m gonna stay here until you get up this way.”

         Ranger: “Okay.”

         Employee sign-out.

         Standing next to the bike, which is just off the tarmac, Ranger Bowie can hear the roiling Sol Duc River even though he can’t see it. There is a recurve bow and some target arrows poking out of the trailer. He sees four arrows stuck in the ground between the road and the bike and trailer; the arrows seem stuck there deliberately, in a row. A little strange, but he’s seen it all, probably meaningless. Bowie does a quick look-around and doesn’t find the cyclist. At six p.m. he calls Ranger Brian Wray and asks him to check it out in the morning.

         On Friday, April 7, just before nine a.m., Ranger Wray arrives at the bike. No cyclist. No anyone. The four arrows are still there, stuck in the ground. No sounds but the rush of the Sol Duc River and spring birds—you could lie in the middle of the road and it’s more likely you’d die of cold exposure before getting run over by a car.

         Rangers perform what’s called a “hasty search.” Some search-and-rescue personnel hate the term hasty search, preferring to call it the Reflex Phase of a search. “Hasty” implies half-assed, a lazy afterthought. At any rate, rangers don’t find anything other than the bike, trailer, and gear; they don’t know anything more than anyone else about where the cyclist could be. This is becoming a head-scratcher even to trained rangers.

         Searchers use the acronym POS and sometimes joke that it stands for “piece of shit.” It stands for probability of success, finding the missing. At this point the POS still remains high—the bike’s owner will come walking out of the bush and greet them with a hello.

         But what nags at the rangers is the positioning of the bike, trailer, and gear. Nothing is locked up or secured. There seems to have been no attempt to hide anything from the infrequent motorists. Rangers don’t think there’s much they can do other than kick through the ferns for evidence of any sort, and walk the riverbanks, looking for something washed up on the bank or snagged on one of several logjams. Still, is anyone even missing, just because they aren’t, at the moment, logically, where they should be?

         Searchers speak of “scenario”—why and how did the target come to be missing? It appears that Jacob—or someone—has been organizing gear. A tarp is partially spread out. But no logic points them in any one direction.

         The four arrows are puzzling to the rangers. A bow and practice arrows are quite the tools to pack on a bicycle outfitted for a multi-day tour. They ponder the significance of the number, four—the four arrows stuck in the ground in a line, when the remainder stay in the quiver, next to his recurve bow and fishing rod, are a head-scratcher.

         Wray photographs the scene. It’s time to more closely inspect the cyclist’s belongings. Wray secures the bow and arrows in his duty SUV. At approximately 9:20 a.m. he calls the district ranger, Michael Siler, to get one of his bosses up to speed. The ranger looks through the other gear in the trailer. It’s surprising he doesn’t find a kitchen sink.

         Wray finds some iodine tablets—good for emergency water purification—but figures this cyclist would have a water filter and bottles, which are not there. Logic points him toward the river, twenty yards or so away. It makes sense that the cyclist bushwhacked to the river for water. He—it’s assumed the cyclist is a he—slips on a rock and ends up in the cold, swift current. He can’t swim, or he hit his head and is unconscious, drowns. Or the current is such he can’t get out and succumbs to hypothermia in the thirty-something-degree water.

         Or, he hitched a ride up to the lodge where he could soak his damp bones for an hour before catching a ride back to his bike.

         Mountain lions live in the park, but an attack on a human would leave messy evidence. Same with a black bear, though a bear attack on a human is extremely rare here. More probable is an abduction, but that doesn’t make the top of any lists.

         Park rangers see the full spectrum of human behavior—it’s possible the rider decided bike touring is not for him or met someone interesting and caught a lift to Seattle.

         Though it’s more probable than human abduction, it’s less likely that the owner abandoned the bike to go on a trail hike—there isn’t a trailhead in the immediate vicinity, he didn’t secure his gear, and a hiker won’t get very far before hitting snow.

         The bike, trailer, and gear along the Sol Duc Road is now what searchers call the “LKP”—Last Known Position. Rangers do not find a phone among the gear, but do find a paper list of phone numbers—they’re on to whose stuff this is. And they know where he was; now where the hell is Jacob Randall Gray?
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            Chapter 2

            WYOMING

         

         
            I got home from climbing, it’s just a normal day, get unpacked, feed the dog or whatever, then I start wondering, Where is she? Make some calls, drive around a little bit. It gets to be like eight p.m., nine p.m., ten p.m., that incredible anxiety builds up. You’re just worried. I hope she didn’t break her ankle, I hope she didn’t run out of gas, those normal things where you’re like, this sucks. But you’re not going, “I hope my wife wasn’t grabbed by some psychopathic serial killer.”

            —Steve Bechtel

         

         Erwin Schrödinger was an Austrian physicist who in 1935, in response to a quantum mechanics problem, stated simply that if you stick a cat in a sealed box—along with something that can kill the cat (in his case, a radioactive atom)—you won’t know if the cat is alive or dead until you open the box. Before you open the box and look inside, the cat is both alive and dead. Until a person is found you don’t know if they’re dead, their remains entombed forever under a rockslide or hidden in a crevasse, scattered by wolves or, more likely, birds. What then, when you open Schrödinger’s box, and there’s no cat inside at all—what if it’s empty?

         Furthermore, you don’t know for sure if a person is missing at all. While it’s not likely, there’s an outside chance they’re alive and perhaps living in South America under a new identity (this happened recently, which I’ll get to). A missing person is Schrödinger’s cat.

         I first stepped through the missing persons portal in July of 1997. Olympic marathon hopeful Amy Wroe Bechtel disappeared at age twenty-four while running on the Shoshone National Forest in the Wind River Mountains of Wyoming, 150 miles from where my soon-to-be-wife, Hilary, and I lived at the time. Her car was found up-country near midnight, along with her keys and wallet, but the woman had vanished without a clue. Law enforcement, family, and residents spent nearly two decades suspecting her husband had gotten rid of her, and some still do. I don’t.

