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			For my mother, Françoise (Jeanine) Schimpff,

			and my father, Robert Schimpff

		

	
		
			Every death even the cruelest death

			drowns in the total indifference of Nature

			Nature herself would watch unmoved

			if we destroyed the entire human race

			I hate Nature

			this passionless spectator this unbreakable iceberg-face

			that can bear everything

			this goads us to greater and greater acts . . .

			—PETER WEISS, 

			The Persecution and Assassination of Jean-Paul Marat . . .
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			Fall 1987

			PALENESS SLIPPED INTO the dark sky and erased the stars as gracefully and peacefully as if nothing had happened. I struggled for breath, my chest shuddering violently each time I pulled in the bitter air. My teeth clattered noisily, and I couldn’t feel my legs. I knew my jeans had been wet earlier, and they were frozen and hard as cement now that the fire had faded.

			I continued to stare in the direction he’d been dragged. All the noises had ceased except the sound of the gusting wind and the water lapping on the shore. But all the others—the screams, the grunts, the scuffling sound of the underbrush . . . Even the small animals I’d heard scampering for cover . . . had not resumed their activity. And the fire—its crackles and pops had stilled as it died to a pile of white ashes with small embers. I couldn’t remember starting it. Couldn’t remember feeding it and keeping it stoked. A gust of cold wind slapped the smoldering smoke into my face. I flinched and tried to stand, my numb legs not wanting to work. I clenched a long stick and stared at it as if my arm had morphed into an alien appendage.

			I quickly looked back to the opening in the brush that I’d been watching for several hours, even when the light was syrupy dark and I’d waited for amber eyes to come for me. The branches of bushes and small, stunted spruce were broken, the skunkweed and bear grass flattened and smeared with a trail of blood. I squeezed my eyes shut and pictured my ma and my sisters at home in their warm beds. I ached for my mom, for her arms around me. Then I heard the screaming again in my head. Right between my ears, expanding and pushing against my skull. I started to run, first stumbling, then full force. I ran and ran, faltering and tumbling over the hard, lumpy ground, over the edges of buried rocks and exposed roots on the well-maintained trail. I ran until it all went black.

		

	
		
			1

			Fall 2010

			IF I COULD reveal one particular thing about my way of thinking it would be this: I was a fourteen-year-old boy when that feral, panic-filled night ruined my ability to see the glass as half full. It’s still hard to talk about, but in terms of self-definition, nothing comes close to that crucial three-hour span of hellish time when the emotional freedom that comes from trusting the foundation one stands on would wither like a late-fall leaf. Up until then, my mom, Mary Systead, with her hazel eyes and dimples, a hospital pharmacist and a lover of self-help and pop-psychology books, had always ridden me about being a positive thinker, telling me that I had a bad habit of seeing the glass as half empty and that if I didn’t learn to overcome it, it would have a bad effect on my life. At the time, I had no idea what she was talking about. And later, I couldn’t imagine what could be more negative than what ended up happening: losing my dad and lying in the hospital for weeks like a heavy bag of sand, listening to the orderlies telling me how lucky I was not to have died.

			But that desolate late-summer night all those years ago at Oldman Lake, the stuff of great sensationalism and freaky campfire stories, isn’t what’s interesting to me now. What is notable is my knack for glimpsing the dark intersection of good and evil in people and seeing how it can be traced back to that fateful period. Because, although this can be taken as positive thinking itself—and I’ll admit that traces of it creep in—my critical nature has made me fairly decent at what I do, which is working as a special agent—we call it Series Eighteen-Eleven—for the Department of the Interior’s National Park Service.

			Most people think of me as a glorified ranger because nobody ever imagines that crime occurs in the nation’s parks. But it does: drug manufacturing, cultivation and trafficking, illegal game trading, theft, arson, archeological vandalism, senseless violence, and, of course, homicide. Not to mention that the woods happen to be a great place to dump bodies. The United States has fifty-eight national parks with about eighty million acres of unpaved, unpopulated land. I and two guys from the department are trained to undertake homicide investigations and are stationed in the western region, which means our offices are in Denver so that we can cover numerous sites: Yosemite, Yellowstone, the Grand Tetons, Bryce Canyon, Glacier, Joshua Tree, Mesa Verde, Death Valley, the Great Sand Dunes, the Olympic Peninsula. . . .

			Mostly, we work solo on cases, even homicides, since we have so much help from Park Police—they’re Series Double-O-Eight-Three. Sometimes, being assisted by Park Police is helpful, but sometimes it’s a pain in the ass since we’re not in the habit of working together and we often clash in the way we go about the little things. It’s the nuances, like knowing when to stay quiet, when to offer a small compliment, when to put on the unimpressed, bored look or to take the lead or to follow.

			The other thing that can be traced to that night is my obsession with the grizzly. Ursus arctos horribilis. The grizzly was listed in 1975 as a threatened species in the lower forty-eight after being trapped and hunted to near extermination in the last century. One would think I’d be terrified of them, and here’s the deal: I am. In fact, I became a policeman after college, because even though I double-majored in criminology and forestry, I felt this fairly significant panic at the base of my sternum at the thought of being alone in the woods.

			There’s a catch for me, though: when I read or know about one of them getting shot by a hunter (always accidentally they claim) or getting euthanized for becoming too dependent on human garbage, I’m conflicted. I can’t tell if I’m pleased, sad, or pissed off. It’s as if each time one of these specimens, with their scooped, broad noses, cinnamon and silver-tipped coarse hair, eyes like amethysts, and the infamous hump protruding like a warning, is killed, either another piece of my father dies with them or he is given a small slice of justice. Over the years, I’ve become more and more intrigued, as if they’ve taken on some godly status. I’ve studied them from afar—reading everything I could get my hands on: mostly journals and published graduate theses on behavior, habitat use, and demography. After all, knowledge is power, and power helps alleviate fear.

			So one could say that for a detective-slash-quasi-grizzly aficionado, I was heading into a perfect storm with this next case. And I could say this about the case as well: my torn recipe for positive thinking, with its already unpatchable shreds, would turn to jagged teeth, biting me even deeper than I thought possible.

		

	
		
			2

			THE WAY I see it, negative thinking can have positive outcomes. Take my habit of rolling a quarter across my fingers, just under the knuckles where you teach kids how to track the number of days in the months. I’m a lefty, so I can only do it on that hand. When I was about fifteen I saw a guy rolling one behind the checkout desk at the County Library where my sisters and I would go after school until Ma finished work. I figured that since you could even get attached to the inanimate, to a particular object, you stood to lose that object. And even if careful, you could still misplace it, like when I lost the one-inch-long shark tooth I had found in the woods behind our house in Florida. I had religiously carried it with me everywhere for good luck.

			But a habit or a behavior was different; you couldn’t lose a habit, not one that you intended to keep. It could stay with you for the rest of your life if you chose it. So instead of getting attached to a particular quarter, like the 1964 all-silver quarter my father gave me when I was ten, if I could learn how to roll one instead, it would be the action I loved, not the object. If I lost the coin, it could always be replaced.

			So rolling a quarter (this one happened to be a Vermont, with a man collecting sap from two maple trees) on a late-October early morning in our department offices in Denver is exactly how Jeff LaMatto found me. The coin’s new shininess flickered as it flipped and slid down and out of each crevasse between my fingers, hid under my palm, then reappeared by my thumb to begin its journey again. My coffee mug was full and the Denver Post spread before me. Being a Saturday, we were only teed up to work until noon.

			“Well, Teddy boy.” LaMatto caught me off guard and almost made me drop the damn quarter. “Looks like you’re heading out in an hour and a half to your hometown. Better pack your undies.” He threw the file he was holding onto the side of his desk. “Lucky me. I get to stay here on the Thompson case.”

			“What’s happened?” I resumed my rolling.

			“Didn’t get the details, but it sounds like it might be a strange one. Boss definitely wants you ’cause of your expertise.” He hissed the s on the last syllable.

			“Expertise?”

			“Your neck of the woods, right?” Jeff knew that Kalispell, Montana, was where I went to high school and worked after college for the local police force for three years after getting my degrees at the University of Montana in Missoula. Three whole distressing years of feeling like I was going to suffocate in the town that my family moved to so my parents could find their mountain paradise: forty minutes from Glacier Park, twenty to the nearest ski resort, and fifteen to Flathead Lake, the largest natural freshwater lake west of the Mississippi. By that third year, in spite of the “big sky” and the open fields, everything felt too close: the streets, grocery stores, movie theaters, schools, barns, trees, and alfalfa and hay fields. Every time I’d get in my unit vehicle to work, I felt like I couldn’t sit still and that my skin wanted to itch. Each pothole I’d hit on the shabby roads made my jaw clench. Each time I’d have to pull over to drag a bloated and bloody dead deer off a city road, I got more and more irritated. I shouldn’t even mention the shotgun marriage to Shelly, the miscarriage, and our divorce eighteen months later.

