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    PRAISE FOR CHRISTINE CARBO’S GLACIER MYSTERY NOVELS

The Weight of Night

“There are stunning descriptions of rampaging forest fires, majestic mountain ranges and violent storms in The Weight of Night . . . It’s in depicting nature’s drama that Carbo’s writing thrives.”

—Marilyn Stasio, The New York Times Book Review

“Engrossing . . . an intricate plot complements the compelling characters.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Carbo creates a vivid setting and strong characters, as well as a stunning mystery. Fans of page-turning suspense will find this book impossible to put down.”

—RT Book Reviews

“Carbo extols the beauty of her setting and provides sensitive character development.”

—Booklist

Mortal Fall

“Compulsively readable.”

—Publishers Weekly

“If Mortal Fall were just a beautifully written, sharp-eyed procedural, that would be reason enough to read it. But Christine Carbo offers so much more in this fine second novel. It’s a study of flawed, compelling characters and the ghosts that haunt them. It’s also a fascinating look at the relationship of humans with the too-rapidly changing landscape of Glacier Park. And finally, it’s the tragic story of the forces that can shatter a family. This novel works on so many levels, all of them masterfully crafted.”

—William Kent Krueger, New York Times bestselling author

“Carbo paints a moving picture of complex, flawed people fighting to make their way in a wilderness where little is black or white, except the smoky chiaroscuro of the sweeping Montana sky.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Mortal Fall is a terrific read. With a masterful hand, Christine Carbo guides her readers through an intriguing mystery full of complex relationships and smartly developed characters. Her rich descriptions immerse you in the grandeur of Glacier National Forest as this riveting story unfolds. Christine Carbo should be a part of every mystery lover’s personal library.”

—Allen Eskens, author of The Guise of Another

“Carbo brings subtlety and sensitivity to the smallest of moments.”

—Booklist

The Wild Inside

“Stays in your mind long after you’ve put the book down. I’m still thinking about it. Prepare to run the gamut of emotions with this fine treat of a story. Then, in the years ahead, be on the lookout for more from this fresh new voice in the thriller genre.”

—Steve Berry, New York Times bestselling author of the Cotton Malone series

“Grizzly bears, murder, mauling, and mayhem mix in Carbo’s debut novel. Ted Systead’s past and present intersect in an unexpected—and chilling—manner against the incongruously gorgeous backdrop of Glacier National Park.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“The brutality and fragility of Glacier National Park’s wilderness provides the perfect backdrop for this well-crafted, absorbing novel about the barbarities and kindnesses of the humans living on its edge. Christine Carbo is a writer to watch.”

—Tawni O’Dell, New York Times bestselling author

“An intense and thoroughly enjoyable thrill ride. Christine Carbo’s literary voice echoes with her love of nature, her knowledge of its brutality, and the wild and beautiful locale of Montana. The Wild Inside is a tour de force of suspense that will leave you breathlessly turning the pages late into the night.”

—Linda Castillo, New York Times bestselling author

“Fans of Nevada Barr will love this tense, atmospheric thriller with its majestic Glacier National Park setting. The Wild Inside is a stunning debut!”

—Deborah Crombie, New York Times bestselling author
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For Caroline and Lexie, both 2018 graduates. Congratulations!


Solitude is the playfield of Satan.

—VLADIMIR NABOKOV



Ali



Present—Thursday

I IMAGINE IT LIKE this: the two nine-year-old boys, Reeve and his friend Sam, lounge lazily on the couch watching the Cartoon Network at home in Reeve’s parents’ ranch-style single-story home on a hot summer day in Tallahassee, Florida. Reeve’s mom and dad are both at work—his mom cutting hair at a local salon called Sasha’s and his dad selling beds at the Mattress Firm. The blinds are pulled down to block the afternoon sun, and harsh spears of light stab between the slits in the darkened living room. They’ve eaten an entire bag of Doritos when Sam sits up straight and turns to Reeve. “Let’s do something,” he says. “These shows are so boring.”

“Whaddya want to do?” Reeve asks.

“I don’t know. Anything.”

“Want to go outside?”

“Too hot,” Sam groans.

Reeve pries himself away from the couch cushion and sits forward, wiping his Dorito-stained fingers on the side of his shorts. “I wish it was already my birthday,” Reeve says, thinking of the day just a few weeks away, August seventh.

“Me too. You gonna have a party?”

“Probably. I think my parents got me a Nintendo.”

“No way,” Sam says.

“I swear.”

“Yeah? Where is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where would they hide it?” Sam asks.

“I don’t know.” Reeve shrugs. “Probably in their bedroom.”

A mischievous expression brightens Sam’s face—one familiar to Reeve. It’s one he’s seen many times, the product of their age—two nine-year-old boys eager to explore. Once when they were playing by a creek, Sam found some old shark’s teeth mixed up in the gravel, and after they’d plucked them all out and put them in a plastic bag they’d gotten from Sam’s mom, Sam wanted to find more. He insisted they cross the creek to the other side. But Reeve knew water moccasins nested in that part of the stream where it was deep and cool from lush ferns draping over the water. “I don’t think we should,” Reeve said. Reeve was a cautious boy. Nobody would have ever described him as a daredevil. But Sam—he didn’t mind taking risks. “See you on the other side, scaredy-cat,” he had called as he took off his sneakers and fearlessly waded into the water.

“Let’s look,” Sam says, getting off the couch, wearing the same expression as the time he crossed the shadowy creek.

“No, my mom and dad said I can’t go in their room.”

“Oh, come on.” He runs out of the family room, down the hallway to the master bedroom. Reeve hops off the couch and follows, worried only about the transgression of going into his parents’ room for maybe a second.

The room is dim like the TV room, the stiff green curtains drawn, also to block out the August sun. The king-size bed is made with a stiff, gaudy floral-print bedspread perfectly smooth and neatly creased in all four corners.

Sam opens Reeve’s parents’ closet doors first and searches the floor, crouching down and shoving shoes aside to look into the corners. Then he stands and lifts his head to eye the upper shelf that he can’t reach. He jumps up to see if he can get high enough to peer over the top and to the sides to spy a box big enough to hold a Nintendo.

Reeve opens drawers by the bed, but sees nothing but papers and envelopes containing Polaroid family photos, school portraits of him and his younger sister, progress reports from their elementary school, and other miscellaneous papers and special certificates. Sam comes over and torpedoes himself onto the bed, stands, and begins hopping on it. Reeve laughs and joins him—two giggling boys caught up in the giddiness of being in a forbidden place. They bounce as if it’s a trampoline, the springs of the mattress squeaking, protesting with each landing, the bedspread no longer perfect.

“What about in that chest?” Sam points to the base of the bed.

“Nah, she doesn’t usually put anything in there except clothes.”

Sam launches himself off the mattress and lands with a thump on the floor. He flings an afghan folded across the wooden chest onto the now-rumpled bedspread, lifts the lid, and peers in. “Not in here,” he says, moving its contents around with his free arm. “Just a blanket and bunch of old sweaters.”