         
              

         

         In 2017 I wrote a feature story for Outside magazine called “Leave No Trace” in which I was challenged by my editor to come up with a number representing just how many people are still missing out there, in the wild (magazine editors love figures). Neither the United States nor Canadian governments are keeping track. The Department of the Interior, which oversees the National Park Service, doesn’t seem to know. Same with the Department of Agriculture and its U.S. Forest Service. And this isn’t getting anywhere close to the Bureau of Indian Affairs—Indian reservations have an epidemic of people, especially women, gone missing. All to say, coming up with figures for people vanished in the wild is harder and far less exacting than Chinese algebra. And uncertainty, of course, leads to speculation and conspiracy theories and, in this case, cryptozoology.

         Virginia Woolf wrote in The Waves, “On the outskirts of every agony sits some observant fellow who points.” I felt like an empty-ambulance chaser with four-wheel drive. But I was getting paid to try.

         
              

         

         My intrigue only grew. I tend toward insomnia and the analog, and each night in bed I listen with earbuds to Coast to Coast AM on a tiny radio. The program, which explores all sorts of mysteries of the paranormal, airs from one to five a.m. in my time zone. It’s syndicated on more than six hundred stations and boasts nearly three million listeners each week. Most of the time, the white noise talk of space aliens and ghosts lulls me to sleep, but not when my favorite guest, David Paulides, is at the mic.

         Paulides, an ex-cop from San Jose, California, is the founder of the North America Bigfoot Search (NABS), established in 2004. His obsession shifted from Sasquatch to missing persons when, he says, he was visited at his motel near an unnamed national park by two out-of-uniform rangers who claimed that something strange was going on with the number of people missing in America’s national parks.

         He wouldn’t tell me the place or even the year “for fear the Park Service will try to put the pieces together and ID them.” I wonder how actual those park rangers might be—it’s curious that park employees would say, let’s go tell the bigfoot guy we have a missing persons problem, but it makes good lore.

         In 2011, Paulides launched the CanAm Missing Project, which catalogs cases of people who disappear—or are found—on wildlands across North America under what he calls mysterious circumstances. He has self-published six volumes in his popular Missing 411 series, most recently Missing 411 Hunters: Unexplained Disappearances. Missing 411: The Movie, a documentary codirected by his son, Ben, and featuring Survivorman Les Stroud, was released to mixed reviews in 2016. Missing 411: The Hunted, about hunters gone missing, came out in 2019.

         Paulides makes his living off both Bigfoot and missing persons—selling self-published books that read like seed catalogs for the missing, making documentary movies with the tone and editing tricks of horror flicks, and speaking at events like Colorado’s Mile High Mystery Conference—but he does his homework. Paulides’s Missing 411 series of books aggregates hundreds of wildland missing persons cases in the U.S. and Canada. Paulides is coyly careful not to present theories as to what is behind all the disappearances, but the books fact-check out, even if he traffics in confirmation bias and foments tinfoil hat theories about space aliens, string theory portals, and cryptoids. He didn’t come out and offer a number, so we played a sort of editorial numbers game. Paulides, who claims to have researched more than a thousand cases, agreed with me that 1,600 missing in the wild is not a stretch.

         That number has been quoted many times since my article came out in 2017. It’s a number that drives fact checkers and mathematicians nuts, a rounded guesstimation. It sounds wiser, more profound than it really is; in actuality, like most things involving missing persons, it’s ham-handed at best and maybe even a little irresponsible in its inability to accurately quantify such an important phenomenon. But it would be impossible to come up with an exact number. In most states—Washington is one—after seven years a missing person is considered deceased, dead in absentia, so they’re no longer missing. Before seven years, someone who wants you declared dead needs evidence you’re not alive. After seven years they need evidence you’re not dead.

         I’ve had a couple years to live with the figure, and today I’ll argue that 1,600 is wildly conservative. I’m surprised Paulides hadn’t coined a number much larger long ago; he’d have gotten away with it. Consider Oregon’s national parks and national forests alone. Just since 1997, 190 men and 51 women have vanished. Then there’s all the non-public wildlands in Oregon. There’s Portland, a city with a bad homeless urban-wildland interface camping problem. More Oregonians go missing every week, and by the time you read this, the math—cloudy to begin with—will be off.

         It’s not just Oregon that has strange topography on the charts. Most states’ missing persons statistical figures climb irregularly upward; however, many of the missing on public wildlands aren’t counted. Or they’re not separated from the urban missing. In most states, no one even knows who should be counting. It seems a special mess considering the technological resources we have in our pockets. Sometimes the lost are found, but often not. The mountains are shrouded in fog.

         Paulides has identified patterns of “unique factors of disappearances.” He lists such recurring characteristics as dogs unable to track scents, the time (late afternoon is a popular window to vanish), and that many victims are found with clothing and footwear removed, even when hypothermia has been ruled out. Severe weather often coincides with the disappearance or the beginning of the search. Children—and remains—are occasionally found unlikely distances from the PLS—point last seen—in improbable terrain. Most mysterious to me are the bodies discovered in previously searched areas. This happens with odd frequency, sometimes right along the trail.

         While many of the incidents are readily explained—swept down a roiling river, caught in an avalanche, dragged off and eaten by a mountain lion, hypothermia, suicide, etc.—I’m drawn to the stories that defy conventional logic. The proverbial vanished without a trace incidents, which happen a lot more (and a lot closer to your backyard) than almost anyone thinks. These are the missing whose situations are the hardest on loved ones left behind. The cases that are an embarrassment for park superintendents, rangers, and law enforcement charged with search and rescue. The ones that baffle the volunteers who comb the mountains, woods, and badlands. The stories that should give you pause every time you venture outdoors.

         
              

         

         That summer, 1997, I read about Amy Bechtel in the paper, listened on the statewide NPR affiliate (my preferred daytime listening), and talked to people who knew Amy and her husband, Steve, a professional rock climber, from the close-knit world of outdoor athletes in Wyoming. The disappearance split the family. Amy’s brother Nels Wroe sparred in the media with Steve. Statistics show that most of the time it is indeed the husband. But in Wyoming—hell, all over this continent, all over the world—there are so many other possibilities for how someone goes missing.