			I knew I had to get out, so I applied to the DOI Special Agent Series Eighteen-Eleven. I was perfect for the position because of my officer training and my dual degrees. After getting in, I did about fifteen months as a background analyst, another eighteen in trafficking, then worked my way into homicide. “Somebody dump a body in Glacier?” I asked.

			“Not sure. Said something about a griz.”

			“Oh.” I stopped rolling and wrapped my hand around the coin. I felt that tiny clench, like a small imaginary fist gripping right above my stomach. Nothing that surprised me; I’ve learned to live with it, like a person with an ulcer endures the knife twist of pain up high in their gut. “Has one fed on a carcass?” I pressed the serrated edge of the quarter into the point of my chin.

			He shrugged. “Not sure. He was vague, but that’s my guess. Said there’d been a mauling.”

			“A mauling?” I felt like I was being toyed with and eyed Jeff. His close-cropped strawberry-blond hair picked up the first strokes of dawn fingering through the large windows by our desks. A coworker and sometimes partner on more severe cases, Jeff loved to be secretive, feeding bits and pieces at a time like I was a dog begging for a biscuit. Plus he thought he was funny, like when he imitated Arnold Schwarzenegger or John Wayne. There’s nothing more irritating than having to dredge up a fake smile or laugh for a partner. For a witness, no problem, for a partner, big problem.

			“I guess you could call it that.” He punched some keys on his cell, talking to me with the distant interest of a parent trying to complete a task while a child asks too many questions.

			“What do you mean—you could call it that?” Feeding on a stiff is far different from a mauling, and if it was a mauling, it didn’t have anything to do with us. The rangers handle maulings; we handle crime. “Either a bear attacks or it doesn’t. They find drugs on the body?”

			“Don’t know.” Jeff held his cell to his ear and stacked some files neatly to the side with his free hand. He’d been acting particularly superior for the past month and a half because he had solved a case in the Tetons involving a hitchhiker who went missing. If you asked me, he’d gotten lucky, getting a dead-on clue from a tourist who came forward with a picture he happened to take showing the missing guy right next to the Jenny Lake trailhead sign. What are the chances? When I mentioned it to Jeff, he gave me some tight-assed comment about luck being where “opportunity and preparation intersect.”

			For me, opportunity and preparation hadn’t intersected for some time, and I happened to be on our supervisor’s shit list and three-strikes-you’re-demoted-back-to-trafficking policy. On my last case, I irritated some higher-ups in the FBI because my experience in background analysis came in a little too handy, and I ended up discovering some unsavory ties between the coal industry and a Virginia politician teed up to be appointed secretary of the interior. Sean told me I was getting older, losing my edge, and should know better than to poke around where I don’t belong.

			“He just said something ’bout a potential homicide victim and a mauling. Wants you in his office in five to fill you in.”

			“Why didn’t you say so earlier?” My chair squeaked as I stood and slid the Vermont quarter into my pocket.

			•  •  •

			I caught the next flight out from Denver, leaving by 9:20 a.m. and arriving in Glacier Park International Airport an hour and a half later. It was 11:30 when a park ranger pilot named Moran, who didn’t look more than twelve with chubby, pink cheeks like a baby, fetched me at the airport in a park helicopter used for backcountry searches.

			By car, we were thirty minutes away from the West Glacier entrance, by helicopter, five, and since local crime scene investigations had already been on scene for a few hours, every minute counted. My supervisor, Sean Dewey, had informed me earlier that one of the two local FBI guys stationed in Kalispell had been called in to meet the chief of the Park Police and the county sheriff, but had deferred the case to us since the local FBI guys were knee-deep in some type of militia-band drama. Not to mention that they rarely dealt with homicide anyway.

			I know it’s confusing, but the way it works is this: when there’s a life-threatening incident or a possible homicide in a national park, the National Park Police, which is federal, comes in and preserves life if there are survivors; then the scene. But to preserve the scene, they typically need help, so they call the county sheriff’s office, which has concurrent jurisdiction with the part of the park it contains. Ultimately though, the feds have preeminent jurisdiction, so if the FBI or DOI think they need us, we come.

			I threw my bags in the side storage panel of the copter, let the pilot lock it up, and hopped in. Just like in Denver, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky in the Flathead Valley, just a dim haze from the locals burning their fall slash piles that paled the azure sky. Smoke—house fire, campfire, slash burning, chimney—it didn’t matter. The smell of it would forever trigger something inside me. And campfires—I would never enjoy them the way most do. I shooed the pinprick of agitation away like an annoying fly. An eerie sense of calm lingered in the air, like this was just some fall day in which I was going fishing with some buddies, the tall peaks of Glacier looming in the distance, marking the presence of some ominous and separate world.

			“Ready, sir?” The pilot looked at me after I slammed the door. He placed his headset over his navy cap, tentacles of fiery orange hair curling out from under, then handed me a pair.

			“You new?” I asked as he finished his preflight.

			“Been here two years.” He smiled. “In my thirties,” he offered as if he read my mind. “Been flying since I was twenty-one. For the Army. Finally got out after serving my last tour in Afghanistan and got lucky enough to end up here.”

			“Busy summer with the centennial year?” I changed the subject, not wanting to talk about anything on the personal side.

			“Yeah, hugely busy. Over one-point-eight million. Absolutely nuts.” He flipped a few more switches and a high-pitched whine rang out as the rotors started. “Felt like I was working for friggin’ Walmart. Thank goodness the place died right after Labor Day.”

			“Yeah, population growth—it’s a bitch,” I said into my mouthpiece against the escalating roar. “Happening even out in proposed wilderness.”

			Moran didn’t respond, and we both sat for an instant before he began working the panel before him, as if he were pausing to think the same thing as me—that things dying for the fall meant the place was quiet and still enough for a crime like this one to go undetected. I peered across the airfields toward the highway while the rotors swung into full power. I knew the place too well: the highway billboards, the storage-unit business with the gimmicky windmill in front, the marble and tile store just past it, the feed and farm place where we’d buy deworming medicine for our dogs and cats because Ma thought it too expensive at the vet’s and would do it herself. And, of course, the gateway to the park to the north. The Columbia Range to the southeast and the Whitefish Range to the west subsided into lower-elevation hills framing the park’s luminous mountain caps. Their greenish-blue, tree-covered ridges contrasted with Glacier’s treeless jutting peaks. People describe them as beckoning, like jewels, but, really, they don’t beckon. If anything, they guard. They warn.

			“The ranger that came across it,” Moran said as we ascended. “She’s pretty shaken.”

			I nodded. “Where’s she from?”

			“Pennsylvania. Been here for years, but has never seen anything like it before.” He let out a small nervous laugh that I couldn’t really hear but could see by the slight shake of his shoulders. “Not like these anyway.”

			“Sounds like it’s a new twist for all of us.” From my chest pocket, I pulled out my notepad, where I’d scrawled details down during my meeting with Sean and found the ranger’s name along with the chief of Park Police, Joe Smith. “So, this ranger? Karen, Karen Fortenson—experienced?”

			“Oh yeah. Probably mid- to late forties. Nice gal. Came to work Swift Current Lodge as a teenager. I think she’s been here as a ranger since her early twenties.”

			“How soon did Park Police get it sealed off after she reported it?”

			“Within thirty, thirty-five minutes.”

			“So no one else got near the scene besides this Karen and Joe Smith?”

			“Not that I know of.”

			“How soon was the county forensics office called in?”

			“As soon as your boss gave Smith the go-ahead.” Moran flipped a switch on his panel. “Around eight thirty. They arrived ’bout forty minutes later.”

			I nodded. Working regionally, of course, meant we came in late and irritated everyone with our usurpation of the case. But the beauty of it was that there was less waiting for the details since much of the analysis was taking shape and much of the evidence would be getting photographed, logged, and bagged. In the park, where every raccoon, mountain lion, coyote, raven, and eagle wanted to get the remains when mama or papa griz was done with his or her share, the quicker an expert got on it, the better.

			“We’re touching down in West Glacier, and we’ll drive from there.” He banked sharply so that we could land a few miles south of West Glacier. As we descended near a group of tall cottonwoods, the vicious wind rattled the branches so thoroughly that yellow leaves filled the air like confetti, and I have no idea why, but for some reason, perhaps because of the frenetic energy the helicopter created, I thought of the televised New Year’s Eve ball-drop in Times Square. We were a long way from the swirl of energy created by New York City’s population, DC’s, or even Denver’s, and I found myself remembering the overpowering need I had felt after my marriage fell apart to leave this area—to go to a city where I could become anonymous, as if my life was a child’s Etch A Sketch toy and I could shake the slate clean, the drawing dissipating into a creamy fog of filament, and start over again.

			•  •  •

			Before we moved to Montana, we lived in Gainesville, Florida, and my father, Dr. Jonathan Systead, worked for the University of Florida as a pathologist. He came home every night smelling of formaldehyde and the mysterious tang of other important laboratory smells that the humid Gainesville air seemed to intensify in his clothes. One Saturday, a sunny fall day in late November—I remember it because it was the day after my twelfth birthday—my father took me to work with him.