“Told ya.” Reeve hops off too, his cheeks hot and flushed from the jumping. He kneels down to look under the bed, lifting the skirt. White stringy strands worn free from under the lining of the mattress box drape down like webbing made from a huge spider. Reeve blows at them, but they fall right back into place, so he moves them aside with his hand.

“Whoa,” Reeve says when he spots the rifle. He’s seen it only once before. He’d been out playing in the neighborhood when several other kids spotted a rattlesnake curled up in a cement drainage ditch at the end of the cul-de-sac. Word spread, and everyone in the neighborhood gathered around while his father came out to take a look. His dad told the kids and other neighbors who’d gathered to stay away from the ditch until he returned. When he did, he carried the gun, walked over with purpose, instructed all the other parents to keep their kids back, but when he looked down into the ditch, there was nothing but moss and twigs. The snake had slithered away into the brush.

“Wow!” Sam says, walking over to Reeve, who’s kneeling beside the bed and holding the rifle across his thighs. The barrel is shiny smooth, its heft intimidating but stealth-like, and Reeve is excited to show Sam that he’s not always a bore. For a second, Reeve thinks he shouldn’t have pulled it out from under the bed, but it’s as tempting as shark’s teeth and Sam would have grabbed it if he hadn’t. “Cool,” Sam says.

“I know.” Reeve breathes hard with excitement, the back of his neck slick with sweat. He’s sure the gun is not loaded, and in one quick motion, he stands and lifts the rifle to take aim at . . . at . . . he’s not sure what, maybe the chair in the corner of the room, maybe the curtains. He barely feels his finger on the trigger when a deafening boom blasts his ears—the report so explosive and the kick so violent that he thinks that he’s just launched himself into something vast, like the sky or outer space. And that’s where he remains—tumbling through that empty void, never really landing—for a very long time.

•  •  •

I also imagine the six-foot diameter spatter of reddish-brown blood because he fired a .30-06 caliber rifle. The force of it at close range is quite destructive and would blow a ragged hole through the victim, typically shattering bone and tissue. There would have been spatter on the wall, the carpet, and the bed. The bullet tore through the victim’s shoulder, blew through his heart and lodged into the wall behind them, so there would have been a hole about the size of a pea in the plaster.

The boy—the shooter—attempted to stop the flow of blood by putting his hands over the wound, so ugly smears would stretch across both the victim’s and the shooter’s clothes. He also tried to give mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to the victim, which he’d apparently learned about in school just months before, so his DNA could be easily collected from the victim’s mouth if they’d needed it, but they didn’t because the boy admitted everything.

Bloodstains as well as the spatter would also be on the bedside table and phone because the boy called 911 and frantically said, “I’ve shot my best friend. My best friend is dead. I didn’t know my dad’s gun was loaded.” He shouted this in a guttural panic that was recorded by the 911 emergency service operator and would later be played over and over by the press in the aftermath of the gun-control debates that eventually ensued across the state.

I always consider details like this since I’m trained to look at the particulars. I used to work in the bustling Newark field office until I was transferred to a resident agency, a smaller office with only one or two agents that have jurisdiction over an area, usually someplace more rural. For an agent, the best way to gain experience is to work in a variety of settings, even if it means moving across the country to the remote resident office in Kalispell, Montana.

I miss the city, but I don’t mind Montana. I remember seeing the great spine of the Rockies for the first time when I drove across the eastern plains from Newark toward the Continental Divide. I’ll admit I was a little freaked out at the sight of bleak fields the color of camel hair stretching into oblivion; the glimpses of old long-abandoned cabins and wood barns buckling and decomposing onto the bare ground; the rain blowing horizontally against the ribs of horses and cows; the Blackfoot Indian town of Browning settled in the high plains like an oversize, unkempt Easter basket with its turquoise, pink, and yellow ramshackle houses—as if colorful paint were all it took to lift one out of poverty. Stray dogs ran amuck, and I couldn’t tell if they were neglected or if they were contented community pets wandering around and being fed by local business owners and residents. It gave me an unsettled feeling—that the new life I was stepping into was unprotected, not propped up by the busy cacophony of city life.

But when I glimpsed the Great Divide, the way the mountains heaved out of the brown prairies toward the expansive sky both warned and comforted me. I’d never seen anything like it, anything so stunning and dramatic, so separate from my sense of everyday city life. Is this why people went west, because the mountains bucking up to kiss the expansive sky made you feel as if you could have a fresh start or reach your highest dreams? Maybe, I had thought, I could grow accustomed to a place with such striking scenery, a place with buildings no higher than two stories and people with unsuspicious eyes.

It was in Montana that I met that nine-year-old shooter, Reeve Landon, when he was twenty-nine and I was twenty-eight, and he had suspicious eyes. We began dating, and when I brought up the incident, he said, “I figured you’d find out. Not because you’re FBI, but because anyone googling my name would find out. It’s not really a secret. I just don’t like to bring it up every time I meet someone.” Reeve then recounted to me the incident that made him one of the unlucky children whose tragedies altered Florida’s gun laws in the late 1980s.

Ten months later—a year and a half after I had moved west—over coffee in a Starbucks, he told me he couldn’t do it any longer, it referring to our blossoming relationship. He’d been thinking about it for weeks. “I’m sorry,” he had said. “I just can’t, Ali. I thought I could, but I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to.” He never said it had anything to do with what happened all those years ago, but I have a good imagination and I find myself going back to it—running my mind over and over the story like a cloth polishing silver to make it shine clearly in my mind.

The baby, though—that was a surprise. I found out I was pregnant three weeks after Reeve told me he couldn’t see me any longer. We had used birth control, but it failed. I kept it from him for a time. I was at my wit’s end when I found out. It felt like I was being swept away by powerful currents spinning me around and around. I even thought about ending it at first, but I was twenty-nine and had already been bitten by the bug. I’d been thinking of being a mother since my mid-twenties. I considered having the baby without ever telling him.

But then I thought about how hard it was not having a dad present in my own life. Having an absent parent can take a toll on you. I used to waste so much time fantasizing about my father’s turning things around and driving up at any minute, like a prince, to rescue me. Every summer, when the other kids were heading to the Jersey Shore with their moms and dads, I desperately wanted him to show up with his smile and his dark unruly hair and say, “Hop in, chickadee. I’m all better now. Let’s go to the beach.” I’d wait every year on my birthday for him to arrive with a cake and presents as if I were starring in a cheesy movie, a lonely child sitting patiently on a curb in front of her apartment building. When I didn’t even get a card, my heart closed up a little further like a dying daisy, knowing deep down that he’d never change and that actually having him in our lives would be so much worse, with the chronic yelling and fighting.