         Hilary and I attended a benefit run a month after Amy vanished. We wanted to help raise awareness and a little money for search efforts, but mostly we were curious. I wanted to trace the probable route that Amy had run the day she disappeared. I wanted to meet her husband and see if I could size him up. Also, we enjoyed weekend running events, and it would be good to get into those gorgeous mountains for some exercise with a purpose.

         Informational flyers were included in our race packets. I can remember the race T-shirt for the Amy Bechtel Hill Climb vividly. A large color photograph of smiling, blond-haired Amy had been hastily screen-printed on the front of a basic white T-shirt, along with the words HAVE YOU SEEN AMY? and a phone number: 1-800-867-5AMY. Amy’s photograph started to mute with the first wash. The shirt was one that got noticeably softer with each laundering, and I wore it often since it was so comfortable. It wasn’t long until Amy faded to the white of the shirt, like a ghost, and all that remained was HAVE YOU SEEN AMY? and the phone number, which has long been disconnected.

         I wish I’d saved that shirt, but I ripped it crawling under a barbed-wire fence, a bullet-sized hole in the back, and it took two runs in the 7,500-feet Wyoming sunshine that resulted in a painful sunburn on my back the size of a quarter before I tore it to rags to be used on my greasy bicycle chains. But even now, twenty years later and without a T-shirt to trigger my memory, I often think about Amy Bechtel and wonder what happened that summer day back in 1997, a time in my life when I was convinced I had more answers.

         July 25, 1997, 1 a.m.

         The car chugs around switchback after switchback, crunching gravel beneath its tires as it ascends the Loop Road through Sinks Canyon in mid-central Wyoming. Its headlamps cast twin beams of light that pierce the midnight blackness. Todd Skinner and Amy Whisler scan the edges of visibility for something—anything—that would hint at their neighbor Amy Wroe Bechtel’s whereabouts. To their right lies the inky Frye Lake, which was to be the terminus of a 10K hill climb Amy was planning for the fall. They pass the lake, drive a few miles, round a bend—and then they see it. Directly ahead, a flash of white where the road forks.

         Amy’s white Toyota Tercel wagon is parked by the side of the road where the Loop Road splinters out to the smaller, pine-shrouded Burnt Gulch turnoff. There are puddles below the driver’s door and behind the vehicle, but no footprints, no tire tracks in the mud. If she parked before it stormed that afternoon, she may have gotten caught in the rain, but where? There is no sign of Amy, though, so Todd pulls out his cell phone to call her husband, Steve.

         From here, the calendar will hurtle forward days, months, years at a time. Meanwhile, Steve, authorities, Amy’s family and friends—America—will rewind the clock on that single day, patching together hazy eyewitness accounts and scarce facts in hopes of uncovering what happened to the runner who never came home.

         Amy Wroe Bechtel, twenty-four at the time of her disappearance, had been missing for nineteen years when Runner’s World magazine sent me back to Wyoming to update the story that Wyoming—and much of the subculture of runners—never forgot. Nineteen years, with nary a shred of evidence other than what was found in her car in those early morning hours on the Burnt Gulch turnoff. There were her sunglasses, her car keys left on the driver’s seat, and a to-do list—a small scrap of paper written in Amy’s light, busy hand. Her last words to the world. She’d already contacted phone and electric companies to have services turned on at her and her husband’s newly purchased home (check), dropped off the recyclables from the gym where she worked at the recycling center (check), been to the photo store (check). There were other things she hadn’t yet done, or at least hadn’t yet checked off the list. At the bottom: run.

         It’s heartbreakingly ironic that what would become such a disorganized investigation began with this tidy little window into Amy’s plans for the day.

         
              

         

         The cable television network Investigation Discovery took a crack at solving Amy’s case in a 2013 episode of its Disappeared series; a flurry of local news stories followed suit. Behind the renewed interest in Amy’s case: a new lead detective taking a fresh look at decades-old clues.

         Wyomingites are fond of describing their state as America’s biggest small town, and like nearly every other resident in 1997, Hilary and I followed Amy’s disappearance in the Casper Star-Tribune—the paper of record in the state—and on KUWR, Wyoming Public Radio, day to day as it transitioned from a local to a national story that made Amy Wroe Bechtel a household name. The story was featured on Unsolved Mysteries, the New York Times covered it, and Runner’s World went so far as to put Amy’s photo on its cover in January 1998 for a story by John Brant. (The story generated more reader mail than any other in the magazine’s history.) Most media accounts, driven by the hunches of the lead investigators, named but one suspect: Amy’s husband, Steve Bechtel.

         Nearly two decades later, however, it appears that there were hardly enough facts to merit such an intense focus on Steve. In the absence of hard evidence, what happened in the immediate aftermath of Amy’s disappearance more closely resembled a work of fiction than the stories documented in Serial or The Jinx. In HBO’s award-winning 2014 crime drama True Detective, Marty Hart, played by Woody Harrelson, tells his partner, “You attach an assumption to a piece of evidence, you start to bend the narrative to support it, prejudice yourself.”

         The “evidence” investigators had was Steve’s journals. They contained poetry and lyrics that sometimes erred on the violent side and included troubling philosophies about male-gender dominance. To law enforcement, Steve was a cocky, wisecracking, superfit slam-dunk—he killed his new wife and hid her body somewhere remote. After all, it’s almost always the husband.

         Steve talks about being interviewed by the FBI. “What happened with these guys was that they decided what they wanted the answer to be and then tried to build the story around it.”

         A week and a half after Amy vanished, Steve sealed his public fate as the villain when he lawyered up and refused to take a polygraph test.

         The narrative bent toward Steve. Chauvinist. Coward. Wife killer.

