
Chapter One 

			October 2004: Anchorage, Alaska

			The missing persons call comes in from Seward. Their troopers are occupied with a string of burglaries on a cruise ship that Carnival must want solved ASAP so the boat can leave approximately on schedule. Pretty much all of us troopers resent the cruise lines, but we do their bidding since no one can argue with the money they bring to the state. Especially not the politicians who keep their eyes on the force. So, with their officers deployed to the ship, Seward needs help for this less dire case.

			There aren’t divisions of labor in Alaskan policing like there are in the Lower 48, where the forces are infinitely bigger. If you’re an Alaska State Trooper, you work homicide, you work missing persons, you work kidnapping, you speak with the shopkeepers mad about hoodlums on their street corners, you give tourists directions, you make notes about where the bears and moose are today. Don’t get me wrong, there are things I like about it. I like the introverted shopkeepers and fishermen and the schoolkids who insist their buddy put that candy bar in their jacket as a joke. I like trudging up snow-covered mountains to post signs warning hikers about moose, though everyone else claims to hate that job. Some days my job feels meaningful. But other times, even working in such a massive state, the job feels claustrophobic. With so few of us upholding the law, it can feel as if all eyes are on us, even off-duty.

			Chief Quint calls me to his office. The other officers all seem to look away from me at once. They generally pretend not to notice me. At least that’s how it seems. I am a woman, and a brown woman—biracial. I’ve been here six months, and the jury is still deliberating whether I make the cut as an Alaska State Trooper. When the chief hired me, he was straightforward about that.

			 

			“It’s my duty to let you know right off the bat that you’re the only woman at this station now.” He looked at the door as he spoke, as if five or six women might stroll in also looking for jobs. “Shouldn’t be a problem at all, but if any of your fellow officers is anything less than accommodating, please come see me. There aren’t enough for us to have officers who can’t play ball for the same team.”

			I must have raised an eyebrow or scowled—my facial expressions always say more than I ever mean to—because he chuckled in a way that would have qualified him for a mall Santa position. “Oh, don’t worry, they’re a good group. A little old fashioned maybe. People around here tend to be, you know. They talk a big game sometimes, but you get out there on a case, and it’s all equal. You’ve gotta be tough to handle a place like this.” He waved a hand at the view of Anchorage’s streets. “You show them you are, and they won’t give you no trouble.” He looked me straight in the eye and smiled. “I’d put money on you being just fine.”

			 

			He’s just as blunt with me now. “Linebach, we’ve gotten called to a case in Seward. Male, late twenties, been gone a few days. Mom has reported him missing. She’s not exactly forthcoming with information. I’m thinking maybe she’ll relate to you a little more.”

			I concentrate on not rolling my eyes. If he’s assuming I have some magical feminine touch that makes difficult people want to talk to me, he’s much mistaken. I’ve never been good at small talk, and my tendency to get straight to the point is often perceived as rude. Even by me.

			Still, I don’t say anything because I’m glad he thought of me first, even if it is because I’m the only female trooper in Anchorage. Besides, I like Chief Quint. He was the first person to make me feel welcome here.

			I call the mother of the missing man immediately, a brand-new notebook the only thing to indicate my excitement. Through the gravel of her low voice, she explains the situation.

			The missing person is Lee Stanton. He didn’t show for the usual Sunday dinner at his mom’s house, four miles up the road from his trailer, halfway up the Chugach Mountains outside Seward.

			“Did you drive to his house?” She sighs into the receiver, but her voice remains steady when she speaks. She may be a heavy smoker; her sentences are periodically interrupted by coughs that sound wet and cavernous.

			“Yeah, I drove to his place. That’s the thing. I can see him missing dinner. Happens sometimes. He gets caught up playing one of his games or goes hunting and loses track of time. But…his things was boxed up. Most everything. Boxes with no lids. All them boxes had a Post-it Note on it with somebody’s name written on it. Ma, or Pa, or Johnny—that’s his cousin’s boy—or Aunt Sue, my sister over in Primrose. That’s not like him. Why’d he be giving his stuff away?” My first thought isn’t a good one.

			“Has he mentioned moving?” Her laugh turns into a phlegmy cough that lasts a full twenty seconds.