			The laboratory was smaller and more cluttered than I recalled. The last time I had been to work with him was when I was five. But it didn’t matter, it still felt like a place where only intellectual and important things happened, even though I couldn’t fathom what those would be. I only knew, as most young boys believe, that my father was the most important piece of the puzzle to whatever discoveries were being made.

			In my memory, the room takes on a chiaroscuro effect—a narrow space filled with black microscopes, white rows of shelves with tall textbooks, old petrified bones, and joints on display, stained coffee cups on Formica countertops left from other students working under my dad’s tutelage. A yellowing model skeleton dangled in the corner, and dark refrigerators hummed quietly in the background. My father sat me down on a black vinyl swivel stool, and I began spinning around and around until he said, “Ted, stop that. Not in here.” I stopped and rested my bony elbows on my lanky thighs.

			My dad turned the knob on a microscope and looked intently into the eyepiece. “I’m looking at what’s called a frozen section,” he said. “It’s a very thin slice off of a brain.”

			“A human brain?”

			“Yes. But I don’t have a good sample here, so I’m going to need to get some more.”

			I hopped up from the stool and went and peered over his shoulder. “Who did you get the brain from?” My dad wore a white lab coat and thin latex gloves. He slid open the lid of the cold, glass machine that he called a cryogram. From the large blade in the center, he scraped a minuscule portion of white matter off a section of brain—frozen to a white cauliflower color.

			“Someone was killed,” he said. “Usually, we put the organ in formalin to preserve and study it. But with this one, the police were in a hurry to understand the pathologies associated with it, so when we did the autopsy, we cut a portion of the brain out and froze it in liquid nitrogen so we could study it immediately.” We went back to his microscope with his sample on a thin glass slide, and I watched him grab another to prepare the specimen. When he was ready, he dimmed the lights.

			“Why such tiny scrapes of it?”

			“To learn about the body. Smaller segments teach about larger systems. I study these shavings to learn about pathologies, diseases—things that go wrong in the brain. Mortui vivos docent.”

			“What?”

			“Mortui vivos docent. The dead teach the living.”

			“Oh.” I could tell he was going to that place in his mind where things got mysterious and too complicated for me. I figured he’d be silent now, lost in thought, when he surprised me. “School going okay?” he asked.

			“Yeah.” I looked at the shelf of textbooks, most of them with the words neuro and anatomy in the titles. Not that I needed to avoid his gaze; he was intently staring at his samples. I was no good in science. In fact, I had just gotten a slip from my teacher that day saying that I’d gotten a string of Cs and needed a parent’s signature confirming they were aware of my grades. I still had the folded note burning a hole in my pocket. I began to swing again, side to side this time instead of all the way around.

			“Good, well, I need to tell you something. Your mother and I have made a big decision.” He glanced at me for a second, then back to his work. “We’ve decided to move.”

			“Move?” I said. “Where?”

			“Montana.”

			“Montana? Isn’t that really far away?”

			“Yes. In fact, where we’ll be going is less than an hour from the Canadian border.”

			“You’re kidding, right?” I began to swing faster and farther to each side, my hands tucked under my thighs. My dad wrote something in a notebook beside his work, then placed the pencil back on the page and looked back at me. “I’m not kidding.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger and placed his forehead back against the eyepiece. The little bulb under the slide projected upward, illuminating his forehead like a sliver of moon. “It’ll be great. There’s skiing, sledding, ice-fishing, snowball fights with your sisters . . .”

			“But why?” I blurted.

			“Many reasons. But mainly, we’ve always wanted to live near the mountains.”

			“But,” I said again.

			He lifted his head, his mouth lax and partly open, his eyes wide, filled already with other thoughts about his work. I didn’t finish. I wanted to tell him that I couldn’t leave my friends. How I was finally getting a little cool in sixth-grade middle school and that I didn’t want to leave the beaches, swimming, and surfing. I wanted to yell at him, but I knew there was no use. Arguing with him was pointless when he sat that way, speaking slowly in his white lab coat, his eyes buzzing with curiosity and showing flashes of how his brain tick-tocked with all the important mysteries of the human body. I took my hands out from under my legs and began using my arms to swing, pushing off the counter next to me and splaying my feet wide.

			He didn’t look up. I swung faster, not knowing what to do with his news until my right foot hit the cabinet under the counter so hard that he startled and banged his nose against the eyepiece. “Ted,” he barked. “How many times do I have to tell you not to do that?”

			I looked down at the white floor, sulking about having to leave my buddies and the heat—the smell of Coppertone still thick in my olfactory memory bank. I was unaware that moving would bring consequences far more complex than the trade-off of beaches for mountains, surfing for skiing, and suntan lotion for long johns.

			•  •  •

			It shouldn’t have surprised me that Eugene Ford was there when we landed in West Glacier, because it’s business as usual for me to talk to the park superintendent whenever I enter their arena. But for some reason, it felt absurd that I should meet him not two minutes after having my feet on Glacier Park’s soil. Moran introduced me to Ford and a Park Police officer, both looking stiff in standard gray-and-green Park Service garb. I already knew they called him Gene, even though in my fourteen years of service for the department, I’d never met him. In fact, Glacier was one of those parks that had the least amount of homicides of all the parks in the Northwest, so I’d only been needed on some small-time poaching issues early in my career, but his name loomed large in my family’s history. In those days, I’d caught earfuls from my mother on him—how he’d lied to the press and blamed my father for being careless, that it all could have been avoided with more careful camping habits.

			What I later tried to get my ma to understand was this: parks, ships, and prisons are tightly controlled places, and the super is the guy feeding the public relations officer and decides what goes out to the rest of the world. He may have made my father look careless, but he was only buffering the park, protecting the tourism trade, no matter the perfidy. I told her these things as if I had no hand in the game—a lie I would keep telling myself as I reentered Glacier.

			“This is Officer Monty Harris,” Ford said after we shook. He would have no reason to remember me other than the Systead name, and I’d be lying if I didn’t wonder if he had any recollection of it after all these years. Suddenly, I became aware of every aspect of my appearance, every flaw: my disheveled hair, my slouching shoulders, my boyish face. “Officer Harris is going to tail you.”

			“Tail me?” I stood taller, pulling my shoulders back wide. With the officer’s briefcase, glasses, and prim mouth, he looked like he belonged in a library running card catalogues.

			“Help you out. Show you around.” Ford’s features were angular and sloped downward. Even the outside corners of his narrow gray eyes seemed to point toward the sides of his shoulders.

			“Not sure I need it.” I wasn’t certain why I was put off by the suggestion. It’s not like we didn’t frequently get help from the uniforms.

			“Oh, that’s right.” Ford squinted. “Smith told me you’re from here. That you used to work for the Kalispell force. Well, the park’s not the Flathead Valley. We think it would be good for you to have some assistance.”

			“Nothing like familiarity.” I shrugged nonchalantly as if I had no care in the world, and I ignored the uneasy pit forming in my gut. “Let’s get going, then.” I held my hand out for Monty to lead the way.

			•  •  •

			We drove from the West Glacier helicopter pad to the scene in Monty’s SUV, up a twenty-seven-mile washboard dirt road called the Inside North Fork Road that leads to a ranger station on the north fork of the Flathead River. Few tourists drive it because not many know about it, and if they do, they soon turn back because it’s too dusty and bumpy. I had the urge to grab my quarter, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to roll it effectively.

			Other than some small talk, I was glad Monty didn’t chat while he drove. I took in the forest and was struck at how much it had changed since I’d seen it over twelve years ago. The Roberts fire of 2003 had lashed through and decimated it. Skinny ashen trees like old bones crossed over one another on the forest floor, while hundreds of charcoaled trees managed to continue standing. Thick reddish bark peeked out between black strips, revealing the sturdier ones as the old ponderosas trying to survive like great-grandparents of the forest.

			I was relieved when we began to emerge from the burn area just about five miles into the Inside Road, where green trees and mostly lodgepole pines and tamaracks with needles like yellow felt lined the dirt road. Flathead County’s Crime Scene Services van was parked behind a park ranger’s car and beside a line of caution tape. We pulled in behind two white county sheriff vehicles. A Park Police officer who’d been sitting in his car with the door ajar stepped out to greet us. “Hey, Benton,” Monty called. “This is Agent Ted Systead. I say that right?” He had pronounced the “stead” as “steed.”

			“Close enough.” I shook the officer’s hand. Usually, people missed the first syllable and pronounced the Sys part as sise instead of the short i sound, like sis. But people usually got the “stead” right. I didn’t correct him because I’m not one of those people who care if my last name gets butchered. What’s a name really, other than another signifier? So many are attached to them as if they bring immortality, and in a way, they do. But I can say that there have been many criminals caught because they were simply too proud or ego-driven to quit dropping them around. Yeah, Johnson, met him in the bar; he was drunk and mentioned that he stole that Buick. Oh yeah, Briggs, I’ve heard of him. My girlfriend used to date him before he took up with that neo-Nazi gang.