         Meanwhile, potentially crucial evidence was rendered useless by shoddy crime-scene management. Meanwhile, a critical lead was ignored.

         Meanwhile, a monster roamed free.

         July 24, 1997, 10:30 p.m.

         
            “Uh, yeah, hey, I’ve got a person missing here, I think, and I wondered if you had a spare around anyplace?”

            —Steve Bechtel, in a phone call to Lander (Wyoming) authorities to report his missing wife.

         

         Amy and Steve had been married for a year and a month. After they’d graduated from the University of Wyoming in Laramie with degrees in exercise physiology, the couple moved to Lander, population around 7,000, and lived at 9 Lucky Lane, a small white house in a group of twelve utilitarian miners’ houses the locals call Climbers’ Row. The Bechtels were tenants of the neighbors who would eventually find Amy’s abandoned car, Todd Skinner and Amy Whisler. Skinner, who died in a tragic fall at Yosemite in 2006, was a world-renowned climber and Steve’s frequent climbing partner.

         In 1997, Lander was on the cusp of becoming a destination climbing town and, in that world, Skinner—and to a lesser extent, Steve—were stars. Today, it has evolved into an outdoor enthusiast’s mecca, hosting the monstrous climbers’ playground of Sinks Canyon in its backyard, the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS), and an emergent road-racing and ultrarunning scene. Now, just as then, cowhands sit on stools next to “rock rats” at the historic Lander Bar, the prominent watering hole that happens to be owned by a climber. But in 1997, to some, the climbers who now in many ways give the town its identity were aliens, transients who didn’t appear to have real jobs. They were fraternal and secretive, almost cultish.

         Amy was a runner within this climbing clique. She had been a standout distance runner at Wyoming—she ranked first in school history in the indoor 3,000 meters (9:48) and second in the indoor 5,000 (18:07) in 1995—and, with a marathon Personal Record of 3:01, had aspirations of qualifying for the 2000 Olympic Marathon Trials. She and Steve both worked part-time at Wild Iris, the local climbing shop, and Amy also waited tables at the Sweetwater Grill and taught a youth weight lifting class at Wind River Fitness Center. The two had the appearance of happy young newlyweds. They had recently bought a house in the residential heart of Lander and were preparing to take the leap out of their “no need to knock, door’s never locked” climbing-bum shanty on Lucky Lane.

         When Amy vanished, Lander divided. The climbers and NOLS crowd rallied around Steve, insulating him when it was clear the authorities suspected him. That raised suspicions with many of the townies, fueled by frustrated questions in the newspapers posed by law enforcement and Amy’s family. As Bryan Di Salvatore, a Montana-based writer who reported on the case for Outside magazine in 1998, puts it, “That town was freaked out. Scared and angry.”

         The fact that there was no body, no real sign of violence even, made Steve the go-to target in the fog of mystery. After all, he was familiar with many of the remote mountain areas in Wyoming. In the first few days after Amy vanished, however, Steve was hardly a suspect—he was helping lead the search. In fact, for the first few days, foul play wasn’t even considered by investigators.

         “Here’s the whole problem,” says Fremont County Patrol Sergeant John Zerga, who was assigned Amy’s cold case file in 2010 and remains the lead detective today. “Nowadays, everything is viewed as a homicide. Back then it wasn’t viewed that way. She was just a missing runner. For three days.”

         A stuffed wild turkey keeps watch from the corner of Zerga’s small office in the Fremont County Sheriff’s Office facility in Lander. A stout forty-eight-year-old with a close-cropped haircut and a cowboy’s Fu Manchu mustache, Zerga is essentially the Lone Ranger on Amy’s case, and has the nigh impossible task of cleaning up a two-decades-old mess made by the first lead investigator on Amy’s case, Dave King.

         “We didn’t close off any routes out of here,” Zerga continues. “We didn’t close off any vehicles. All we had was a bunch of people up here looking for a missing runner. We actually ruined it with the vehicle, because we allowed the Skinners to drive it home. [The investigation] was not good for at least the first three days. There was a lot of stuff that was lost.”

         “King rolled in a week late,” says John Gookin, PhD, a search-and-rescue veteran who helped coordinate the mountain search for Amy. “He was off in the mountains on a horsepacking trip—so this guy who had just been promoted to detective from jailer was in charge of the search. The promoted jailer asked me, ‘Well, what do I do?’ The detective asking the volunteer running the search teams, ‘What do I do?’”

         The search began with just Steve and two dozen of his friends, but later that day there were ATVs, dogs, dirt bikes, and more than a hundred volunteers on the ground. The next day horses and helicopters joined in, and by the third day, the search area had been expanded to a thirty-mile radius—a big wheel of rough country. But it would take a full week after Amy’s car was found for the area around it to be declared a crime scene.

         On August 5, an FBI agent named Rick McCullough accused Steve of murdering Amy. Steve then retained the counsel of Kent Spence. By then, Steve had already been interviewed four times by investigators, and Spence advised him to refuse the FBI’s request to take a polygraph test. Spence thought the situation had taken a turn to harassment.

         Then, two months after Amy vanished, King relinquished the case to Detective Sergeant Roger Rizor and turned his focus on campaigning for Fremont County sheriff, a position he would be elected to in 1998. The campaign didn’t stop King from discussing the case alongside Amy’s sisters on The Geraldo Rivera Show in February 1998. Spence would later say that he believed King used Amy’s case as a grandstand to help him get elected sheriff. King wouldn’t hold that title long, though: On November 3, 2000, he resigned amid allegations of impropriety, and was later convicted of stealing cocaine from a law enforcement storage locker.

         “Everybody that investigated this was focused on Steve,” Zerga says. “And they had good reason. But there again, there was information coming in pointing in different directions.”

         One tip came from a man named Richard Eaton, who told investigators that his itinerant stumblebum of a brother, Dale Wayne Eaton, may have been involved. Rizor’s team, dead-set on nailing Steve, was unconvinced, and may have missed its chance to close not just Amy’s case, but at least nine cold-case murders. By not pursuing the lead, they may have allowed the notorious Great Basin Serial Killer to get away.