I decided that I could not deny the child growing inside me a father. Reeve may have a few issues, but he’s not abusive or volatile, so I told him about the pregnancy. He was shocked, but had enough sense not to try to talk me out of going through with it. He offered to marry me, but the suggestion seemed pathetic—an offer he made over greasy burgers and fries while we sat in a cheap restaurant with Kenny Chesney playing in the background. Deep down, I knew it could never work, even though I deeply wanted it to, so I said no thanks and we worked out a plan. Turns out, fear can be greater than desire.

My daughter’s arrival the following spring, a perfect bundle of beauty with a tiny head of fine, dark hair, compelled us to figure out a parenting plan on our own terms without legal assistance. I picked her name, Emily, and we decided that when she got old enough, Reeve would take her every other weekend, and I’d have her the rest of the time. We also agreed that Emily would keep my surname and he’d contribute what he could, when he could. I never cared about the money, though, and so far he’s been pretty consistent, sending me a check every month. No paperwork or lawyers necessary. We never went through the nastiness that some couples go through when their relationship collapses. It was almost like we both knew we wouldn’t last, and at the slightest provocation, we quickly assumed cordial, cooperative attitudes. Both of us probably thought we couldn’t get too hurt if we kept things businesslike.

Now we rarely speak other than to discuss Emily or her schedule or when I see him to either drop her off or pick her up from his place. It’s possible to get over your attraction to someone; it just takes time and the ability to move the feelings to the corner of your mind, where they pop up only occasionally, similar to old acquaintances at the grocery store, sometimes welcome, sometimes not. It’s not ideal—coparenting never is—but Emily, who is five now, loves to spend time with her daddy and his dog, McKay.

So when I get the call from Reeve on a chilly early November day, I assume it has something to do with Emily, that he needs to reschedule his weekend with her for a work excursion, which irritates me because I know if he misses the little time he has with Emily, she’ll be sad. But the second I hear his voice, I sense something is up, because he sounds a little breathless and worried.

“What’s up?” I ask, sitting at my desk in my office in Kalispell. The day is cloudy and dim, so I have my desk lamp on and it’s exposing every bit of dust on the black chrome-framed furniture even though I dust the damn thing all the time.

“Ali,” he says after clearing his throat, “I need your help.”

Help? Reeve Landon doesn’t ask for help any more than I do, so I pause before saying more.

“Ali,” he says again, his voice slightly rising, a trace of worry in the pitch of it, which is also unusual. “You still there?”

“I’m here. What kind of help?”

“I need you to go to my place. I need you to get McKay and take care of him for a few hours. Just until I can sort out a few things. I’d ask Wallace, but he’s just left for the winter.”

Now I know it’s serious. Reeve rarely parts with his dog. He’s worked with McKay for at least five years as part of a detection-canine program that performs conservation and biological research. Apparently there is a lot you can learn from the poop animals leave behind. It didn’t take me long to understand—a few months after we began seeing each other—that the program and the dog are lifelines for Reeve. I get that. I’ve got a few of those myself, mainly Emily and my job.

The training is an ongoing process, Reeve has said more times than I can count, especially when he’s making excuses for why he can’t be there for Emily. According to Reeve, he’s the only one who understands how to keep the dog on a schedule. He’s taught Emily a little, but she’s too young to understand much.

“Watch McKay? Why? Where are you?”

Reeve doesn’t answer at first, and silence hangs between us on the line.

“Reeve,” I press. “Where are you? Whose line are you using?”

“I’m at the county building, at the sheriff’s office. I’m using one of their landlines. I don’t know how long I’ll be here.”

“How long you’ll be there? What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. I think they think I’ve done something. . . . I’ve already been here for four hours. They’ve been questioning me—making me go over the same information over and over, but mostly I’ve been doing a lot of sitting and waiting. They’re inspecting my phone, so I had to use theirs to call to you, but look, I have to go. The officer wants me to hang up now.”

“Wait,” I say. “They’re looking at your phone?”

“They asked to see it.”

“What are they saying you’ve done?”

“I’m not sure,” he says. “But whatever they think, it’s not true.”

“What’s not true?”

“I don’t know. That I’ve got something to do with whatever is up with that journalist.”

“What journalist?”

He pauses, then sighs. “I’m not positive, but I think something happened to her, and whatever it is, they think I’m involved.”

The sense of something icy, like a cold hand, presses against my neck and moves down my spine.

“Listen, Ali, the spare key to my cabin is under the tin can in the back.” And just like that, he’s gone, the line blank.



Reeve



Wednesday—The Day Before

THE HYPNOSIS CREATED by the vastness of the Montana sky and the mountains loosens its grip on me today because I am not working alone for the first time in a very long while. A reporter named Anne Marie Johnson, who’s doing a story for Sierra magazine, is hiking with me up a dried-out creek drainage about ten miles outside Glacier National Park.

McKay, my dog, is weaving through the underbrush about twenty yards ahead of us, poking his nose into shrubbery and leaping over fallen logs. Like a metronome, his tail whips back and forth, which tells me there’s scat close by, but I won’t be sure which kind until we reach it. Mainly we’re looking for grizzly droppings, but McKay is also trained in a dozen other species, from bats to wolverines. He can search for just about any scat made by a carnivore: black bear, grizzly bear, lynx, wolf, bobcat, coyote, and mountain lion. I’ll send any sample he sniffs out to the university, where scientists will extract hormones and DNA to gather clues on the size of their population in the area, their distribution over the landscape, the areas they share, their levels of stress, indications that they’re being poisoned, their mating habits and pregnancies, their lineage, their use of the resources, and many more factors.

“So you think there’s some scat nearby?” Anne Marie asks me.

Anne Marie is writing a feature story on the University of Montana’s detection-canine research program and has asked to tag along. I met her at the Polebridge Mercantile, a bakery/store combo that serves as a link to civilization in a township with a population of about 150. I was ready to sit over coffee and answer her questions because my boss, Jeffrey O’Brien, had said, Give her what she needs to write her story. It’s good press for the program. I figured I’d do just that, then set out on my own without her.

I don’t like reporters, but she insisted on coming along so she could get a few photos and really understand how the whole process works. She promised she could handle the rugged terrain, and when I met her outside the Merc, she was wearing camouflage combat pants and a tan fleece and said she’d brought bear spray, a potent form of pepper that works on bears and other predators; a lunch; and a raincoat, in case the weather turned. She wore a Grand Canyon ball cap the color of orange clay and, most importantly, she had on real hiking boots. At least she came prepared, I thought, noticing her smile—one of those unabashed, infectious ones.

“Yeah,” I say. “He’s onto something. Could be black bear scat. We’ll see.” McKay continues to quarter back and forth through the brush, always within earshot, until he abruptly stops, his entire body stiffening except his tail, which spins rapidly in circles. “Whaddya got?” I ask him.

We walk closer, and I see he’s frozen with his nose pointing at a pile that looks like dried-out batter for some bran muffins. I kneel on one knee and hold up my palm for him to wait, to settle down. He’s anticipating the one thing he cares about more than anything in the world besides my daughter, Emily—a red rubber ball the size of a tennis ball, his reward for doing his job correctly. McKay licks his lips, stands erect, and quivers with excitement as I pull it from my pack and toss it for him to fetch. He leaps to go find it. It lands in a thick copse of alders with bright yellow leaves. I pull out my smartphone and begin to enter data about the sample.