			“He’s from the Northwest Regional Division Homicide Unit,” Monty added. “Came in from Denver.” He said this as if I’d come across the border illegally.

			I gave a curt nod. “And you guys were happy that you finally had some quiet after your crazy summer?” Officer Benton tried to smile, but his face had that whitish-green tint like he’d been battling nausea. “Up for showing us the way? If not, I’m sure we can find it.” I gave him my laziest grin possible to try to ease any anxiety. I was known for that—for an easygoing smile that calmed people’s nerves, even when nervousness or pessimism brewed beneath my own veneer. It was this incongruous thing about me—my skeptical nature paired with a childlike grin that made you think I didn’t have a malignant bone in my body. I’ve also been blessed with my mother’s thick, dark wavy hair, so that at forty, I still have youthfulness about me, not entirely unlike the pilot Moran, which throws people off and has come in handy more than once when I enter the interrogation room.

			“No, I’m good,” he said. “It’s just in there a ways.” He pointed toward McGee Meadow.

			I took a deep breath and could smell the pine and the pungent decaying fall skunkweed. I knew the trail, if you could call it that. During snowy months, it’s not maintained and the underbrush and fallen logs claim it. From the road, you wouldn’t even know where it was if it weren’t for a little worn red, cross-country ski marker set high up on one of the ponderosas.

			“The trail to McGee Meadow.” Monty lowered his voice for an official effect. “In the winter, the locals ski in from Fish Creek, then cut over to McGee Meadow and out to Camas Creek Road and loop back. With all the snow, they have to find these markers.” He pointed behind me to the small tin flag nailed to the tree.

			“Yeah, I know.”

			“You’ve done it?”

			“Several times.” I thought of my ex, Shelly, and me with our cheap cotton long johns getting soaked to the bone with sweat even in the cold of February as we trekked up the ol’ snow-covered Robert Frost–looking road. Even all these years later, I could recall the smell of her cheap, overly sweet perfume made pungent by her perspiration, while we stood peering down and arguing over whether the large tracks in the snow were moose or elk.

			“One of the CS guys said we can’t come in on the path,” Benton said, almost in a whisper.

			I gave the officer a quick pat on the shoulder to lead the way, and just as he stepped ahead, a raven let loose a piercing caw that made him pause. A cool breeze rattled the trees and a few small-diameter lodgepoles rubbed against one another and made an eerie groaning sound.

			We stayed left of the trail, trekking through vibrant red-and-­yellow brush. A few stray spider filaments touched my face. The autumn light, although bright, felt slanted and oblique. Mostly, it felt quiet, as if it were waiting for something to happen. Unlike direct summer sunshine that had something specific to say and shouted it, this light held mysteries and patiently whispered its secrets. I was aware of our noisy, rustling movement through the foliage, as if we were disturbing such secrets. The fist at the base of my sternum clenched tighter, and I thought, only for an instant—like a shutter opening and closing—of the raw, wild solitary desperation I felt at Oldman Lake after I got the fire going and sat in my own wet pants, waiting in shock for enough light to make it down the trail so I could run for help.

			•  •  •

			We reached the spot a quarter of a mile in and about fifty yards off the path, where several huge old-growth ponderosas stood more vibrant, like sentries for that particular patch of forest. To our left, only one line of yellow caution tape draped from tree to bush to tree. Out in the woods, there was no telling how large a circle to mark, so there was simply no point in doing it. One line to block the area from the trail was sufficient.

			Two CSS techs in tan coveralls busied themselves. One inspected foliage, peering at branches of a small spruce, his gloved hands pulling down a limb and tweezing something from the bark and bagging it. The other snapped photos and carried the evidence log.

			A county sheriff spoke to Joe Smith, chief of the Park Police in West Glacier. Wispy tips of fine white hair shot out from under his cap against his still-tanned neck. His sizable but sinewy frame reminded me of some lean animal on the savannas of Africa. Monty and I waited for his wave to cross the tape. The officer who’d walked us out had stayed back and just stood on the trail.

			“Thanks, Officer.” Smith followed a line of small orange flags that delineated where he could walk without angering the lead crime scene investigator. “Go ahead and just head back to the road,” he yelled over us to him, “and continue making sure no one without clearance tries to wander back here, will ya?”

			I had worked with Joe not only in DC for seminars we were all forced to attend, but several times when I was on the local force and needed to collaborate with park officials. Actually, I considered him a friend. We had gone out to shoot the shit a time or two when we needed an off-duty beer in DC. As far as I could see, he never let ego interfere with his work or his friendships, and in this line of work that was certainly refreshing.

			“Systead.” Joe refocused on me and smiled. He held out his hand to me.

			“Good to see you, Chief.” We shook, grabbing each other’s shoulders with our free hands. He then greeted Monty and introduced us to Sheriff Walsh, using my full title, Special Agent Ted Systead from the Northwest Homicide Division of the Department of the Interior.

			Walsh looked me up and down, not a hint of anything but confidence in his icy blue stare. He obviously could care less about titles—special agent this and that division—and I have to say I respected him for it. “Heard you used to work for the Kalispell force in the midnineties. That so?”

			“That’s correct,” I said.

			“Oh.” He shrugged, still unimpressed. “Well, not sure how this one’ll break down, but the victim might be local.”

			I could sense Joe tensing a bit. And so, the usual pissing contest had begun on some level. I couldn’t blame Walsh if he was irritated. I mean, the Park Police had called his forensics unit first. From his perspective, there was no need for our intrusion, and I wasn’t convinced yet that there was a need for us either other than that we were federal and Glacier Park was federal.

			“From Martin City,” Walsh continued. “Outside the park. Before that, he lived in Trego, that’s t’ward the Canadian border.”

			I shrugged, knowing that where the victim came from made no difference. The crime was clearly in Glacier, but again, I could understand where he was coming from. He and his boys, being from the area, would have an easier time investigating a local. “Yeah, Trego, right past Fortine.” I couldn’t help but remind him that I knew the area well. I caught a glance from Monty out of the corner of my eye and could sense Smith subtly let out a pent-up breath, relieved that I was local enough for at least some credibility with Walsh.

			I looked around to take it all in. Blood smattered the dirt and bushes around the tall ponderosa. Layer upon layer of duct tape circled the victim’s chest under his armpits, around his hips, and all the way around the tree. What was left of his upper body hung limply like a broken and solitary puppet someone had raided for parts. Blood soaked what was left of a barely recognizable strip of shirt draping from one shoulder toward the hip on the same side. I caught my breath and held it until my pulse began to race.

			Some equally shredded and bloody jeans still hung from a belt around his waist, but his entire thigh had been ripped cleanly off as if a butcher had sliced it off with a knife. Huge chunks had been bitten off the other leg as well, and one arm from the shoulder down had been ripped clean away. His head dangled so that I couldn’t see his face straight on, but could tell that a large flap from his skull and the side of his face had been bitten away.

			My throat began to tighten, and I began to feel as if my feet were barely touching the ground. I swallowed hard. “Who’s lead tech?” I turned away, found Walsh’s steely gaze first.

			Walsh pointed to a woman whom I’d not spotted when we first came. She was walking to join the other techs in the woods farther past where the taped line ended. “Gretchen Larson. I’ll introduce you in a minute.”

			I turned back to the body and the smell of earth, decaying flesh slowly warming in the October sun and a hint of that overly pungent skunky bear smell seemed to grow stronger. Flies buzzed everywhere, and I could feel the fingers of that imaginary fist in my sternum spread out as if trying to reach my stomach and my throat, where the beginning of either fear or nausea built. A tech snapped photos somewhere off to my side, and the smooth clicking of the camera in the distance pulled me away from the chill rapidly spreading inside me.

			“Have you ID’d him yet?” I asked.

			“We think so. A Victor Lance.”

			“He have ID on him?”

			“No, our guys found a first initial and last name on the inside of his belt and we have someone in the system who matches the name and what we’ve determined of his build. Won’t be sure about prints until the remains get to the lab; his remaining hand has been chewed on.”

			My father’s gold wedding band flashed in my mind and I wasn’t sure why. He rarely even wore it because, as he always told my ma, it interfered with scrubbing and putting on and taking off his gloves.

			“From the pinkie and ring fingers that are left,” Walsh continued, “we think we can get a match. So far, we can’t tell from the face, but if it is him, turns out he was charged ’bout four years ago with threatening to beat up the attendant of a Town Pump quick stop if she didn’t hand over a couple cans of chewin’ tobacco and some cigarettes.”

			I stayed quiet, and Monty seemed to have enough sense to follow my lead, perhaps because he was starting to look a little faint. I wondered if he’d been around a stiff before.