         July 24, 1997, 4:30 p.m.

         Steve arrives home after a day of scouting climbs with Sam Lightner Jr., a travel writer. Amy’s not home, but he knows she had had a busy day planned.

         Earlier in the day, he had rendezvoused with Lightner in Dubois—a town roughly equidistant from Steve’s home in Lander and Lightner’s in Jackson, eighty miles or so. The climbing partners had a history. They’d climbed throughout the west and in Asia, but just a year earlier, on a trip with Amy to Australia, the men were not getting along, and Lightner flew home early. But they always trusted each other on the rocks. From Dubois, the two climbers, accompanied by the Bechtels’ yellow Lab, Jonz, had ridden north together into the Cartridge Creek area of Shoshone National Forest. They’d both carried guns, Lightner and Steve will later tell authorities, because “that’s where they dump all the bad bears from Yellowstone.” But the scout had been a letdown. The rock wasn’t that great for climbing, had been a slog to get to, and wouldn’t have been worth the effort. Thunderstorms had lurked nearby and had driven Steve and his friend back to Dubois, where they’d gone their separate ways.

         A few hours pass. Amy’s not home for dinner. Steve makes a few calls. Nobody’s seen Amy, so he drives around town and rallies friends to help him find her. A few more hours pass.

         Steve begins to panic.

         “I actually got along with Amy better than I did with Steve in Australia,” Lightner will say years later, reflecting on the constant skepticism he received from investigators. “I’m not gonna cover for somebody who might have murdered a friend of mine.”

         Lightner, and the trip to Dubois, will be Steve’s alibi.

         A trip to Dubois was the beginning of the end for Dale Wayne Eaton.

         It’s a wonder Eaton was a free man at all when police found him just outside the mountain town on July 30, 1998, nearly a year to the day after Amy’s disappearance and, more specifically, just ten and a half months after he attempted to kidnap the Breeden family.

         The botched kidnapping took place in an area called Patrick Draw, less than a three-hour drive from Lander. Shannon Breeden, her husband, Scott, and their five-month-old baby, Cody, were traveling the country when their van broke down at a pullout along Interstate 80. An overweight, disheveled fifty-two-year-old stopped his off-green ’85 Dodge van and offered them assistance. The man—Dale Eaton—asked Shannon to drive. Eaton then pulled a rifle from the back of the van, kidnapped the family at gunpoint, and directed them south of the highway into the desert.

         In a scene straight out of a B-grade seventies chase movie, Shannon stepped on the gas and turned in a tight circle instead, which enabled Scott to jump out of the van with the baby and Shannon to get out the other side. Eaton grabbed her and would have plunged a knife into her ribs had Scott not grabbed Eaton’s arm and gun and hit him over the head with the rifle butt. A struggle ensued in the dirt, and ended with Eaton stabbed with his own knife, beaten with his own rifle, and left in the dirt while the family sped for help in the van.

         It wasn’t long before Eaton was arrested, and he quickly confessed to the attempted kidnapping.

         The incident got Eaton’s brother, Richard, thinking. He knew that Dale had been camping in the Burnt Gulch area at the time of Amy Bechtel’s disappearance. Burnt Gulch, average elevation 7,860 feet, is not far from where Amy was marking her 10K route, and was a favorite elk hunting and trout fishing spot of the Eaton brothers. But after Richard called Rizor with his suspicions, the detective dismissed the tip, choosing to believe instead the word of Eaton’s niece, who said Dale was visiting her in Greeley, Colorado, on July 24. A $100,000 reward out for information leading to a resolution of Amy’s case was enough to cast suspicion on Richard’s motives.

         Astonishingly, a plea deal for the attempted kidnapping meant Eaton would serve just ninety-nine days in jail, where samples of his DNA were taken, before being paroled to a halfway house in Casper due to prison overcrowding. He remained on strict probation—which included a curfew—but was allowed his Dodge van so that he could work welding and construction jobs.

         Eaton, however, failed to report to work on June 16, 1998, and a warrant was put out for his arrest. Police finally spotted his van more than a month later on a short dead-end spur road near Dubois in the Bridger-Teton National Forest. He was arrested at gunpoint and told police he was about to commit suicide. A shotgun was found in his van, leading to his imprisonment on federal weapons charges.

         Four years later, those DNA samples taken while Eaton was incarcerated would be linked to unspeakable horrors.

         July 24, 1997, 2:30 p.m.

         She walks into the portrait studio on the second floor of the Camera Connection in downtown Lander, dressed for running.

         No, not like she’s already gone for a run, Lonnie Slack, who worked part-time at the studio back then, remembers. She’s not sweating. She looks like she’s about to go for a run.

         She drops off some pictures to get matted and framed. She’s excited, talking about her forthcoming entries in the Sinks Canyon Photo Contest.

         She’s there fifteen minutes, maybe. Then she leaves out the back door.

         Well, it was after lunch. Maybe it was two o’clock.

         I wonder if Amy would have approved of the photo.

         Hilary and I were living in Kemmerer at the time, two and a half hours southwest of Lander, and when the race was announced, we put it on our calendar: September 28, 1997.

         Race morning was a sunny autumn day on the eastern shoulder of the Wind River Range, and 150 or so runners gathered for a bittersweet attempt to actualize the 10K course that Amy had been working on when she’d gone missing. The run was to be a steep, steady, warm, and dusty climb up the gravel switchbacks of the Loop Road that ended at Frye Lake, where divers had searched for a body. Most of the field had been involved in the search or were close to Amy through running or to Steve. There were NOLS employees and a posse of hard-core climbers who run to stay in shape but don’t consider themselves runners. Amy’s sister Jenny Newton was there. As was Steve, who by this time had come under intense scrutiny from investigators and a sizable segment of the Wyoming public as the number-one suspect in the case.