“What are you recording?” Anne Marie moves closer to peer over my shoulder, and I can smell a lovely citrus scent, maybe a body wash or perfume mixed with sweat from all the climbing we’ve done.

“The type of animal that left the pile and how long it’s been here,” I answer. “In this case, a grizzly. Been here about a day. I’m also taking a GPS reading and a picture,” I say, holding up my phone to snap the photo. McKay is back with his ball and shoves it at my thigh. Anne Marie backs slightly away from us. I grab the ball and throw it even farther for him, and it lands in some brush a long way out.

“He’s fast,” she says, laughing.

I put my phone away.

“How do you know it’s a grizzly and not a black bear’s scat?”

“Size, mainly. Depends on the season. In the summer, lots of berries in it. Around this time, more roots and tubers. Only a griz goes this big—scat wider than two inches in diameter—and only a griz has claws long enough to dig for roots. But it’s not a perfect science,” I say. “They’ll know more in the lab.”

She gives me that big smile again, and I can’t help but notice how her eyes crinkle with mischief and a brazen joy long gone in myself. “But how does your dog find one random pile out here? In all this wilderness?” She motions to our surroundings—a drainage filled with jutting large boulders and steep hillsides choked with alder shrubs and thimbleberry and huckleberry bushes. Autumn has been rainy and gloomy so far, and this is the first sunny day in weeks. Bushes and deciduous trees have dropped gold and yellow leaves that the previous rain has papier-mâchéd to the game trails traversing the drainage.

“His sense of smell is quite good,” I say—an understatement. A dog’s nose is one of the most sensitive among the animal kingdom, capable of identifying cancer cells and finding illegal drugs hidden inside strong-smelling containers like gas tanks. “Most scent dogs are being trained to find evidence, drugs, bombs, or dead bodies.”

When she looks down at her notepad, a piece of her dark hair falls out of one thick braid and settles in a broad-sweeping curl across her cheek. I notice a smattering of freckles across her sharp cheekbones. “Our dogs are simply trained to find the poop of certain species.”

She nods, her eyes still dancing, like the information delights her. A wave of pride for McKay sweeps over me, and a joy that feels foreign spreads inside my chest. I had already explained to her that the idea came to a biologist in the late nineties after he had studied baboons and elephants in Africa and learned to extract DNA and hormones from their scat. It dawned on him that if dogs could smell ten thousand times better than humans, they could locate the samples over vast landscapes. No other wildlife sampling method can acquire so much data in such a short time without disturbing the environment.

I continue to toss the ball for McKay. I’m used to his intensity, but Anne Marie watches him closely and inches slightly away when he gets close to her legs, as if she’s a little unnerved by his laser focus and his excited panting.

“Yeah,” I offer, as if I’m answering a question she hasn’t even posed, “he’s crazed, all right. One of the more manic dogs in the program. That’s what lands them in the program in the first place.”

I explain to her what happened with McKay. How he’s six now, but still indefatigable. As a puppy, he was given to the Humane Society because the family couldn’t handle such an intense dog, one who wanted to play all the time. I picked him after the shelter called our program to alert us that he was unlikely to be adopted. He was four months old.

“Their fanaticism drives the owners crazy,” I tell her. “But for us, we simply use their obsessions to our advantage. Train them to go for that goal, whatever it may be. For some, it’s food or a bone. For McKay”—I wing the ball into the woods again—“it’s obviously fetch. If he finds scat, he gets to play. It’s that simple. A misfit in the world of pets, but perfect for science.” It’s not in my nature to smile, mainly because I’m alone in the woods so much, but her cheerfulness brings it out in me, and as we chat, I’m actually aware of my cheeks lifting and bulging against my will.

“Won’t he slow down as he gets older?”

“Hasn’t so far. But he’s in great shape still.”

“And you’re telling me he doesn’t drive you crazy?”

“No, because I wear him out on these long treks. I deplete his energy every day, unless I’m sick or injured and can’t take him out. Then, yeah, it’s a nightmare. Fortunately I don’t get sick or injured very often.”

Anne Marie studies me, only a hint of her smile still playing at the corners of her mouth. The brim of her cap shields her eyes, but I can tell she’s trying to understand what kind of a person can walk the rugged Montana woods for miles almost every day of his life, poking at animal scat, with only the company of a crazy chocolate Lab.

“Sometimes,” I say, “he gets so exhausted that he needs a day of rest himself.” I don’t tell her about the days that I try extra hard to drain his energy by taking longer, vigorous hikes right before Emily comes to visit me so that McKay will be tamer than usual around her. Nor do I tell her that being a handler is more of a lifestyle choice than a job.

I take a ziplock bag out of my pocket and put the sample in it. “Attaboy,” I say to McKay. “That’s it, buddy.” I grab the ball and put it away, pour him some water in a foldable nylon bowl, and at first he refuses to drink in case I might still pull the ball out and throw it for him. “Drink up, buddy,” I say. “Playtime’s over.”

He stares at me intently for a moment, then gives in and laps at the water.

I peer out at the distant slopes. The tamarack trees blaze with yellow needles, making the hillsides look from afar as if they’re covered in a knitted blanket of burnt yellow and dark green. “Ready to search more?” I ask once McKay is finished drinking.

“Sure,” she says, but I wonder if she’s getting tired. We’ve already hiked about eight miles.

“You sure?” I ask.

“Positive.” She sighs. “It’s gorgeous out here.”

I don’t press her anymore because I want more samples, and she did say she could handle long-distance treks. Up ahead, there’s a rocky slope at about 6,500 feet. I want to reach the summit, then circle back down. Two days ago, snow doused its top, but now the sun beats on it and its rocky serrations are bare. You never know what kind of weather you’re going to get in the fall in Northwest Montana. In fact, it’s impossible to live along the Continental Divide without constantly monitoring its ever-changing weather. An afternoon can easily drop from seventy degrees to forty-five with an accumulation of a few nasty clouds over the mountains.

But today there are no clouds building over the peaks. The sky and the afternoon seem to unfurl and invite us to go farther. It’s delightful to see the sun, the rays strong enough at high noon to make me take off my jacket. Contentment falls upon me like an old blanket, and I feel connected to everything surrounding me. The only other time I ever feel like this is when Emily is falling asleep on my shoulder or I’m watching her descend into a giggle fit.

Anne Marie tosses her braid over her shoulder and begins to follow McKay as he leaps off into the woods again, but right as she takes her second step, she stumbles. I reach out to steady her. She flails and, just before she falls, grabs my arm at the same time I find hers, her fingernails gouging my forearm.

I manage to grab her before she goes down. “Are you all right?” I ask as she steadies herself.