			“We might have to look at his teeth if we can’t get it from his prints. If there’s family around, we’re leaning against having them ID’ing him for obvious reasons.” Walsh adjusted his belt, hiking his pants up a notch. “Tape is thickly layered and tight under the armpits and around the hips. Arms were not bound. Like some goddamned freak show.”

			Monty whistled a low note to express his utter understanding that it was weird.

			I said nothing and slowly walked closer to the victim, my head tilted to the side as if from curiosity, when really I was trying not to allow that internal fist from getting a straight shot up the back of my neck and into the back of my skull. It wasn’t like I hadn’t seen numerous dead bodies, some of them downright gruesome, like the time some guy took an ax to his wife in his backyard not far outside Kalispell. Or the victims from that serial-killer case in the Grand Canyon that got so much press. LaMatto and I almost didn’t nail that scrawny Uncle Lasko—not until he had slit three women’s throats, raped, and dismembered them.

			And it’s not like I hadn’t seen bodies picked at or chewed on by wild animals before either; there was no way to avoid that when you worked with murder in the woods. No, the deep-reaching queasiness was nothing new, but the sensation I was getting with this one was: I felt as if my legs had suddenly detached from under me and my torso was simply hovering slightly off to one side, as if my body had been transposed into an out-of-focus holograph.

			I put on my gloves. “Mind if I have a look?” I yelled over to the crime scene tech, crouched at the base of a tree outside the taped area with another tech. This was my subtle cue to Walsh that I would now be taking the investigative lead; I had no intention of waiting for him to introduce us later. The county crime scene group would, of course, stay on the scene.

			She stood and came to us and before she caught up, Monty whispered, “Know her?”

			“No. You?”

			Monty shook his head.

			She was stout and no more than five foot five. Very blond with fair skin and pale blue eyes. “I’m Gretchen Larson.” She spoke with an accent that explained her name, her eyes, and her blond hair. I figured she was either Norwegian or Swedish. Possibly Danish or maybe German, but I doubted it. The consonants were not so hard.

			I introduced myself and Monty, who seemed to stand up taller as I did. “What’ve we got?”

			“White male, late twenties to midthirties. Dark hair from what’s left of his scalp. Part of it from his forehead back was peeled off. Canines, not claws. But we really need to get this to the lab.” She glanced at her coworkers as if she were a bit hurried and annoyed that we were on the scene so late, even though we all knew that she and her crew would be at it all day and possibly tomorrow. She wiped her forehead with her sleeve.

			I nodded and noticed perspiration still catching on her wide brow, the shimmering white blond at her hairline giving way to a honey color farther out, her hair tied into a tidy, short ponytail. She wore thick, black-rimmed glasses that clashed with her fair complexion and seemed like they belonged on a brunette instead. An interesting contrast, I thought, but I didn’t understand why she seemed a bit irritated with us. It’s not like they were holding the body here for me. Crime Scene Services does what needs to be done to preserve and investigate the scene and keep things intact for as long as possible. Once the body is removed, it can take an entire day, or even two, to get it all checked out and with the blue sky, we had lucked out in terms of weather. If rain or snow were encroaching, they’d be setting up tents and tarps and frantically trying to get the body out of here, and it wouldn’t matter if we’d gotten a peek or not.

			“Not a big guy, maybe five foot eight. Medium build.” She pushed her glasses farther up on the bridge of her nose with a cocked wrist.

			“Can we have a look?” I held up my gloved hands.

			“Sorry, only a look. Too fragile to prod around—like shredded beef at this point.” She pronounced the sh sound so that shredded sounded like sredded.

			“I can see that.” I could also see flies on the thick, coagulated blood that hadn’t fully dried and yellow jackets—no maggots yet—on the patches that were on the ground and had fully dried. It’s as if they had already come to some agreement on who got what. The type of bugs, among other things like the blood’s degree of coagulation, would help Gretchen and the pathologist determine how long the body had been dead.

			Monty, paler by the minute, pointed at the victim’s side, under his rib cage, where a gaping hole exposed his intestines, almost as if a great white shark instead of a bear had taken a bite. Grizzlies could go one of two ways: they could behave almost civilized and take clean, neat slices of meat as if they had used a carving knife, or they could rip everything to shreds like wild coyotes. These remains had the look of the knife around the thigh and stomach cavity, which—to our benefit—left the bloody duct tape in place, but had the coyote look on the one arm and the leg from the knee down on the same side.

			“Nice.” Monty swallowed hard, looking as though he might faint. “Teeth.” He was barely audible. It was more of a statement than a question, but Gretchen answered.

			“For sure. The punctures are from canines here”—she delicately pointed one white, gloved index finger—“definitely not curved claws.”

			“Do we know yet whether he was alive or dead when this happened?” I felt something move on the back of my neck and for an instant thought it was a yellow jacket, until I realized it was a bead of sweat sliding down my back.

			“Don’t know yet for sure.” Smith’s voice came over my shoulder, sounding closer than I thought. I was starting to feel like my senses were off—like the slanted light was transporting me into some twilight zone where at any minute a grizzly would charge me from behind with the ghost of my father riding him. “All we know is that someone bound him and gagged him here.”

			“Wouldn’t make sense to tie up a dead guy, now would it?” Walsh added, his voice sharp in the woods.

			“No,” I admitted, shaking my head slowly. “It wouldn’t.”

			Monty chuckled. Good for you, I thought, that you’re getting your game face back on. “Footprints?” I looked at Gretchen.

			“Bear and deer prints that are much older. I think we have some boot tracks that have been messed up by our bear shuffling around. Victim had boots on.”

			“You find ’em?” I asked. Gretchen threw her head in the direction from which she had come. “Found more remains over there. Buried.”

			“Did you get some prints from the trail?”

			“We have a few and possibly some from the road too, but they could be the ranger who found them. We won’t know until we get the plaster from them and compare.”

			“How about nails from the fingers that are left?”

			“We’ll be checking those for DNA to see if he fought whoever put him here or the bear.”

			“Any prints on the tape?”

			“No, there’s blood on it, and on the other side of the tree, which has less blood, we’ve so far just found smudges, possibly from gloves. Quite a bit of the tape by the hips has been decimated by the bear. We’ll see what we can get for fibers in the lab. But as I said”—she pointed to the tree again, where a tech still crouching snapped pictures of what lay at his feet—“we’ve found some buried clothing scraps and remains over by that tree.

			“Typical grizzly behavior,” she added, “to bury remains, just like a dog or a lion.” She directed this to Walsh, as if she figured she didn’t need to explain to me, with my slightly prissy and shiny gold badge attached to the pocket of my navy coat that read Department of the Interior, National Park Service, what was typical bear behavior and what wasn’t.

			“Gee, didn’t know that,” Walsh said sarcastically. Being local, he was obviously just as familiar with bear activity as any of us.

			Gretchen’s face was stone-still, as if to let Walsh and the rest of us know that she had no time or patience for sarcasm, ego, or turf wars at a crime scene. I liked her for this, but I wondered what could possibly possess a forensic specialist with a foreign accent to take a job in the narrow atmosphere of the Flathead Valley, where about every tenth car had a huge decal of the Ten Commandments on the back window. I knew, however, that the valley’s beauty was a draw for quite a few high-level professionals wanting to live in the mountains. Not to mention my father.

			She began to shuffle away toward the buried remains and all four of us—Walsh, Smith, Monty, and I—followed, knowing better than to step out of the line she cut. She kneeled down by the other techs and pointed to part of the victim’s leg that still had scraps of jeans on it and his foot clad in a bloody and dirt-caked cowboy boot.

			“Good, then,” I said. “We’ve got his tracks and prints off of these, I’m presuming. And we can see if we can find tracks that aren’t from this boot print around here and see if any additional fingerprints might be on it.”

			“Long shot on more prints than just his, but you never know. At the very least, if he’s in the system, as the name on the belt suggests, we should be able to make a match.” She looked around at the ground. “We’ve got a lot of grizzly tracks around.”

			“Let’s keep looking for boot tracks that don’t belong to this boot,” I added.

			Gretchen shot me an I-know-how-to-do-my-job look, but her tone did not betray her professionalism. “Sure thing,” she said. “I’m going to have the guys wrap what’s left of the body and get it out of here in the next fifteen to twenty to the refrigerator and off to Wilson in Missoula. So if you need to look at it some more, have at it. Just don’t touch anything and follow the path I’ve designated.”

			I turned back at the victim, lifeless and torn to shreds, then at the dirt around me and saw the track. The elongated shape with toe pads close together and claw points a good two and a half to three inches away from the tip of the pad. A black bear’s prints are easily distinguishable from a grizzly’s since the black bear’s pad has a wider spread and the claw points lie closer in. I glanced up and noticed Monty observing me curiously. I wondered if I was pale, then I looked back to the ground that no longer looked firm and hard but soft and shifting, as if it might open up and swallow me.