			“Move? Where the hell’d he move to?” She laughs again but controls it. “No—no, he wouldn’t move away. We’ve always lived here, same house even, until he moved out after high school. Don’t know where he’d go otherwise. Anyway, his job is here.”

			“What does he do?”

			“Fixes snow machines at a shop near town. Just him and a few other guys, they’re the regulars.”

			“Has he been missing work?”

			“Yeah, his boss says he’s no-showed the last four days.” Not a good sign. Still, if he’s a suicide, a body shouldn’t be too hard to recover. He probably wouldn’t go hide himself. What would be the point?

			“Any guesses as to where he might be?”

			She exhales a long breath—or cigarette smoke. “Well, no, sweetheart, if I knew where he might be, I suppose I wouldn’t have called you, now would I?”

			I grit my teeth and try to remember fear doesn’t always bring out the best in people. “All right. Can you give me the address of his place? I’ll get over there this afternoon. Your address too if you would.”

			It’s a nearly three-hour ride to the location, more if the road is blocked for a planned avalanche. I’m taking the Tank, a spacious but beat-up blue boat of an SUV we keep for long runs like this when we anticipate dealing with snow, which is pretty much always. The Tank’s owner committed suicide and no relatives claimed the vehicle. Abandoned property becomes the force’s property. It’s a bear to drive and has several annoying quirks, but it’s a better choice than my sedan.

			I keep a go bag in my locker because troopers get called to so many far-flung locations, but this is my first opportunity to use it. Per my mental checklist, I have all I need: my gear, my notebook, a destination, and a case. I’m headed out. The chief yells for me before I can get to the door.

			“Hey, you’ll need a partner on this.” I’m sure my face shows how unpleasant I find the idea. I always worked cases alone in DCS. I have major anxiety and extremely obsessive thought patterns. They help me do my job, but they’re a little much for most people to understand, so I just work solo when I can. It suits me fine since I’m not one for talking much, anyway. This forced partnership with almost every case assignment is the aspect of this job I hate the most so far. I’ve never addressed the whole room before. It’s usually just me talking to Chief Quint or whichever trooper I’m grudgingly working with on a particular case.

			“Anyone want to come with me? Missing person. Road trip.” The other officers stay perfectly still, side-eying one another. None of them will volunteer. The chief will have to assign someone. The others will make commiserating comments to the lucky guy as they punch him on the arm in solidarity. “Bad luck, brother. Hope she doesn’t nag you to death.” or “Watch out—you know how women drive.” The usual.

			In the end, it’s Officer Michael Harper who’s voluntold. He’s younger than me, and I’m not quite thirty. He could be a lead actor in one of those childhood buddy movies, all blond hair, blue eyes, and round and pink at the cheeks. He’s nice enough when he says anything, which has been about twice to me in the time I’ve known him.

			When Chief Quint suggests to Harper he may want a break from Anchorage, Harper just nods and retrieves a granola bar and a small container of Nutella from his desk drawer before he heads to his locker. I wonder how he intends to eat the Nutella, since there are no utensils in sight. He crashes into my desk as he swings his bag over his shoulder on the way to the door. He touches the desk as if he’s apologizing, then looks around as if to check whether anyone noticed. We’re the only people standing, so odds are everyone did.

			I look away. Other people being awkward makes me feel awkward.

			I hate that about myself.

			I am in a hurry to get out of the station.

			“Let’s go.” I grab the keys to the Tank and make deliberate eye contact with Harper to make it clear I’m driving. He smiles and nods. We load up, and after a few miles, it becomes obvious the Tank is having one of its good days. It works out its grinding and settles into a smooth and barely perceptible rumble. I pat the dashboard, feeling an odd fondness for the cranky vehicle, which sometimes runs so loud you can’t hear yourself think. Unfortunately, Harper takes the relative silence as an opportunity to talk.

			“Gotta be honest with you. I am really glad the chief put me on this one.” I glance at him as he elaborates. “I don’t get a lot of missing persons. I’m the chief’s go-to for drug cases. Which, you know…” He shrugs. We both know drug cases are the vast majority of Anchorage crime. Even petty robberies usually end up being related to drugs. Harper clears his throat.

			“I noticed you get a lot of the kid cases. That’s because you’re from DCS, right?”