“I’m fine.” She looks down and inspects her legs as if she’s expecting a noticeable injury, like a sprained ankle.

“Everything okay?” I double-check.

“Yeah.” She looks back up at me, holding a hand up. “Just a broken nail.”

I look down at my arm. One short and two longer scratches that begin to fill with blood traverse my forearm. “I can see why.”

“Oh,” she says when she sees the scratches and brings a hand to her mouth. “I didn’t realize. . . . I’m so sorry. Here I am going on about a nail. Those scratches look like they could get infected.”

“It’s no big deal,” I tell her. “I have ointment in my kit.” I take my pack off again, pull out a rolled-up nylon pouch, and remove the tube of Neosporin. I wipe the blood with a cotton swab, apply the ointment on the scratch marks, and stick the kit back in my pack. “There,” I say. “All good. You sure you’re good to go on?”

“Positive,” she says as I slide my pack back over my shoulders.



Ali



Present—Thursday

I STARE AT MY cell phone for a moment after Reeve hangs up. I want to call him back and tell him a few basics—mainly that unless he’s under arrest, they can’t hold him, and they should have informed him of that. I’m guessing they did, but most people who are questioned by cops, even if it’s voluntary, feel like they can’t leave until they’re dismissed. Reeve can walk out at any time to go take care of McKay. But then again, I’m certain he knows this. This isn’t his first rodeo. Studies show that most victims of untreated childhood trauma are practically guaranteed stints in juvie or at least some form of rehab, and Reeve followed that trajectory to a tee. Smaller events—like failing a class or getting dumped by a girlfriend or boyfriend—have sent kids spiraling out of control. Thankfully, Reeve managed to turn that all around before he ended up incarcerated as an adult.

The situation sounds serious, though. I look over at Herman, my only coworker in the Kalispell regional agency, who’s sitting at his desk. A streak of light from the overheads slashes across his bald head. I call him Hollywood because he dresses to the nines, at least by Montana standards—meaning he doesn’t get his suits off the rack at the local department stores like JCPenney or Herberger’s—and always wears designer glasses. I get his attention and tell him that I have errands to run and might not be back in until the morning.

Herman and I have known each other for two years. He transferred to the area from the Salt Lake City field office after I had already transferred from Newark. In this business, in order to advance, you have to move around—acquire a varied mix of expertise. In the smaller resident agencies, you get to work all sorts of cases: fraud, corruption, cyber scams, child pornography, interstate drug networks, terrorism, criminal networks. You get to become a jack-of-all-trades, capable of working any case, anytime, unlike the agents in the field offices, who usually specialize in only one or two areas.

Once you become multifaceted in your qualifications—a generalist—you can theoretically move anywhere in the United States. That’s what Herman is shooting for. That’s what I too had in mind in the beginning, but since Emily came along, I’ve reconsidered for her sake. Many agents used to think being sent to Montana was like being stationed in Siberia—a purgatory of sorts for difficult or embarrassing agents. But once those that liked to fish, hunt, hike, camp, and ski learned that Northwest Montana was idyllic and that, because of the Internet, there was plenty of crime to be solved no matter where you were, it became a sought-after place. Why not live where the traffic doesn’t raise your blood pressure? I ask myself when I long for the city. Plus, I happen to like the area, not because I fish or hunt or romanticize the Wild West, but because I think it’s a good place to raise Emily.

“Before you go,” Herman says, “you hear about that woman up the North Fork?”

My ears perk up. “What woman?”

“Possible homicide, from what I’m hearing on the police blotter.”

Word of homicide spreads quickly to all factions of law enforcement in the area, and I’m surprised I haven’t heard anything until now, but I’ve had my head in a case involving an anti-government gun-smuggling anarchist who’s been attempting to organize a group to target law enforcement personnel. Herman and I have been making headway on the case, gathering data and transcripts from other agents around Montana and Idaho who have also been tracking the guy.

“Homicide?”

“Yeah, not far from Glacier.”

“Our jurisdiction?” I ask. Glacier Park is federal land, and it’s always a bit tricky when there is a crime on its property how we manage it and divvy up resources. Usually it becomes a collaboration between park law enforcement, the county sheriff’s office, and sometimes the Kalispell police department.

“From what I’m hearing, no. Apparently, it happened at a cabin a few miles from the park’s border.”

“Interesting,” I say. “Perhaps I should swing by the station and see if they need our help anyway?”

“You could. Are you bored?” Herman sits back into his chair and slides his pen behind his ear. “They’ve already been on it all day. If they needed us, they would have already called.”

“True,” I say, grabbing my bag. “But I’ve got errands to run anyway, so I’m out of here. Let me know if anything comes up on the Smith case.”

I leave the office and head north toward Columbia Falls and up the Flathead River’s North Fork drainage toward the northwestern border of Glacier Park. Reeve lives near Polebridge, Montana—a place where the wildlife still greatly outnumber the people, which is part of the reason he and the rest of the full-time residents reside there—as far from crowds as they all can manage while still making a living.

But living there is also conducive to his research. Much of the land he traipses through to grab his samples is right out his back door and traversed by faint game trails from all sorts of wildlife, mostly ungulates—deer, elk, and moose—but also bears, cougars, and other predators. When I met Reeve, he was working on finding bobcat scat. Romantic, I know, but you have to understand that it’s one of the things that drew me to him initially—not the scat part, but that he was a person with the slow-burn intensity of a man on a mission that very few people understand. He was concerned with nature’s details for the sake of preserving nature. He could have been flying over the North Pole to gather data on snowcap levels and I’d have felt the same way, because that kind of focus—that kind of quiet commitment—was the opposite of the chaotic life I came from.

When I got to know him, I didn’t get that a person could seem at one with nature only because he wasn’t at one with himself. Then, of course, I’ve never been good at seeming “at one” with anything, either, so I figure I shouldn’t cast stones.

I drive up a gravel road that runs beside the North Fork of the Flathead River, a rugged countryside of the Northern Rockies clogged with brush, deadfall, and skinny lodgepole pine trees, many of them distressed from pine bark beetle infestations. After about twenty miles of gravel road, I pull up to his cabin and am surprised to find a deputy from the county sheriff’s office in his car in the drive keeping an eye on the place. He steps out when he sees me and doesn’t let me pull all the way up, and I realize he wants to preserve the drive in case they need to lay plaster for tire prints. My worry over Reeve and what’s happened with the woman he and Herman have mentioned rises higher.

“Excuse me, ma’am, you live here?” he says as I step out of my car.

There are perks associated with being an FBI agent, and I pull out my badge. “Agent Paige,” I say. “I’m here to grab the dog.”

The deputy’s not stupid, though, and he looks at me with a confused expression that says, What the hell does the FBI have to do with pets these days?

I don’t offer anything more, just begin to head to the door.

“Excuse me,” he says again. “This place is off-limits, at least for now. What’s this about a dog?”