			That print, innocent and natural in the dirt, haunts me still.
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			FROM THE MOMENT I set foot back into Glacier, that clench at the base of my chest had become more pronounced, and I wish I could say that I was professional enough to wonder if I should mention something to Sean: that a grizzly-mauling-combined homicide might be a bit tricky for a guy with my history. But to be honest, I never even thought of it. Why would I have? The mauling was secondary—a fairly obvious occurrence when you’ve got bait tied to a tree.

			When I entered the agency, none of the guys on the force, including Sean Dewey, our managing supervisor, inquired about my dad’s death, even though we had to go through extensive background checks. I can’t describe how thankful I am for that, because for months I lost sleep (even had a nightmare or two—the angst-filled exposure type where you show up for an interview late and nude) over whether or not they’d look into it. I never lied about anything; that bit of history just never came up after I passed my psych eval.

			In general, I don’t talk much about the attack at Oldman Lake, which is on the east side of Glacier Park, because it’s like an old injury that has thick scar tissue covering it. Talking about it only rips bits of that scar away, which seems like a useless thing to do to a wound.

			I did do some counseling for a few months right after the incident, but it turned out to be a waste of time. The counselor didn’t know what to do with me and my puffy adolescent cheeks, oily skin, and my too-long wavy hair shading my eyes as if to give a constant finger to the world. I think she thought that if she sat silently and patiently in front of me, I would get so uncomfortable that I’d begin to talk or she’d eventually ask the key question and I’d ignite, emotions flying from me like a Fourth of July sparkler.

			Only I wasn’t ready to talk, especially to her—this overly thin, birdlike woman who made the hour go on forever by only asking two or three questions throughout the session. How is concentrating on your schoolwork going? How is it dealing with your friends now that you are grieving? How are your sisters handling things? Most of the time, I’d just shrug or give one-word answers: fine. I was at least thankful that she didn’t make me look at Rorschach inkblots or play games in the small box of sand filled with plastic dinosaurs, soldiers, and other creatures that she had in her office for little kids.

			I begged my mom to let me skip it altogether, and in her own grief, her shoulders slumped, and her eyes weighted with dark circles, she didn’t have the energy to fight me. But eventually, I sought out help when I was in my early twenties because my temper was becoming a problem, along with too much drinking. Both Shelly and my mom begged me to try counseling. So I found some psychiatrist trained in post-traumatic stress disorder, who had been treating Vietnam vets in Missoula. I found him to be quite likable in an interesting professorial way, like I was learning about dreams and psychology rather than about myself.

			He loved the Jungian model, and he’d begin every session asking me about my dreams. One time I told him that I dreamt that I had been under the water scuba diving around an old yellow school bus, inspecting it, trying desperately to get in. But I couldn’t make the door or the windows budge. He got a huge kick out this, saying how wonderful the mind was to put scuba and school bus together. He repeated it several times like a child: scuba, school bus; scuba, school bus; scuba, school bus.

			Then, as more of a side note than the main theme, he leaned back in his chair, his stomach popping out and stretching the white fabric between his shirt buttons, and added with a brief flick of the hand and a softening of his low voice, almost a whisper, that he thought the grizzly had stolen my youth along with my dad. He said that I most definitely had angst about the loss of my childhood, which the school bus represented, at a most critical time during puberty.

			Even though I felt a shiver crawl up my spine when he softened his voice like that, it seemed like an okay thing to have a semi-overweight, teddy bear–looking guy solve my dreams like puzzles and present them to me like neatly wrapped gifts for my psyche. Only they didn’t really do anything other than make me say, “Ah, yes, I see,” as if I was finally getting a math equation.

			He told me, still as if only a no-big-deal afterthought, that my anger was the part of me that became the perpetrator, and in this instance, that meant the bear, and that in those moments, I could disown myself and would suffer no consequences for my actions. In essence, he told me I had to let go of the perpetrator inside me—to let go of the grizzly.

			Ah, yes, I see.

			•  •  •

			On the way to Glacier’s headquarters in Monty’s park SUV, I called Monica in Denver, our information analyst who is our main link to the FBI’s National Crime Information Center and to the National Law Enforcement Telecommunications System. She would tap into Montana’s state automated fingerprint ID system, which checks fingerprints against a database containing millions in order to link a body to a name. I wanted to see if they’d gotten a secure ID yet and was semipleased to find that they had: the victim was the man from Martin City.

			Monty opened a window and took a loud breath of fresh air. “Mountain air.” He sighed. “It’s why we work for the nation’s parks, huh?”

			I laughed.

			“That funny?”

			“It is if you knew how much time I spend in a cubicle in smog-filled Denver.”

			“Oh, so what did that gal you called say?”

			“That our victim is this Victor Lance.”

			Monty nodded. “And they know this because . . . ?”

			“The prints on the ring finger match the prints in the system,” I said. “Gretchen used her laptop to get the print from his ring finger into the system before the body even made it to Missoula.”

			•  •  •

			With its community dormitory-type structures, various single-story, rectangular houses, and offices trimmed in a government pea-green shade, West Glacier resembles a small military base. The houses are designed for summer park personnel and host various offices like USGS Global Change Science Center and the Glacier Field Station. We parked in front of the main headquarters, a tan 1960s-looking Arizona brick structure in need of some remodeling. We met Joe in the reception area, where a teardrop-shaped wooden desk sat quiet and empty. The receptionist was home for the weekend.

			Joe showed Monty and me the room for us to use, and I caught his eye and asked right in front of Monty if I could have a word alone with him. I followed Joe back to his office without even looking at Monty, leaving him in the room that had been set up with a table, chairs, pens, paper, and a long white dry-erase board. “No offense,” I said after Joe shut the door. “But this Officer Harris, well, I think it might be best if—

			Joe held up his palm. “Sorry, we’ve got no choice in the matter. Ford was adamant that he tag along.”

			I had gotten that unyielding vibe from the get-go, which I suppose is why I was having a hard time accepting the guy, even though he hadn’t been much of a problem, and I had no good reason not to want to work with him. Yet. “Look, I’m not sure he has a good feel for this. He obviously spends more time as Ford’s right-hand man than in the field. If they want someone with me, I’d rather have one of your other guys, someone closer to you than Ford, maybe that Benton.”

			“Benton?” Joe squinted. “Benton’s even greener. Seeing that scene was about all he could take for one morning.”

			“And Harris isn’t green?”

			“Not as green as Benton. He was pretty good in the field before moving into Ford’s office. Look, I feel your pain, but Harris isn’t bad. Give him a try.”

			“We could use him for something else, to man the tip line or something.”

			Joe sighed. “I’m sorry, but Ford has already spoken to Sean. It’s a done deal. Sean concurred that you needed an assist on this one. I think we can all agree that this case is just a little weird, huh?”

			I sensed that this was more about Ford keeping tabs on the situation than it was about helping us solve the case. But if Sean Dewey had spoken, then I had little choice until I could get a chance to talk to him myself. “Okay.” I held up my hand. “We’ll see how she goes.”

			“Come on. I’ll show you around.”

			I nodded, trying to decide whether to take it up with Sean or let it lie. Given my status lately, I knew taking anything up with him was not a great option. I’d make do, and maybe Monty would turn out better than I’d given him credit for. Maybe it was all in my head, and he wouldn’t be Ford’s spy and would have more skills than I was expecting.

			•  •  •

			 “So”—I grabbed my Vermont quarter and began rolling it when we went back into the room where Monty was—“we’ll start with Ranger Fortenson, then we’ll speak to whomever she spoke to first and whoever else went to the scene with her before getting the Park Police involved.”

			“That’s easy. She radioed me first.” Joe leaned against the long, green counter in the room and crossed his arms. “I asked her if there was anyone else in the immediate area that she could see—anyone injured—and when she said she couldn’t see anyone, I told her to get her pepper spray ready in case the bear returned but to get back to the road immediately and wait for assistance.

			“I was out at the West Glacier Café having my Saturday breakfast.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “So I called Ken Greeley, who I knew was supposed to be out checking on some folks who were reported for camping out at Fish Creek Campground when they weren’t supposed to be. Plus, there’d been some bear trouble there about five days ago.”

			“Ahhh,” Monty said, as if we just got some great clue that would solve the case. “Same bear?”

			“Might be. Probably. But won’t know unless we find the one we think it is and get its DNA. Or worst-case scenario—euthanize it and inspect its stomach contents. And I don’t know if we’ll allow that to happen until there’s proof that it was a grizzly that did this guy in and not the perp. If the guy was already dead, then the bear didn’t do anything out of the ordinary, other than go for a carcass that happened to be human.”

			“Yeah, there’s been a lot of bear activity this fall,” Monty added.

			“I’ll say.” Joe sighed. “It’s been a very cool and wet summer, and the berries came out very late. They’re all scrounging for what they can get. We’ve had problem bears all over the Flathead Valley this fall and several around the campsites here.”