         Steve was remarkably composed during a prerace talk. Amy had wanted to do this race for a couple of years, he said. She was told the only people who would show would be eight of her former track teammates. This brought cheers from the field. We’re in this together. We know Amy is alive.

         I remember trying to size up Steve Bechtel—is this a man who was capable of killing his wife and hiding the body? He didn’t carry himself like my idea of a wife-killer. He had been, after all, the one manning the phones and computers at the recovery center in his and Amy’s garage and kitchen, responding to leads that poured in from all over the country, none fruitful. But then how are you supposed to act when your wife disappears? A 10K seemed like the best thing for exorcising anxiety, in part for lack of knowing what else to do—and because it was what she had wanted to do—and it got a little media coverage that kept the search alive.

         But after the local search fizzled out, Amy’s mom, dad, brother, and two sisters returned to their respective homes and tried to carry on with lives that would never be the same again. Their concerns about Steve grew a few weeks later when they were presented with previously undisclosed information about the search findings and Steve’s journal entries. Although each family member responded differently, their frustrations with Steve’s lack of overall cooperation and engagement with the investigators lingered. Amy’s father, Duane Wroe, told a news source years later, “I still feel angry, because if he’s not guilty of anything, the son-of-a-bitch should take the lie-detector test and give us some peace.” Her brother, Nels, was especially angry at Steve’s reluctance to take the test and cooperate fully with investigators. When her sisters, Casey Lee and Jenny Newton, appeared on The Geraldo Rivera Show with detective King, the host made a plea for Steve to be more cooperative with authorities.

         A year passed, then two, then four. Steve followed a new girlfriend to Salt Lake City, but found he missed Lander, so he moved—with the girl—back to town two years later. He still refused to take the polygraph, and many people in town continued to believe he was responsible for Amy’s disappearance. Steve’s girlfriend ended up leaving. More years slipped by. Eventually, Steve had Amy declared legally dead, and in 2004 he married Ellen Sissman, with whom he now has two children.

         All these years later, Nels Wroe has accepted that the family may never find closure, but remains frustrated with Steve’s refusal to take the polygraph. “I will not shy away from that,” Nels said to me when I visited him at a coffee shop near his home in Longmont, Colorado. “The one person who can help the most in possibly resolving what happened to Amy is the guy who for whatever reason—cowardice, selfishness, I don’t know—refuses to engage.

         “This stressed the family out. My father passed away a number of years ago. The whole situation with Steve not being cooperative, that really caused frustration for the family.”

         July 24, 1997, 10:30 a.m.

         “Boy, if it were me, I’d be running down the mountain,” Erle Osborne jokes out his window as he drives past the woman running up the Loop Road. The mechanic for the county slows down so as not to dust her, as he makes his way uphill to change the carburetor on an old fire truck that sat idle at a youth camp.

         The woman, blond, blue-eyed, and wearing a light-colored singlet, black shorts, and a fanny pack, smiles and waves at Osborne.

         Odd, he thinks, a runner on the third switchback of the Loop Road. It would be years before this would become a common sight. And yet authorities will later confirm that another witness, a road surveyor, independently described seeing the same woman on the Loop Road at around the same time of day.

         Osborne arrives at the fire truck and works with haste—he can feel a storm closing in. He gets back in his truck and rolls up the windows just in time for the rain and lightning to come down. A goose drowner. Raining so hard he can hardly see the road.

         He remembers the woman running uphill. If he sees her on his way down, he’ll offer a ride.

         But Osborne doesn’t see the runner again. He does, however, have to inch around an old blue-green vehicle—he’ll later strain to recall that it may have been a van—stopped in the road.

         It’s possible, if highly unlikely, that the surveyor and Osborne saw a different runner who just happened to look like Amy. Petite, pretty—Amy looked like a lot of women, like a lot of women who also vanished without a trace from the Great Basin region of Nevada, Utah, Idaho, and Wyoming.

         Amy’s isn’t even the most famous case. A series of other murders between 1983 and 1997 have been suspected to have come at the hands of one Great Basin Serial Killer, but the case of only one of them has been resolved: Lil Miss.

         On March 25, 1988, eighteen-year-old Lisa Marie Kimmell was driving alone from Denver to visit a friend in Billings, Montana, in her black 1988 Honda CRX Si, which had a Montana vanity plate that read LIL MISS. She’d first planned to stop to see her boyfriend in Cody, Wyoming, but she never made it. Eight days later, two fishermen found her body tangled in the weeds along the North Platte River near Casper, and an autopsy showed that she had been repeatedly raped, bludgeoned, and methodically stabbed. After her family buried her, a strange note signed “Stringfellow Hawke” was found on Kimmell’s grave.

         Few answers emerged for the next fourteen years, until July 2002, when investigators researching cold cases examined the seminal DNA from her rape kit and found a match for an inmate incarcerated on weapons charges since 1998: Dale Wayne Eaton. Eaton was due to stand trial that fall on a manslaughter charge after killing his cellmate with a lethal punch to the man’s vertebral artery—but he was never convicted. He wouldn’t be so lucky this time.

         A handwriting analysis from the note left on Kimmell’s grave also matched Eaton. Then, following a tip from neighbors who recalled seeing Eaton digging in his desert-scrub yard, authorities found her car buried on his property in Moneta, just an hour-and-forty-five-minute drive east from Lander. The sewer line from his decrepit trailer house had been run into it—he’d been using his victim’s car as a septic tank. A portion of the Montana vanity plate LIL MISS was found nearby. Inside his trailer, authorities also found women’s clothing and purses, and newspaper reports about other murdered women.

         In the ensuing investigation and trial, it was determined that Eaton had kidnapped Kimmell at a remote rest area in Waltman, then held her captive in a filthy converted school bus and repeatedly raped her before murdering her and tossing her body off a bridge. An FBI profiler who examined the case would note that this public display, the trophy-keeping of Kimmell’s car, and the known kidnapping attempt of the Breedens all fit the profile of a serial killer.