“There’s one in the house, and someone needs to get him out. It’s that simple.” I stop and turn back to him, tucking my unruly hair behind my ear. I’d like to ask him a few things, but I’m afraid if I talk to him and give him a chance to get less confused, he’ll be the one asking me questions instead.

“But this place will potentially be searched soon. They’re going to get a warrant. I have orders to keep anyone who wants to enter out.”

I realize that means they’re in the process of trying to gain probable cause to get the warrant in the first place. I think of Reeve’s being questioned for hours, as he said. I try to read the deputy’s badge, but I can’t see it from where I’m standing. “Deputy?”

“Polly,” he says.

“The dog needs to go the bathroom, Deputy Polly.” I say his name correctly, although words and phrases like polyester, Pollyanna, and Polly want a cracker have already popped into my head. “And I don’t think you’ll want to have to clean that up or explain to the CS techs why the dog peed on their evidence, will you.”

“I haven’t heard any dog barking.”

“Apparently he’s a good dog.” I turn and walk away, giving the drive and the entryway a wide birth so the deputy won’t say anything about my creating more unwanted prints. Polyester must not want to tangle with an FBI agent, because surprisingly he doesn’t follow me and stays by his car while I go find the key around back and let myself into the kitchen.

When I enter, I think McKay might bark, growl, or charge me to protect the place, but I’m wrong. He sits rigidly right inside the door before the refrigerator, staring up at the top, where a red ball perches near the back. He can’t see it from where he’s sitting, but he must know it’s there. I shake my head in disbelief. “Okay, buddy.” I kneel beside him. “How long have you been here? Staring like this?”

I pat his head, even though I remember Reeve telling me not to pat him on top of his head because it will make him lose confidence, as if I’m forcing his head toward the ground, pounding it out of him. Pet his chest and stroke upward like this, saying, “Good boy.” That instills self-assurance.

“Hours?” I ask him, still patting his head in spite of Reeve’s advice. Finally he breaks out of his trance, stands, and begins wagging his tail and trying to lick my face. He remembers me, and I feel a pang from the image of the first time Reeve walked me from the restaurant we’d met at for dinner over to his truck to “introduce”—as he called it—me to him. We’d eaten at a nice place on Flathead Lake and the air had been warm, almost tropical. I still remember how the breeze lifted my curls and caressed my neck when Reeve kissed me for the first time. When we stopped, we laughed when we noticed McKay looking up at us intently, waiting for Reeve to tell him what to do.

I look around the kitchen. It’s as I remember it: rustic, with old-style appliances, tattered green throw rugs covered with brown dog hair lying at the base of the fridge and oven, the small sink filled with a few dirty dishes, including two wineglasses. My heart warms to see familiar messy, colorful crayon drawings made by Emily on the fridge. I pull out a pair of plastic booties from my pocket and put them over my feet out of habit and consideration. I’m not worried about my trace—hair or other fibers from my clothes—being found in his place. After all, my daughter comes here regularly and transfers all sorts of fibers from my home to his, but I’m hoping whatever this is doesn’t get that far.

I’ve done an especially stellar job of keeping my personal life separate from my professional life. The only ones outside my personal life who know I have a daughter or was ever involved with someone locally is Herman and an agent named Barney Willis, the other resident agent in the Kalispell office who was here before Herman when I went through my pregnancy and took maternity leave. He transferred to the Salt Lake City office when Emily turned two.

Herman knows Emily, but isn’t aware of all the details. The one time he asked about her father, I shut the conversation down quickly, and he took the hint. One of the perks of being in a remote resident office is that there aren’t lots of other agents around to pry into my business, and there’s no large squad of alpha males trying to shoulder me around or feeling threatened that I might get a promotion ahead of them. With Herman, there are no misogynistic jokes bubbling up behind my back like there were in Newark. Herman treats me like an equal, and mostly he respects my privacy. The other deputies and police officers in town who know me might gossip about me, about my gruffness, about my Jersey accent, but I suspect the rest of what’s said is just rumor.

In the main room, I find everything the way I remember it—a statement of subdued ruggedness, of the independent loner Reeve has become or perhaps has always been. Muddy boots line up by the front-door entrance; Field & Stream and Outside magazines and some of Emily’s coloring papers lay strewn across the wooden coffee table before a worn dark leather couch. An easy chair sits in the corner with a deer-and-elk-patterned blanket carelessly draped over its back. I shake my head. Reeve is the ultimate guy’s guy, the irresistible hermetic male, seemingly hewn from a place like Montana—someplace vast and craggy with caves and spears—not from the narrow, soggy, crowded state of Florida. At least it seems that way on the outside.

I go to the bedroom and stand beside the bed. Twisted covers drape at the foot of it, and I think the faint smell of sweat, or maybe sex, lingers in the small room, but then I wonder if I’m only imagining it. There’s something tiny and black between the pillows. I lean over and see it’s a hair tie, one of the soft cloth ones. I have no idea whose it is, but I have a sinking feeling in my gut that it belongs to the woman Reeve is being questioned about. It could belong to any woman, though. Reeve is tall and handsome, and since he rocks that quiet, unassuming look of the mysterious, irresistible mountain guy who can handle himself out in the wild woods, he has a certain appeal. He has thick dark hair and a defined brawny fitness that comes from being outdoors all the time.

And he’s single. Some women—psychologically healthy women—probably know enough to stay away from him, but you’d be surprised how many smart women don’t trust their instincts when it comes to men who might be broken. These women believe they will be the ones to change them, make them see the light, and that in turn will restore some missing piece inside themselves. Obviously, I speak from experience. I look back at the hair tie. I know it’s not Emily’s. She doesn’t wear the cloth scrunchies. Hers are thin, bright bands—the colors of the rainbow.

It’s been over five years since I’ve been in Reeve’s bedroom, and the memories accost me. Images of Reeve’s caressing my shoulder, memories of our eating Häagen-Dazs in bed and chuckling over a silly story that I told him about getting drunk with my friends on the Jersey Shore and rearranging the letters of a business owner’s sign in the middle of the night.

Then I think of Emily. My daughter, our daughter. Rage bellows up. I know better than to get so far ahead of myself, but I can’t help it. I picture him sitting behind bars in jail and having to take her to see him during visitation hours. I’ve always known of Reeve’s capacity for self-destruction, his history as a rebellious, reckless teenager. I don’t want to think it, but I can’t help let it slip through the cracks and leak into my mind: Could he have unconsciously found a way, short of suicide, to completely self-destruct?

I know better than to pull on such dark threads, to think such ridiculous things. Reeve is not capable of taking someone’s life, I tell myself.

I know I shouldn’t do it. If it belongs to the victim, I’m removing evidence, but I reach over anyway and grab it. I’m not sure why. If Reeve has killed a woman, then I don’t want to stand in the way of justice. If they had sex in this bed, they’ll most likely find plenty of evidence anyway. I just can’t wrap my head around it—the murder part. The room seems like it’s tilting. I feel like I’m floating in a dream world.