			“Yes, probably.”

			He whistles. “That’s a job I couldn’t do. No way. Kids, man. They get me right in the heart.” He smacks his chest.

			They can have that effect on me too. Children bring up a lot of complicated feelings since my time in DCS.

			“Sounds like we’ve got an interesting case. What details did the caller give?” He flips open a notepad, though I’m not sure how successful notetaking will be right now. The Tank may be less vocal than usual, but it’s never a smooth ride. On Highway 1, I recount the conversation with Mrs. Stanton about her missing son. Harper stops writing as he draws the obvious conclusion. “Suicide?”

			“Yes. Probably.”

			“Easy-peasy.”

			“Wouldn’t go that far.” I talk as if I’m the veteran when my most significant experience with missing persons was with DCS.

			“If he’s a suicide, why didn’t he just kill himself in his trailer? Guessing he had a gun.”

			“Right. Probably not so easy-peasy. Don’t assume anything, and don’t talk about him in the past tense in front of his mom.”

			“Right. So, what do we do when we get to his place?”

			I fumble. I don’t know.

			“Take pictures?” I put the authority back in my voice. “Look for a weapon, anything like that, and without disturbing too much, I’d say. Take a walk around the trailer. If he was just out to commit suicide, I doubt he’d make a big effort to go far.”

			“If we don’t find him right away, how long do we look?”

			I can’t even pretend to know the answer. “I think we focus on trying to find him today, yes?”

			“Good plan.” Harper opens the granola bar, and then the whole car smells like hazelnut. He dunks the bar into the jar. Ingenious. I watch a few crumbs fall from his mouth before I refocus on the drive.

			* * *

			The scenery is amazing. It reminds me of the long drive to Anchorage six months ago.

			Seattle had been my home for almost twenty-nine years, but I had to get away. My partner had just broken up with me. My mom had died after being sick for ages. I had no family and a job I gave way too many shits about to remain healthy. I packed a few possessions, loaded the car, and left.

			I hopped around Washington and Oregon for a while and worked as a security guard for a few months in Eugene. I asked around to see if I could get into legitimate law enforcement, but it was rent-a-cop or bust. The towns had colleges with kids studying criminology, so the police departments had their pick of the litter. A woman with no training from the Department of Child Services didn’t stand a chance. The men I talked to scoffed, smirked, and checked out my chest while they suggested I try a job that wasn’t so tough. Finally, a woman in Corvallis pointed me in the direction of Anchorage.

			 “They need law enforcement,” she’d said. “You’ve worked for DCS, so you probably have the stomach for it. All you’d need is a little basic training, and they’ll pretty much teach you on the job. That is, if you can handle the snow and those crazy dark winters when everyone commits suicide.”

			I could, I assured her. She gave me the phone number for her brother-in-law, Chief Quint.

			Of course, a trip to Anchorage means a drive through Canada, and it’s a long one. For endless stretches, you don’t pass anybody or anything but scenery. Sure, the mountains are majestic as hell and it’s stunning—gorgeous, even—but after a few days you are immune. There’s not a McDonald’s in sight. I developed a taste for gas station coffee I naïvely figured would benefit me as a cop. At one point, I stopped adding powdered creamer to it. My sedan smelled like slightly burnt French roast and jerky. I embraced it and cranked up Queen on the radio, belting lyrics out my windows at the herds of livestock as I passed them.

			In all that driving, waking at sleazy roadsides at six a.m. to get started, going until my eyes felt like asbestos theater curtains on the drop, I never once pictured what it would really be like. I had a vision in my mind of Alaska. It was a postcard with interchangeable white mountains, some moose, maybe a bear. Alaska always featured in navy blue font on a green background in my head. I didn’t picture people, only animals and wild. I didn’t picture buildings, police stations, or officers in cubicles. I just pictured me, dressed for snow, trudging up a hill. I don’t even know to what destination, or for what reason.

			Where I was going was an abstract dream. What I was leaving was real.

			So, I stomped on the pedal.