         In the Kimmell trial, Eaton was charged and found guilty of all counts, including first-degree murder, and sentenced to death by lethal injection in March 2004. Eaton’s lawyers won him a stay of execution in December 2009, arguing among other things that he was mentally unfit to stand trial and that he’d previously been given ineffective counsel by the Wyoming Public Defender’s Office. He remained Wyoming’s lone death row inmate until November 2014, when a U.S. district judge overturned his death sentence on similar grounds—though Eaton will never be released from prison, where he is serving a life sentence plus fifty years.

         No one believes Kimmell is Eaton’s only kidnapping and murder victim. Sheila Kimmell, Lisa’s mother, mentions Amy’s case in her 2005 book The Murder of Lil Miss, and is very well versed in other disappearances and homicides connected with the Great Basin Murders. “The Utah Criminal Tracking Analysis Project suggested that the Great Basin murders stopped around 1997. That’s about the same time Dale Eaton went to prison,” Kimmell writes.

         That’s why, beyond closure for the Wroes and Bechtels, Amy’s case still matters, why Richard Eaton’s tip, delivered years before his brother was known to be a killer, still matters. A confession by Eaton may resolve not just Amy’s case but numerous other cold-case mysteries swirling in the abyss of the Great Basin.

         And yet, even after Eaton’s conviction, Steve Bechtel remained the prime “person of interest” in Amy’s disappearance. In July 2007, the ten-year anniversary of her disappearance, Roger Rizor, the detective who succeeded Dave King on the case, commented on the cold case to the Billings Gazette. “In my mind there is only one person that I want to talk to, only one person who has refused to talk to law enforcement,” he said, “and that’s her husband.”

         That thinking didn’t begin to change until 2010, when Detective Sergeant Zerga’s supervisor dropped Amy’s cold-case file on his desk, asking him to see if something would jump out at him. That something was a note about Richard Eaton’s tip. It was enough for Zerga to put other cases on hold in order to travel with an FBI agent to Colorado to try to interview a madman’s brother, and to Wyoming’s death row to interview the madman himself.

         “Dale’s brother and sister-in-law are absolutely convinced he was in the area at the time,” Zerga says about his summer 2012 meeting with them. “I told his brother that’s not a place to camp. The area is, like the name has it, a gulch—there are more picturesque camping spots close by.” But Richard Eaton described in detail the beaver ponds and a fire wheel and other specific geographical details of the area. “To me, once Richard said Dale was there when she went missing—and he has those capabilities—immediately that went up on top.”

         But Dale refused to speak with Zerga. And with the death penalty no longer hanging over Eaton’s head, Zerga doesn’t have any bargaining leverage.

         When I met with Nels Wroe, he brought up the subject before I could ask. “Are you familiar with Dale Eaton?” he asked me. “There are some things like that that have bubbled up. If it was to be a random occurrence, or some high-probability random occurrence that may have happened, Dale Eaton is one. But even though there’s no real compelling evidence at all that he may have anything to do with it, the circumstances that surround him, where he was, the way he operated, it certainly raises him as a high level of interest, maybe. What hasn’t changed, which drives me crazy, is Steve’s lack of involvement, and lack of cooperation.”

         I asked JoAnne Wroe, Amy’s mother, in an email, if the new focus on Eaton has affected her life. “Though I am constantly aware that he may be responsible for Amy’s disappearance,” she writes, “it’s very difficult to allow my mind to dwell on this, knowing what he has done to his victims. Not knowing what has happened to Amy or who is responsible is constantly in my thoughts, which makes me very frustrated and angry. It has taken me a long time to learn to live with this and there are days when it overwhelms me.”

         Periodically, cadaver dogs have been brought in from as far away as Montana. The dogs are so deft they will run straight across wildlife carcasses; they’re looking for human carcasses and know the difference. This happened a couple of years ago when they followed a scent down Burnt Gulch and stopped at a depression. “We were pretty stoked when we found that sunken bog,” Zerga says. “We thought it was what we’d been looking for for a long time.” They sifted through every ounce of dirt in the hole and found only a single bread tie.

         Zerga hasn’t officially ruled out Steve as a suspect. But he talks about Steve, who now runs a gym just a couple of blocks from Zerga’s office, in tones that imply respect, as if he were talking about a friend. Still, there are elements in the case that puzzle the detective. The fact that they had no log showing that Steve phoned the hospital when he said he did. A youth camp minister’s account of seeing a vehicle that matches the description of Steve’s truck being parked by itself on July 24 in the spot where Amy’s car was found.

         “The thing with Steve, and the shape he was in,” Zerga says, “is he could run a marathon in three and a half hours. He had that type of capability. He coulda run back to Lander.” Though it has to be in a list of scenarios, Zerga doesn’t buy it. “To me, why would he wait until she was running? It would be so much easier in the house.

         “I would really like to rule Steve out,” Zerga says. “My only way is to sit down with Steve. You know what, let’s do the polygraph. You’ll be able to choose who’s gonna do the polygraph. You’ll know the questions before they’re asked. And they’re not gonna be questions like, ‘Did you kill your wife?’ They’ll be questions like, ‘Is it true the last time you saw your wife, alive, was the morning you woke up and went to Dubois?’”

         I point out there’s not an attorney in the west who would advise a client to take the test, and Zerga agrees. “That’s exactly what attorneys do—the first thing they do is say, ‘Don’t take the polygraph.’ To me, I can understand it in a sense. But the way polygraphs are, if you really wanted to rule yourself out, you’d take one.”

         “This is a whole different generation,” Steve, now forty-six, says. I meet him at Elemental Performance and Fitness, his Lander gym, where he jokes with clients and checks in with his wife, Ellen. Steve—rarely seen without a baseball cap—has short gray-blond hair and the modesty and forearms of Peter Parker. Now he’s taking me for a tour of his world in ’97. We drive to Lucky Lane—Climbers’ Row—in his 2006 Toyota Tundra pickup; there are kids’ car seats in the back. He shows me the garage where he and friends ran the recovery effort. “After the initial search shut down,” he says, “as we started realizing we weren’t just looking out in the woods for her, we moved to a nationwide search the best we could.”