			I didn’t say anything. Through the door, down a corridor leading to a back entrance, I could see a female ranger come in who appeared to be our Karen: medium height, average weight, and a tail of no-­nonsense dark, slightly graying hair tied back. For some reason I didn’t want to discuss the grizzly and felt a strong, childish urge to yell at both Monty and Joe, Forget the goddamned bear. But I shoved the urge down, knowing that it would be out of character for me.

			And it would be out of character for me; usually, I loved to discuss in detail what would be typical behavior for a grizzly, that they don’t characteristically attack and eat human flesh, that a bear usually bluff-charges or hurts someone only because they get between a mama and her cubs. I cleared my throat instead and pointed down the hall to Karen, where she stood talking to the officer she came in with.

			Monty and Joe looked.

			“That’s her with Officer Greeley.” Joe nodded. “I’ll get her, and she can tell you the rest.”

			•  •  •

			After we got set up Karen came in with her head held high and strength in her dark brown, liquid eyes. I greeted her first, and she already knew Monty. She didn’t seem as shaken as Moran had mentioned in the helicopter, but I used my boyish smile and calm voice with her anyway. I could see Monty out of the corner of my eye take out his notebook and a pen.

			“Would you like some coffee or tea?” I asked.

			This brought a laugh from her. “I already made the coffee before you arrived. Maybe you’d like a cup?”

			“Maybe I would.” I smiled. My mom and sisters, Shelly too, always told me that I had a one-dimpled grin, another slightly boyish feature that came in handy with a female or two, but I was sort of glad that I didn’t have a dimple on each side like my mother, because the cute-guy role only went so far and sometimes pissed more people off than you’d expect. As far as I was concerned, I was glad to be over six feet with long, lanky, sinewy arms that counteracted my face and made me again, seem like a contradiction of sorts.

			Karen had that unimpressed-with-my-type-or-any-man’s-type quality that women over forty sometimes possess—that they’ve lived enough lives to know what we’re all about and that it might not actually be worth even a smile, much less a flirt.

			“I’d love some.” Monty ran a hand through what there was of his military-cut hair. “If you don’t mind.”

			“No, no, sit.” I held out my palm to her. “Tell me where and I’ll grab us a couple of cups.”

			“Don’t be silly,” she said. “Been working here for over twenty years. I’ll get the coffee.”

			It was when she returned with two white ceramic cups—one in each hand—that I noticed she was shaking. Monty and I thanked her, and we all took a seat at the sturdy cream-colored rectangular table. “Okay,” I said even more soothingly than I originally thought I needed to after observing her unsteady hands, “we know you’ve had quite the shock, not that you haven’t been around plenty of grizzlies around here, but this, well, this . . .”

			She held out her palm, still quivering, to signal, Say no more.

			“Let’s just begin with what you were doing this morning before you came across it.”

			Karen bit her lower lip. “Well, it’s weird. So coincidental, but this year, I thought I’d get a jump on the cross-country markers and make sure they were all in place. I’d been talking to Joe, Joe Smith,” she reminded us, “’bout putting new ones up because the old ones are so rusted. They used to be bright red and easy to see, but now they’re difficult to spot.”

			Monty leaned back and took a sip of his coffee.

			I stayed leaning in, one elbow on my knee. “Makes sense.”

			“So I drove up the Inside North Fork Road and parked.”

			“Which side of the road?”

			“Right side, following traffic, not that there is any on that road.”

			“And what time was that?”

			“Around 7:30. Us rangers, we’re up early. Sun hadn’t been up long and everything was still on the dark side in the shadow of the mountains.”

			Monty scribbled in his notepad and she glanced over at him.

			“And then . . . ?”

			She drew in a deep breath so that it hissed, as if she were taking in air through a cocktail straw. “I found the marker and the trail, pretty covered this time of the year, but game keeps it somewhat recognizable before the skiers cut the trail.”

			I nodded.

			“I decided to walk in a ways to see if any of the other markers were visible farther down the trail. And as I got in just a little ways, I smelled bear—that strong, earthy, skunky smell, and got out my capsaicin bear spray. I was about to turn around and leave, but then something off to my left caught my eye.” She massaged her hands nervously together.

			I gripped the quarter in my palm. “What was that?” I spoke gently to nudge her on, as if she were fragile, but knew it was unnecessary. This woman had more guts than half the guys I’d ever worked with in DC or Denver—including myself—being out in the woods of Glacier Park alone at dawn in the fall.

			“The, you know, the tree where he was . . .” Her voice was escalating. “Just, just horrible . . .” She stared at me, her eyes concentrating as if she were trying to make the image vanish. Her brow wrinkled, and I noticed age spots on her forehead near her hairline, revealing that she’d been out in high-elevation sun for many years. I knew she must have many wildlife stories to tell. I suddenly had an urge to take her to a nice coffee shop and sit and tell stories that had nothing to do with this situation.

			I let out a deep breath before speaking, “Okay, so when you noticed the body, what did you do?”

			“Well, I stood there shocked for a few seconds and tried to understand, I mean, you have to understand, these weren’t ordinary remains, I mean, Christ Almighty, bound to a tree like that?” She shook her head rhythmically.

			I waited and was thankful Monty also assumed the silent role.

			“But it came fairly quickly to me that the body had been mauled by a bear, so I looked around afraid the bear might still be there. I—I . . .” She looked down at her hands.

			“Take your time,” I offered.

			“You have to understand that this was upsetting.”

			I snatched a quick glance at Monty again, fairly certain he would continue to keep quiet, but with someone you’ve never worked with, it’s hard to know. Plus I could be wrong, but he seemed to be getting an impatient, glib no-kidding look on his face. I reined in her attention by nodding and speaking more softly. “I very much understand that.”

			“So I know this wasn’t professional of me, but I . . .” she said. “I ran. I ran back to the road. I was afraid, and I’ve seen plenty of grizzly in my time, and have definitely not run away, but this, this . . .”

			“Is that when you called Smith?”

			“Yes. When I got to my car. He told me to look for others and then to get to the road for safety. I don’t think I told him that I was already at the road. I—” She looked down at her lap. “I just said, ‘Yes, sir,’ and waited until Park Police got there. Ken. Officer Ken Greeley.”

			“Again. Completely understandable, but I need you to think hard now, was there anything at all in the woods surrounding the area or maybe near the road that seemed strange, any noises or people when you first drove out or were out walking that caught your eye? Any tourists? Any cars that you remember?”

			“No, it was completely quiet except for the birds and a slight breeze, enough to make the trees creak. Just as I’d expect in October on the Inside Road. There aren’t that many people on the Inside Road in the heart of the season, much less in October. And the burn has made it even less desirable for people to go that way. Sometimes we see a researcher or others interested in seeing wolves heading out toward Logging Lake trailhead, which is known for frequent sightings of the North Fork wolf pack. But I hadn’t seen anyone for over a week.”

			“Any little things that come to mind?” I continued. “Tire tracks on the road? Footprints on the path? Did you smell anything besides the bear? Maybe cigarette smoke or a cologne scent? The smell of a campfire?”

			Karen sat still, her eyes narrowed, her brow still crinkled. “No,” she said after a pause. “There was nothing except what I saw at that spot.”

			“So when did Ken arrive?” I asked.

			She shrugged. “Within five to ten minutes. It felt like forever, waiting there on the road, but he was only at Fish Creek, so it couldn’t have been more than ten minutes.”

			•  •  •

			Ken greeted Monty first when he walked in, and it was obvious they also knew each other. Ken was tall with thickly muscled shoulders and arms like a football player, and when he sat down, the office chair suddenly seemed to shrink, like it might not support him.

			“You probably know this, but there’s been a bear around Fish Creek for the past few weeks,” he announced.

			“Yeah,” Monty said. “We’ve heard.” Monty isn’t over five-nine, thin-necked, and pointy-shouldered, the opposite of Ken, and the two of them seemed to fit like two different-size pieces of a puzzle. “Smith told us that. Want some coffee or something?”

			“No, I’m fine.” Ken chewed a piece of gum, his jaws working it with purpose, a little mangled dirty-white shred popping in and out of view as he turned it in his mouth. He was definitely revved up and under different circumstances, I’d have to wonder if he was on something, but people exhibit different responses around a death. There are those that get shaken and almost afraid to speak, those that spike an adrenaline rush and become hyperhelpful, and most often, those who clam up. I suppose it’s a defense to not let death too near.

			“Let’s start from the beginning,” I said. “What time did you get the call to go assist Karen?”

			“I’d say it was about quarter to eight. It’s not that far from where I was.”

			“And when you drove out to her, did you notice anything suspicious?”

			“No. Just dirt road and forest. You could tell it was going to be a beauty. A great beautiful, peaceful morning, really. The kind of day we live for out here.”

			Monty nodded in agreement. I knew it well also, that the area had very few sunny days, and its residents had a saying that in the Flathead, there were four seasons: almost winter, winter, still winter, and road construction. “Were there campers at Fish Creek or, wait—” I held up my pen. “It’s not even open for camping, right? You were out there to check on some campers who weren’t supposed to be there?”