			* * *

			Harper is asleep when I turn off Highway 9. The road is rough, and it bounces him awake. Lee Stanton’s trailer is in the middle of nowhere. We climb gradually, then at a steep incline, then over a muddy road with ruts so deep a person could go ice fishing in one, especially since they’re covered in snow. I wish I’d bothered to get out of Anchorage before this—I would be a little more familiar with the ultra-rural terrain. Now I wish we’d brought something other than the Tank, which is great on powder but slides on ice—which is what the roads are covered in once the powder blows off. I work myself up to more conversation before I ask Harper how familiar he is with Seward and the surrounding area.

			“Pretty familiar…Seward is where my family vacationed when I was a kid. Couldn’t afford much else. It’s a great town. Real quiet except in the summer. You’ve been?”

			I shake my head. He raises his eyebrows and smiles.

			“You’re in for a treat. It’s beautiful.”

			Good to know. Anchorage can be beautiful too, especially the trail that goes around the water and past the mansions. I run there when I need to clear my head. So, I run there a lot. On sunny days, you can see Denali. Still, Anchorage isn’t the Alaska I envisioned. I wanted remote, and Anchorage is still a city. A city where all the locals know each other’s businesses, which means if I’m not careful, everyone will know my business. They’ll wonder why I couldn’t hack it in Seattle. Maybe Seward is more what I want.

			“The people in the mountains, though…they can be skeptical of Anchorage cops. Cops in general, really, but Anchorage troopers especially.”

			“Why?”

			He shrugs. “People who live on the mountains don’t want to be bothered. Not that they’re doing anything wrong usually, they just like to mind their own business.”

			“So do I. What’s wrong with that?”

			He briefly looks flustered. “Oh, nothing at all. That’s the Alaskan way, right? It’s just, if people are a little hostile…I just thought you’d want to know that they’re not—”

			I take a deep breath in. I’m not off to a good start with my impromptu partner. “That it’s not personal?”

			He looks relieved. “Totally. I’m just really up-front. Transparent and all, so they feel like I’m not out to get them or anything.”

			“That’s good information.” He smiles and nods. “So, you’ve worked cases in Seward.” Maybe Harper will be helpful to have around after all.

			“In the summers they call us out for a fair amount for drug issues. The tourists move all around the state then, so we chase people around. Seward tourism is growing so much, so fast, they can’t keep up.”

			The road narrows and I’m convinced the trees are forming into a canopy that’s going to close and swallow us like bugs in a Venus flytrap. It was pale orange October light when we left three hours ago. Now it could be seven p.m. The sky is dusky here in the forest. Moss clings to the half-dead cedar limbs, and tiny animals scurry away as the Tank comes bumping along. I check the rearview to be sure those clunking sounds aren’t pieces falling off. The oppression of the trees makes me claustrophobic, so I roll my window down. My passenger immediately puts his down too. The smell of pine needles and not-too-distant sea salt fills the car, mingling with the Nutella to make something not entirely unpleasant.

			The Tank doesn’t want to shift up the final stretch of hill. But gradual intensity on the gas pedal, a lot of cursing by me, a hint of burnt rubber smell, and something that vaguely resembles a prayer from Harper is all it takes for us to arrive alongside the trailer.

			




Chapter Ten 

			The Stantons are already at the hospital when we arrive, and so is Anna. She’s given Lee’s parents Styrofoam cups of tea, which both clutch as if there’s some elixir inside that will bring their son back. They’re glued to the plastic-covered seats of the waiting room, vending machines staring down at them. Mr. Stanton stands when we enter, but he looks like he aged a decade with the effort. Mrs. Stanton doesn’t move. In fact, she doesn’t seem to breathe. I nod at them.

			“Good evening, Mr. and Mrs. Stanton.” Best to get this over with. “Ready?”

			Anna escorts us to the viewing room and immediately approaches the place where the sheet is draped over the stump of the neck. Mikey stands near Mrs. Stanton’s shoulder, and Mr. Stanton squeezes her hands in his. Anna slowly pulls the sheet down to just past the shoulders. The Stantons gasp and instinctively turn away. After they’ve recomposed themselves a little, Lee’s mom speaks.

			“I don’t know how we’re supposed to be able to tell if that’s Lee by—by that.” Mrs. Stanton’s eyes are cast toward the green speckled linoleum tile.