         According to Detective Zerga, authorities had been to Lucky Lane with a search warrant within the last five years. “We’ve actually done luminol searches with the FBI in that building,” Zerga told me. “We brought in cadaver dogs. And luminol picks up any type of blood splatter, whether they paint over it or whatever.” The dogs found nothing, and the luminol tests came out negative. Zerga even followed up on a rumor that Steve had buried Amy below the driveway of their would-be new home at 965 McDougal Drive before the concrete had set; he found nothing there, either.

         “I’m impressed with him,” Steve says of Zerga, “because he’s taking, for all intents and purposes, this cold case and he’s really working on it. He got handed this really badly put-together case. Looking back on King now, he had drug problems, problems telling the truth. So what’s really fascinating and really sad was they were so cycloptically focused on ‘Let’s see if we can nail the husband,’ that they missed a lot.”

         Steve estimates he hasn’t talked to his attorney, Kent Spence, in ten years. Spence is the son of the buckskin-wearing Wyoming native Gerry Spence, who gained fame defending high-profile clients like whistleblower Karen Silkwood, Randy Weaver of Ruby Ridge standoff fame, and Earth First! eco-radical Dave Foreman. Many thought Kent Spence was suspiciously high-powered. “He pro-bonoed I don’t even know how many hours to us,” says Steve. “Just hiring those guys was controversial. But imagine having heart surgery and saying, ‘Well, I’ll just get a crappy doctor.’”

         Steve drives at a contemplative mosey. “Living is so fascinating. I have these two little kids and more than anything in my life, those two are what I was born for, to raise those kids. It means everything to you. And the thing that’s a really profound challenge emotionally for me is knowing that those two kids never would have existed if I would have been able to keep hold of Amy. You look through history, and these tragedies happened in order for wonderful things to happen.”

         There’s a tendency to talk about Amy-the-victim rather than Amy-the-person, especially when you’re badgered by law enforcement and writers, but it’s clear Steve thinks about Amy often. “It breaks your heart,” Steve says. “She was so cool, Jon. Her greatest fault was that she was so friendly she was always taken advantage of. ‘I’ll take your shift.’ ‘I’ll watch your dog.’ It just makes you so sad.”

         We drive up the canyon on the now-paved Loop Road. I haven’t been here since the awareness race.

         “You could take the strongest woman—a Division I athlete—and the average guy is gonna be able to overpower her,” Steve continues. “And a man will be able to sprint faster and he’s gonna have this capability of overpowering this woman. There’s a fantasy of knowing self-defense moves or that an athletic woman, a runner especially, is going to be able to outrun a guy. In practice that doesn’t occur, I don’t think.” This gender philosophy may fit with some of the poetry and lyrics that raised eyebrows with investigators and members of the Wroe family in the early weeks of the investigation. Steve tells me he still regrets bringing Jonz to Dubois with him the day Amy disappeared, since she most likely would have taken the dog on her run.

         In 2002 Steve and his father, Tom, went to the sheriff’s department in neighboring Natrona County when the Eaton theory wasn’t taken seriously in Fremont County after news of the Lil Miss murder broke. They wanted to see if any evidence taken from Eaton’s property belonged to Amy. “Maybe there’s a watch or a shoe or something we might recognize,” Steve says. But the Natrona officials wouldn’t let them see anything, claiming that the Fremont County sheriff had already looked everything over.

         The pavement ends, and we hit a mixture of frozen mud and snow. We soon come to a branch in the road. “Right here,” he says. “Her car was parked right in there.” Steve narrates the night she disappeared.

         “It’s one or so in the morning, find the car, get here. I brought sleeping bags and a cookstove and food—first-aid kit—we gotta find her. Todd and Amy had been driving and found the car. They called. We raced up here. You get here—this was a big error—we’re looking for a missing runner. Everybody was crawling through that car. Knowing what we know now we should have cordoned the thing off—fingerprints. It’s like the classic cluster of stupid crap.”

         I ask him if he’ll take the polygraph to relieve Zerga of all doubt. “The polygraph is like one of those monkey traps,” he says. “Anybody who needs me to take that test—I don’t need them in my life.” He holds the relaxed confidence of an athlete, even while talking about a painful past. “I don’t need people to be looking at Eaton,” he says. “I don’t mind being a suspect, but to me everyone else is a suspect.”

         Lizard Head, the mountain, looms in the east as we head back toward Lander. “Running is this beautiful thing for people—it’s the thing they get to do,” Steve says. “You have all these things you have to do, then once a day you get to go running. You don’t want that to be compromised.” He seems to understand that people want answers because they can’t accept that something as simple and pure as running could end in terrible tragedy. “I think that’s the thing: You don’t want to be afraid.”

         We pass underneath the hulking dolomite that lines Sinks Canyon. “My wife will go running alone,” Steve says. “My wife. She knows as well as anybody the story of Amy.”

         July 24, 1997, Morning

         The day is filled with possibility. Steve is off from his part-time job at Wild Iris, and Amy has her shift at the fitness center before she is off, too. The morning sunshine tugs at both of them to get outdoors.

         Steve’s plan is to go scout some dolomite bands with Sam Lightner in the mountains above Dubois. It’s grizzly country, so he’s taking guns, bear spray—and Jonz.

         Amy is going to take care of some errands, including scouting the course for her 10K in September—wow, it’s only two months away. And she still needs to design the flyers, plan for the road closure, measure the course…

         She sits down to make her list. The last thing she writes is “run.” Amy would never check it off.

         If Detective Zerga finds out why she never checked off “run” by way of an Eaton confession, we may also learn why Naomi Lee Kidder never came home. Why Belynda Mae Grantham never came home. Why Janelle Johnson never came home. Why perhaps at least nine other young women never came home. The question persists, obscured in a Great Basin haze.

         Why didn’t the runner come home?
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