At times when I contemplate Emily’s future and all the possible consequences from events gone right or wrong, I think my heart might rupture into a thousand pieces. I picture her earlier in the week as she dived through a blanket of gold maple leaves in our backyard, tossing them into the air and giggling as they fell onto her head and clung to her wild hair. Automatically and with years of practice long before my daughter came along, I switch my thoughts to the things I have control over, the tasks before me that need to be done. I slip the hair tie into my pocket and go back to the kitchen. Not capable of that. At least not on purpose—the persistent thought drips through my mind before I wipe it away. “Come on, McKay, let’s go outside. Time to potty.”

•  •  •

Now that I’ve given McKay some water and let him do his business on the side of the cabin, I usher him into my car, into the back, but he immediately moves to the passenger seat. “Well-trained, my ass,” I mumble to myself as I see his muddy prints all over the light-gray leather, then head over to the deputy.

He’s sitting in his car, sipping coffee from a thermos. “Fine-looking hunting dog,” he offers, rolling down the window, spitting a squirt of tobacco out the corner of his mouth onto the ground.

“That he is,” I say.

“Where’re you taking him?”

I don’t answer, just look around. “So what are you thinking happened here?”

“Don’t know, but if anything is messed up in there”—he lifts his chin toward the cabin—“it’s on you, not me. I haven’t stepped foot in there.”

“Definitely on me,” I say. “But all I did was find the bag of dog food and his leash, grab the mutt, and come out. I wore my booties.” I pull them out of my pocket to show him. “Doesn’t look like a crime scene to me, though.”

“It’s not. The crime scene’s a few miles that way.” He points south. “Some cabin where the victim stayed at a friend’s.”

“So what’s the interest in this place?”

“Suspect,” he offers.

“How so?”

“Don’t know,” he says. “They didn’t fill me in. Obviously didn’t fill you in either.” He looks smug, as if he feels special that I don’t know much more than him even though I’m carrying an FBI badge.

He’s not really asking me anything, but I answer anyway as if he has: “Only that I should grab the dog.” I continue to play the part.

“Must have something on him, though, if they want me here looking after the place.”

“Must have.” I smile and shrug, knowing that they’re probably in the process of getting a search going. “And the friend? She’s not a suspect?”

“Not sure.” He shrugs.

“I’m off with the dog, then.” I walk away from him and get in my car before I get the lovely chance to watch him spit again. McKay stands and bounces from seat to seat, wags his tail, and tries to lick my face some more. I tell him to settle down. He plops his butt down on the passenger seat and stares at me, panting either happily or nervously. I look at him and shake my head. So you’re still his salvation? The reason for Reeve’s stability? Statistics show that released prisoners who adopt pets have a low recidivism rate, and I can see how one can bask in the unconditional love of a pet like McKay.

But then I think of Reeve sitting in an interrogation room, and I frown and once again force away the biting thoughts. I drive us straight back to the heart of the Flathead Valley to the county building before I realize I’ve forgotten the damn ball.



Reeve



Present—Thursday

I SIT IN THE interrogation room, antsy and nervous. The deputies approached me when I was picking up some coffee and a pastry and asked me if I wouldn’t mind following them straight to the station because they wanted to ask me some questions. I wasn’t sure if they had planned to talk to me beforehand or not, and if they had, how they knew to find me at the Merc. I assumed that they’d probably stopped in to ask about me, and Fran, the owner, told them to stick around, that I routinely come in for my morning coffee anyway.

When I asked what they wanted me to come in for, they didn’t tell me, just that there’d been some trouble and they needed to talk to me. When I said sure—because I wanted to be cooperative—but that I wanted to go let my dog out first, they said they’d prefer it if I could voluntarily come immediately to help them out. They stressed the word, saying it with a pause before and after, as if to make an unspoken point that the opposite was to be brought in by them if I didn’t obey. Being strong-armed into changing my plans for the day didn’t exactly please me.

I drove straight there as they’d requested, fear rising inside me, replacing the irritation. Clouds had rolled in again in spite of the gorgeous weather Anne Marie and I had the day before. It had rained in the night and the cold air had a nasty hook to it—a rawness that snagged my bones. I could smell stagnant woodsmoke as I went to my truck. A misty fog draped over the mountains, dissolving most of them into nothingness, as if they simply hadn’t existed for billions of years.

At first I thought it had something to do with Emily. But I figured I would have heard from Ali, and if anything had happened to Ali herself, I would have been approached differently, not asked or practically forced to come into the station for questioning.

I also felt angry, even though I didn’t know what they were calling me in for. I assumed it was some bullshit with the county sheriff’s office that I was being dragged into for, like a poaching violation by my neighbor who likes to hunt elk. Now I wouldn’t be able to take McKay for his hike, and he’d be a nightmare by midday. At the same time, the whole thing felt somehow inevitable. When you’ve convinced yourself that everything will eventually go to shit, you’re almost eerily prepared when it does.

But I deeply resented being told what I had to do with my day as if I didn’t have work to do. Because let’s get this straight. I’m no stranger to crime.

The shooting incident set me off on a rocky path, and by tenth grade I had tried everything from pot to cocaine and LSD. In eleventh grade, I did two separate stints in the Leon Regional Juvenile Detention Center in Tallahassee for ten weeks for selling marijuana to other kids. When I got out, my mother hired a tutor to get me caught up, but I had to repeat my senior year. I finally got a high school diploma, then found more trouble by getting higher than a kite and shoplifting a six-pack at the local 7-Eleven. Through it all, I could never shake the feeling that if something bad happened to me, I deserved it. So when the cops asked me to come in, I didn’t act surprised, probably making them suspect me all the more. “This is simply an interview—a noncustodial interview,” they had rattled off, but they’re sending mixed messages. The door to the hallway is wide-open, so that I’m aware that I can walk out anytime, and that feels comforting. But I’m sitting in a bolted-down chair at a bolted-down table, basically designed so as not to let anyone get comfortable or use the furniture as weapons. Did that mean they didn’t have another room separate from the interrogation room to put me in? Or did that mean something else?

Even though I’m jumpy as shit, I force myself to sit still, my feet planted wide before me, my hands resting in my lap. Every once in a while my leg begins to bounce rapidly and uncontrollably, but then I catch it and tell myself to stop.

Finally, when the door bangs open, two detectives come in, one with a smile, one mirroring my stoniness. “How are you?” the smiling detective says.

I shrug. I want to say, I would be better if you’d let me take care of my dog first.

“Thanks for coming in,” he says, as if I have a choice in the matter, and I know they’ve told me I do, but it doesn’t feel that way.

“Yeah, sure.” I know better than to be belligerent, but I have to suppress it. My counselor told me repeatedly that I don’t do too well with authority figures—something to do with anger at my father, which by the way was understandably mutual—and I can feel my annoyance simmering, almost boiling, and I want to tell them both to fuck off.

“Aren’t you wondering what this is about?” the pleasant-faced detective says while the other, more serious one with graying hair heads over to the video recorder in the corner of the room and fiddles with the buttons.