			“It’s okay, Mrs. Stanton. We have however long you need. You may not be able to tell by…this area. Are there body markings or features you think might be more recognizable? More helpful for you?”

			“No. I mean, he has a lot of body hair, on his chest I mean.”

			“Okay. I’m going to pull the sheet down to waist level.” Mr. Stanton keeps his eyes on the body, which is a brighter and lighter shade of blue-green than it was, perhaps the effects of refrigeration. There are distinct spots where the flesh is eroding away despite the cold morgue drawer. The dark chest hair stands out in deep contrast.

			“That looks right.” The words are promising, but Mr. Stanton sounds skeptical to my ears.

			“If you’re not sure, that’s all right.” I mean to be reassuring and hope I sound so.

			“I don’t feel comfortable saying that’s Lee based on some chest hair, you know? And the way the skin looks…Well, I’m not sure we’d be able to tell anything anyway. Lee has a couple scars, but I don’t know…”

			“Where are those scars located, Mr. Stanton?”

			“Well, the most obvious one is on the tip of his left ring finger. He sliced it open real good with a knife when we were making Thanksgiving dinner a few years ago. Thing was near hanging off. He wouldn’t get it patched, though—that’s not his way. Got a nasty scar from it.”

			“That would normally be a great clue, but I’m afraid in this case…” Anna carefully pulls the cloth from the left hand to show Lee’s parents that confirmation of the scar won’t be possible. The tips of the fingers are gone. I remember pieces of the fingers in Anna’s hand.

			“Oh.” Something about seeing the mangled fingers seems to affect Mrs. Stanton even more than the severed head. I wouldn’t have predicted that, but I suppose everyone reacts differently to things like this. “What happened to the hand?”

			Anna covers it again. “It’s likely animals got curious about the body. That’s always a problem if someone has been outside for any time at all, I’m afraid.”

			Mrs. Stanton closes her eyes. “Lee would like that if that’s him. He loves animals. He’d love being around fox and mink and all that kind of stuff.” It’s a strange thought, but also a strangely comforting one. Suddenly, Mrs. Stanton’s eyes snap open again. “You don’t think that dog—”

			“It’s impossible to say, Mrs. Stanton. But most dogs will not chew on their owner. They might paw at them, try to wake them, sometimes even lie with them. Until they start to starve themselves, of course.”

			The image of Tails pawing his owner, trying hard to bring him back to life, breaks my heart. I have the overwhelming urge to wrap my arms around the dog, but he’s back at the police station, surely distracting the other officers from doing their paperwork. I clear my throat.

			“If it helps to know, Tails was very hungry when we first found him. I don’t think he would have been if he’d been doing anything like that.”

			Mikey and Anna nod their agreement. Mrs. Stanton nods too, and Mr. Stanton mercifully changes course. “The other scar would be a burn on his right calf. Inside, from a motorcycle.”

			Anna nods, pulls the sheet over the neck, then swings around to the feet, where she displays the body from the feet to the kneecaps. She gently moves the legs apart, then turns the right one slightly outward. The body looks so fragile I’m afraid it will turn to a pile of skin patches in her hands.

			It’s obvious any burn scar would be nearly impossible to detect, the skin is so discolored. It’s especially decomposed here, perhaps because of getting wet. The top layers are gone in many places. Both legs look the same. I see traces of wool stuck in the hair of the calf. Anna notices my glance, or coincidentally answers the question I didn’t ask.

			“From his socks.” So, they were stuck to his legs badly enough that she had to cut and peel them off. Mrs. Stanton shakes her head, and tears well ever so slightly, confusion all over her face.

			“I just…I don’t know. I can’t tell…But that’s a good thing.” She looks at me. “Right? If it was my boy I’d know right away. Mothers are supposed to just know things like that.” Mr. Stanton pulls her close to his side. I’m so relieved when Anna handles the question, which seems like a muddy slope eroding to an unhelpful place.

			“No, Mrs. Stanton, that’s a myth. There’s no magical maternal instinct that means you should be able to pick out your son regardless of how he looks. People like to think they could because it’s a comforting thought, but it’s just not true. We’ve had mothers incorrectly identify bodies as their children before. One of them insisted the girl on this same table was her daughter. She saw scars she knew her girl had, recognized teeth, everything. She was positive. Only it turned out to not be her daughter.”