			“That’s right. This particular campsite closed on September sixth even though most of the others stay open until October thirteenth.”

			“Why’s that? I just assumed it was closed because of bear trouble.” I leaned back, planting my feet firmly apart. They felt heavy. “Not true?”

			“No, we’ve had bear trouble at Fish Creek all right. But only because people sneak in and camp because the gate’s been open for some construction this fall. It closes on the sixth every year, though, because of the type of water system it has. The pipes aren’t in very deep, and they freeze too easily, so we have to drain them early.”

			“I see. Did you find the campers?”

			“I did and I ticketed them. I have all their information if you want it.” He looked at me, and I nodded that I would. “I told them to pack their belongings and leave and was on my way out when I got Smith’s call.”

			“What did you do when you reached Karen?”

			“I had orders to tape off the trailhead and wait for reinforcements.”

			“Which came how quickly?”

			“Five, ten minutes.” He bobbed his knee up and down and shook his head in small, quick movements. “Smith and two more Park Police, one a bit later since she was ordered to stop and seal off the Inside Road from anyone who might happen to drive out that way.”

			“And then Smith and who else walked in?”

			“Me. Smith and me.” He glanced at Monty, then me, incredulously, astonished that we didn’t know he was one of the first Park Police on the grisly—no pun intended—scene.

			“And . . . ”

			“Well, we went out there and—” He quit bouncing his knee as if the image in his mind sobered him. “Smith made me wait back at the game trail so we didn’t disrupt the site, and he walked close enough to get a better look. Then he radioed for the main office and instructed them to call the county in.”

			Monty glanced at me to make sure I was getting it all down, which I was, and then we let Ken go after he gave us all the information he could on the Fish Creek campers.

			•  •  •

			Gretchen and her techs were still working, circling farther out, photographing and logging every bush or piece of ground that looked disturbed. I have deep respect for those methodical and patient enough to work an outdoor crime scene. Working an indoor scene is no rodeo; it’s a slow, strategic, and tedious process but add the outdoors and it gets twice as complex.

			“Anything new?” I inquired.

			“Found some poor-resolution boot prints in the brush next to the trail, and it doesn’t match the victim’s print, so whoever else was out here might have walked out next to him beside the trail. I doubt we’ll be able to get plaster. They’re too faint, and we mostly have only identified them because of broken brush and disturbed foliage. We only got a partial toe print in some dirt, and that’s how we know it doesn’t match the victim’s.”

			I turned to Monty. “Deliberate and smart enough to not use the trail.”

			“Yeah, but it’s not that obvious of a trail.”

			“True, but perhaps more obvious than walking through the thicker brush to the side of it. Any scraps of clothing or blood near the print?” I turned back to Gretchen.

			“Not yet.” She wiped her forehead with her forearm. She was sweating even more than earlier in spite of the crisp fall air. “We’ll keep you posted.”

			•  •  •

			Monty and I drove to park headquarters, where I made a list of all the people we needed to talk to while we waited for more information on the victim: who and where his family was and what kind of trouble he might have been in, based on the fact that he had a record.

			While we were there, we grabbed Joe and headed out to get a bite to eat at a small restaurant still open outside the entrance to the park. Everything in West Glacier had been boarded up for the season, including the West Glacier Mercantile, the restaurant, and the Canadian Visitor Center. The only reason the Glacier Café and a bar in a small chalet were open was because they sat outside the park, directly facing the trestle used for the Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railway trains that cut through the Hi-Line and run along the border of the park. White letters against a beige panel on the railway overpass read: Gateway—Glacier National Park.

			I hadn’t eaten anything except some anemic biscotti cookie thing on the flight over, so when we got to the café, I figured I better put something down even though the nature of the case had made me lose my appetite.

			“What are you guys thinking?” Joe asked after getting our coffee from a dull-complexioned waitress with a nose covered in pimples. She had to have been directly out of high school, if not a dropout, which wasn’t unusual for the area. She told us in an unanimated voice that the bison burgers were decent and that the soup was beef barley.

			“We’re thinking,” I said when she left, “that we need to talk to that couple that were illegally at Fish Creek last night. Greeley gave us the information. A Kaylynn Lowden and a Jarred Mercord from Spokane, Washington. Greeley believes they’re heading east toward the Sweet Grass Hills, so they shouldn’t be difficult to pick up. We’ve got Highway Patrol on it.”

			“Depending on what kind of time they’re making, they shouldn’t be much farther than Cut Bank or Shelby, unless they’re running,” Joe said in a monotone voice between sips of coffee. “What about the bear?”

			“What about it?” I asked.

			“You need it for evidence?”

			“Not until Wilson reports. I suppose from your perspective it’s important to know whether the victim was alive or not when the bear went after him for public safety purposes.”

			“Even if he was alive”—Joe shook his head—“I’m not sure I’m interested in putting this grizzly down. Not when the damn body was bait for him, dead or alive. Not to mention that he might still be in hyperphagia, eating everything in his sight for hibernation.”

			“Have you discussed it with your guy Bowman?” Joe, who’d acted as lead ranger for the park longer than as chief of Park Police, and one other guy, Kurtis Bowman, were considered the bear specialists. They usually led the committee in charge of making the recommendation on whether to take a bear’s life. I’d never met him, but it was just one of those things I knew from the reading I’d done. I had seen Bowman’s thesis on how the drought and warming trend of the past decades increased beetle bug infestation of the whitebark pines because the beetle bug was rarely eradicated in the winter without sustained freezing temperatures. Blister rust, a fungal disease, also killed the trees. This affects the grizzlies in Yellowstone, who depend on the caches of white pine nuts stashed across the forest by red squirrels to fatten up for winter hibernation. Grizzlies entering the den for the winter with less fat bear fewer cubs. And if their body fat is too low when they go into hibernation, they will often abort their pregnancies. Luckily, the grizzlies in Glacier rely more on huckleberries to fatten up than on the whitebark pine nuts.

			“I have.” Joe nodded and pursed his lips like he was deep in thought. “Know him?”

			I shook my head. “Just heard about him.”

			“I know him,” Monty added.

			I glanced at Monty and resisted the urge to say to him, Great, want your Boy Scout points now or later? “Look,” I said to Joe, “are you not worried . . .” and had to pause midsentence until a loud train passed. “About the bear now being habituated to human flesh?” I felt that clench again, and a subtle shortening of my breath, just enough to make me shift in my seat and straighten my back to open up my shoulders. It’s not like I necessarily wanted this animal put down either, but I was curious as to what Joe, Bowman, and Ford were thinking. I couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow this bear’s fate was significant, interwoven into mine, although I knew I was just being superstitious.

			“Oh, we’re worried, all right. Especially if the guy was alive; that makes it worse. If the guy was dead, we’re not thinking it’s grounds to put it down. But even if he was alive, we’re just not sure it’s enough to put a federal bear down, especially when he’s in a prehibernation state.”

			“Do you know which one it is?” Monty asked.

			“We have a pretty good idea. It’s most likely our Fish Creek bear. He’s been around the area for some time. Doesn’t cause much trouble, other than pound on the garbage cans. But I’m guessing it wouldn’t be too hard to trap him.”

			“How old?”

			“About four. Big for his age. Strong specimen. The committee will take that into consideration. Males can be sacrificed more readily than females, but the gene pool for males is getting watered down because of inbreeding since the patches of forest available are shrinking, and that prevents them from breeding with bears great distances away. This guy”—Joe took a small sip of his coffee—“he’s only been away from mama for about a year and a half now.”

			“You make it sound like he’s so cuddly.” Monty gave a half smile.

			“Not cuddly, just a normal grizzly,” Joe said.

			“We’ll have more information after we get the time and sequence of death figured out,” I added. “Unless there’s an absolute reason for why we need to cut this bear open, I agree that there’s no point in euthanizing him.”

			•  •  •

			It was a fact that humans were each other’s worst enemies in the woods. For example, in the last two centuries only about a dozen Montana hunters have been killed in bear attacks, and none by wolves or mountain lions. More hunters have been killed in plane crashes or even murdered by hunting buddies. And many, many more have been killed accidentally, where they’ve been mistaken for game by other hunters or been the recipient of an accidental firearm discharge while taking the gun out of a car, a boat, a tent, crossing a fence, or even tripping and falling on it.

			In Glacier Park alone, that number is eleven for grizzly bear attacks (resulting in fatalities) in the last one hundred years, my father being one of those unlucky statistics. And here’s the deal: it’s not like I want anyone to think that my life isn’t normal because of it. Other than the fact that I’m a detective and see a few mind-blowing and evil things that reveal the utter baseness of humans now and again; for the most part, my existence in Denver is fairly routine and uneventful, full of a little too much tedious paperwork and a fair amount of traveling to the nation’s Northwest parks for criminal activity that isn’t always so interesting.
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