“Yes, I am. I’m hoping you’ll tell me soon. I’ve got a dog at home that needs to be let out.”

The pleasant one winces as if he feels my dog’s pain, but he shrugs as if he doesn’t have a lot of faith that whatever this is will go quickly. He observes my gaze with a smile as I watch the other detective press buttons. In my mind, I’m already labeling him Mr. Pleasant, and I have a flash of recognition that this is Ali’s thing—to nickname everyone. I briefly consider if that’s the secret to getting by in the world of law enforcement: to tag each uniform you meet as if they’re simply separate pieces of luggage—one hard one, one shiny gray one, one soft-covered pink one, one paisley one—so you don’t take anyone or anything too seriously. The pleasant one would be a shiny black streamlined case because he looks well put together, his hair slicked back and his uniform unwrinkled.

“You don’t mind if we record this, right?” the other detective asks.

I shrug. “I’m not sure why I’m even here, but you can record if you’d like.” I’m wondering if I need an attorney, but I’m not going to ask for one anyway. I know asking for one right off the bat just makes me look guilty. Also, paying for an attorney to tell me not to answer certain questions doesn’t really make a whole lot of sense. Working in a canine research program for a Montana university doesn’t involve buckets of pay.

Once I understand why I’m here, I can decide whether to answer the questions or not. Staying silent is a difficult thing for most people. For me, it’s not really that hard. I spend entire days and nights without speaking a word except to McKay. Silence has become a way of life for me; it’s the talking that’s sometimes hard.

“Good. It’s pretty much standard procedure at this point.” When the serious-looking guy comes over and sits down too, Mr. Pleasant introduces them: “I’m Detective Brander and this is Detective Reynolds.”

I give them a curt nod and wait for them to say more as they get comfortable in their chairs. Pleasant—Brander—opens a notebook and pulls out a pen. Reynolds just rests an elbow on the table and waits for Brander to get set. I notice that Reynolds’s nose looks crooked, like it was once broken, and he has pockmarks on his cheeks. He’d have a broken zipper and frayed, worn corners.

Brander says the date, the time, and my name for the recorder. “I get that right? Reeve Landon? R-E-E-V-E?”

“Correct,” I say.

“Do you know why you’re here?”

I shake my head.

“For the recorder, please,” Detective Reynolds says, pointing to the steady red light on the machine in the corner.

I clear my throat, fold my arms over my chest, and say, “No, I have no clue.”

“Is that right?”

“Has something happened?” I ask.

Both detectives stare at me for a moment, then give each other a glance. I don’t move a muscle, but it’s getting more difficult as my anger rises. I can feel a twitch start in one of my tense shoulders. I feel the same sensations I used to feel when my father used to yell at me, like I’m going numb and being erased by a giant pencil. I try to keep my knee from bouncing and my breathing steady while I wait for an answer.

“Hang on.” Brander holds up a pen. “We should tell you that you are free to leave at any moment, and that you are not obligated to say anything unless you want to do so, but anything you do say can and will be given as evidence. Is that clear?”

My stomach does a flip when I realize that along with the “you are free to leave” comment, I’ve just been cautioned, in spite of the fact that I’ve come of my own volition and they’ve told me this is only a voluntary interview. I bite my bottom lip hard. My mind begins to reel, and it’s the first time in a long time I’ve felt the need for a swig of something strong like whiskey or a long draw of weed. I’ve been clean for seven years now—haven’t touched a single drug since an entire year before I left Florida. I still allow myself a little alcohol—the occasional beer or a glass of wine—but rarely let it get out of hand, and can’t remember the last time I was all-out drunk.

When I moved to Montana eight years ago, after many hours of therapy in Tallahassee, I left all my bad behavior behind. I was fortunate enough to have a smart counselor—a guy with a blond ponytail down to his ass who smelled like patchouli. He cared, though, and it made all the difference. I stopped the drugs, said good-bye to my mom and dad, who had divorced several years after the incident, and headed to Montana to begin a new life. I had been to Montana once before with my family as a seven-year-old to visit an uncle who lived in Kalispell and logged timber for a living. He took us to Flathead Lake and to Hungry Horse Reservoir to fish. We visited Glacier Park and the surrounding state parks. I was immediately enchanted by the mountains and knew I wanted to return.

The first year I was in the Flathead Valley as an adult, I found a job at a local restaurant, made good tips, and enrolled in the community college. I took general electives, biology, and geology and found I enjoyed them, discovered I could actually get lost in my studies and forget about the life I had left behind. After I received my associate’s degree, my adviser at the college convinced me to continue on and enter the University of Montana’s environmental sciences program. I did, and that’s where I got involved in the dog-handling operation. “There are a thousand ways to ruin your life,” my counselor in Florida told me. “But there are also a thousand ways to make it good.” I figure I was lucky enough to stumble upon one of them.

“That clear?” the detective asks again.

“Yes, it is,” I say.

“Let’s just start from the beginning, okay?”

“Okay.” I try not to laugh because it sounds ridiculous to mention a beginning of something when I have no clue what that something even is. “The beginning of what?”

“The beginning of your day yesterday.”

Anne Marie. I have a flash of her heart-shaped face, her luminescent smile, of her biting her messy braid . . . I snap out of the memory quickly. “Yesterday?”

“Yes. We understand you were interviewed by a journalist?”

“Is she why I’m here?”

“Please just answer the question,” Reynolds says.

“Yes, she’s a journalist with the Sierra Club—from Missoula. She came along yesterday with me out into the field to observe what my dog and I do. What’s this about?”

“Actually, please start from the very beginning,” he says without answering my question. “From when you first heard from her.”

He’s trying to sound nice, but I don’t like his tone. “Right. Okay.” I tell them about what I do, about my boss’s calling to tell me that a journalist from Sierra magazine wants to learn about my work. “He pointed her in my direction first,” I say.

“Why’s that?” Pleasant asks.

“Why my direction in general? Or why me first?”

“Both.”

“Because there’s only two of us trained so far to do this in Montana and the other is a gal, Lydia Mack, who lives past Bozeman. She’s mostly collecting samples from bison around Yellowstone to study brucellosis and their stress levels, you know, since they’re always being hazed back into Yellowstone or sometimes shot if they stray too far out of the park.” I realize I’m probably giving more information than they want—talking more than I normally would—so I try to slow myself down and go back to the original question: Why my direction? “I’m not sure,” I say. “I suppose I’m farther away from Missoula than Lydia,” I offer. “About three and half hours. Maybe she wanted to take the longer trip first, or maybe she just wanted to head north first and then head south later. Anne Marie . . .” I clear my throat, a slight embarrassment washing over me that I’m on a first-name basis with her, as if they can detect what happened between us, and I can see it’s not lost on them, since Pleasant sneaks a quick glance at Serious. “I mean, Ms. Johnson”—I correct myself—“intends to visit Lydia next week, as far as I know.”
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