			Mrs. Stanton’s tears dry as she listens. “How did you find out?”

			“Because her daughter came back six months later. She’d met a boy on one of the cruise ships and left with him, then returned when things went badly. She’d always been a handful, and her mom was certain she’d meet a terrible end. The mother saw what she assumed she would see. Our eyes can deceive us.” The Stantons nod slowly, in unison. “Is there anything else we should try to find?”

			Mr. Stanton shakes his head. “I don’t think there’s much point. I can’t tell if this is Lee or not. How about you, Peaches?”

			Mrs. Stanton shakes her head, eyes on a drawer this body could slide back into when we’re finished. “Maybe if I saw the clothes, I’d recognize something then.”

			Anna nods and retrieves a large Ziploc bag labeled with the case number and coordinates where the body was found. She carefully extracts a pair of heather gray long underwear, some dark easy fit jeans, white briefs washed too many times and clearly cut off the body, wool socks with holes where they’ve been cut away from skin, a blue flannel, and a hooded sweatshirt lined with fake sheepskin. Mrs. Stanton touches the items lightly. She shakes her head as she does so, though I’m sure she doesn’t realize it.

			“This could be Lee’s. His shirts all look pretty much just like this one.”

			“Okay. What about the other items?” Mr. Stanton pulls at the leg of the jeans.

			“He always wears long underwear under jeans if he’s leaving the house when it’s cold out. His legs get cold quick.”

			“Okay. And the sweatshirt?” They both shake their heads.

			“If it was new, we just might not have seen it.” It’s hard to say if it was new, covered in mud and dried specks of blood as it is.

			“So, it sounds like you’re saying overall these clothes might be Lee’s, but you can’t be positive.”

			“That’s right,” they say almost in unison.

			“Perfect. Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Stanton. I know this is a terrible thing that no parent should have to do. It was brave of you to come in.”

			“So, now what? I feel like we don’t know anything more than we did before.”

			“Well, we can still search for…” I just glance at the covered neck to finish the sentence.

			Mrs. Stanton jumps in. “Oh. The head would solve it, right?”

			“Yes. Even if…Well, we can do a lot with dental records.”

			“And if you can’t find it?” Mr. Stanton seems unsure, just as I am.

			“We can use a DNA sample. It’s fairly new science, and to be honest, we don’t know yet how reliable it is. But if we could match the sample DNA to yours, that might at least be better than nothing. It’s up to you whether you’d like to try.”

			“You would need our DNA, Doctor?”

			“If you don’t mind.”

			“Both of ours?”

			“That would be helpful. More data will give us greater faith in the results.” Anna smiles. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing invasive. We can get DNA by rubbing a cotton swab in your mouth. We already have a blood sample from him.” Anna nods toward the body.

			“How fast will we know?”

			“We don’t have a lab to test it here, I’m afraid. His sample has already been sent away, but I’d need to send yours along. It will take them several days to process and then to see if there’s a match.”

			“But we would know.”

			“It’s possible the DNA would match. Some people find that reassuring.”

			The Stantons look at each other. “Can we just do it now? Give you our samples?”

			“That would be great, Mr. Stanton. Then you don’t need to come back. We can do that in my lab if you’re ready to follow me.”

			They take one last look at the sheet-covered body, then Mr. Stanton takes his wife’s hand. Anna holds the door for us and locks it once we’re all through. I wait for Anna as the Stantons talk with Mikey. I hear Mrs. Stanton.

			“I just wish I could tell. I think either way, it would be easier than not knowing. Is that bad?”

			“No, ma’am. Most people feel the same way. Not knowing is the hardest thing, and we’re terribly sorry you’re in that position right now.”

			They’re silent for several moments. Mrs. Stanton excuses herself to go to the bathroom, and Mr. Stanton turns to speak to me. “If that’s Lee, what do you think did that to him?”

			“Mr. Stanton, we don’t want to speculate, and unfortunately the exam was inconclusive. But like I said, the body was found with a shotgun.”

			“Had it been fired?”

			“Yes.”

			He nods. “Please don’t tell my wife that.”

			I nod. Our secret.

			As Anna collects samples from the Stantons, I retreat to her office, which has a small window high in the wall. It’s started to snow again. I call Mikey over to ask him to escort the Stantons to their car. It will be slippery outside, and they’re both shaken. He nods.

			“I’ll chat with them a little—make sure they’re okay to drive.” He glances at Anna as she seals the samples and thanks the Stantons. “You need to hang back?” My eyes follow Anna as she puts the samples into storage, then turns to me and Mikey.

			“Yes, I’d like to speak with Dr. Fenway for a moment. Meet me at the Tank?”

			One of his eyebrows goes up, but he doesn’t ask questions and joins the Stantons.

			* * *

			It’s just the two of us in Anna’s office, but I haven’t thought through what I want to say. I just want to be in her presence for a moment. Maybe it’s selfish—I’m stressed and there’s something calming about her I noticed the first time we met. She turns to me with her head tilted slightly to one side and a faint smile on her bare lips.

			She touches my hand with the tips of her fingers. I look down at them. No polish. Just smooth, short fingernails. Her hands belong to a piano player—long fingers and wide palms. I could stand here forever, looking at her hands in some sort of trance. It’s been a long couple of days. I should be exhausted.

			“It takes a lot out of you, doesn’t it? Leading families through an ID? It’s awful for me too, even after all these years.”

			“I guess so. I’ve only had to do it a few times. I was in DCS, and there were deaths there too. I went to funerals, but this is something totally different. I’m not sure how to get used to it.”

			She shakes her head, her ponytail landing over her shoulder. “You don’t. And honestly, I’m not sure you’d want to. They need to know you care, and that it’s hard for you too.”

			“You must have to do this all the time. Usually, I’m arresting people or doing check-ins. The deaths I’ve handled here so far were overdoses. Shitty for sure, but easy for the families to ID. Nothing like this.”

			She glances out at the snow. “It comes with the territory, unfortunately. The tradeoff for living in beautiful, rugged, remote Alaska is that people die in all that wildness, and when they do, it’s not pretty. When I first took the job, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do it. I don’t mind the gory stuff, but I wasn’t sure I could be there for families viewing their dead loved one. During my internship, I had to leave the room the first few times.”

			“How did you get over that?” I lean against the cabinets, careful not to disturb any of her equipment on the counter.

			“Well, part of me didn’t. I realized how important it was for me to be there for families at what’s the hardest moment of their lives.” She leans against the cabinet too, so close her hip nearly touches mine. If I move my hand an inch, it will be on hers. She has created a current between us and now I can hardly resist the connection. She smiles at me and then toward the door. I move away from her. This is her office. I immediately miss her proximity.

			“I should get going. Mikey is waiting.”

			“Was there something you wanted to ask me?”

			I say nothing while my brain runs through and discards possibilities. “The DNA. Do you think the Stantons will be convinced that’s Lee with a match?”

			She looks out again toward the parking lot. “Police here can take a while to get on board with new science, but it may surprise you how open-minded people in Seward can be. I think they’ll believe it if they want to believe it.”

			I nod and start toward the door. “Thank you for your help.”

			She touches my jacket sleeve. I swear I sense the warmth of her skin through the fabric. “There is something I’d like to ask you.”

			When I turn, her face is close. I smell her amber perfume again and stop myself from taking an obvious deep breath of it.

			“Would you like to have dinner this weekend?” When I gape at her, she continues. “You and Mikey are putting in a lot of hours. Seems like you deserve a night off.”

			My brain overthinks the invitation. She’s only asking out of professional politeness. Then I wonder if she means to invite both me and Mikey. I consider asking her to clarify, but then she might think I want Mikey there. I close my eyes briefly. I just need to answer her. I can overthink this back at the hotel.

			“Yes. Absolutely yes.”

			She grins. “How about Saturday, at seven. The Bake?”

			I nod. Then I make my escape before I say something stupid.

			




Chapter Eleven 

			In the morning we travel to the fjord at the base of the mountain where Lee’s body was found. Chief Quint convinced Willington to have a team of volunteer fishermen help us drag the water. Quint knows I won’t be able to let it go until we at least try to find the head. Still, no one but me seems to take the task too seriously. I get the impression they like dragging because of all the random gear they find. On this trip, one of them makes off with a nice pocketknife.

			Predictably, there’s no trace of Lee. It was a long shot—if he killed himself with that shotgun, there wouldn’t be much to find. We may never have a firm ID.

			When we return to the station, Lee’s mother has asked us to come visit as soon as possible. We go straight to the Stantons’ with the Tank crunching through the piling snow like a champion. It’s one of those snows that refuses to fall straight, preferring to swirl in circles that make looking through the windshield a pure act of hypnotism. It is impossible to make out the road at several points. We have to stop until the wind blows in another direction and it’s clear where there are trees or a sheer drop-off. I’ve never been so grateful for the hideous Tank and its snow tires. We arrive at the house feeling, and probably looking, as if we’ve been through a war. Just making it to the front door might as well be planting a victory flag atop the bodies of our enemies.

			But when Mr. Stanton opens the door, he barely glances at the gust of powder that pushes over the threshold. He focuses on the dog instead. Tails trots in as if he’s part of this investigation. I suppose he is. Mrs. Stanton gets right to the point.

			“Did you have any luck with the dragging?”

			“No, I’m afraid not. How did you know we were looking today?”

			“My sister’s in Seward. She called to say she saw them loading nets onto the boats. Figured you were probably looking for his head. Guess it could have been the other boy who’s missing, though.”

			“Branden Halifax.”

			Her face scrunches as she tries to place the name. It comes to her. “Is that who he is?”

			“Yes. Do you know him?”

			“Sure. He lives round the mountain a little, doesn’t he?” I nod. “He and Lee went to school together.”

			“Really?” Mikey and I say simultaneously.

			“Yeah. They’ve never been good friends or anything, but they had the same teachers. Some of the same classes. Same building. Now they’re both just the same, I guess.” She blows out a strong huff and then coughs. There’s an ashtray full of butts on the kitchen table next to a pack of Camels. She lights another cigarette.

			I sit across from Mrs. Stanton. Mikey remains standing near her husband. I lean forward, inhaling the cigarette smoke that mixes with the smell of frigid air we let in.

			“Mrs. Stanton, you asked us to come by. Did you have something to tell us?”

			Mr. Stanton turns his head away.

			Lee’s mom looks down at the pine wood of the table. “The boy in the morgue. It’s Lee.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yes.”

			Mr. Stanton slowly shakes his head. He doesn’t seem to notice me or my questioning look.

			“You didn’t seem certain when we were at the hospital…”

			“I…this is going to sound real stupid.” Her husband exhales sharply. She turns to him. “I know you think it’s baloney and I get it.” She swivels in her chair again and faces me. She lowers her voice. “It was a dream. I had a dream about Lee, and when I woke up, I just knew.”

			I agree with Mr. Stanton. It sounds like a pile of horseshit. Mikey, however, reassures Mrs. Stanton that stranger things have happened. I hope he’s making that up.

			“What do you think, Mr. Stanton?”

			“I think she’s having a hard time dealing with not knowing, and she’s worried we’ll never know exactly what happened, so this is easiest.”

			I watch Mrs. Stanton as Mr. Stanton speaks. She looks like she will argue, but instead she just sniffles lightly. I’d guess they’ve been through this argument several times before. To my own surprise, I justify Mrs. Stanton’s change of heart. Wild as all this sounds, Mrs. Stanton just looks so vulnerable right now. I don’t want her to think we’re ganging up on her.

			“It makes sense that it’s him. It does. Even if the dream part is…unusual. The body was found close to Lee’s trailer. The time of death was close to when he went missing. The gun and the clothes look like Lee’s. And then there’s the dog.” I feel Tails jerk to attention under the table. “The chances of it being anyone else are slim.”

			Mr. Stanton grimaces. “I know. It does make the most sense. It’s just—”

			“He really wants to hope he’s still out there.”

			* * *

			When we fight the weather back to the hotel, I call the hospital’s evening administrator and let him know the body can be released to the Stantons whenever they happen to make it down there. I’m guessing that won’t be for a few days. Taking a body home on an ATV just doesn’t seem right.

			* * *

			It’s late, but I’m having trouble sleeping. I pace the hotel room to find it’s six strides across and eight strides long. I knew the room was small but knowing exactly how small bothers me. Suddenly there’s not enough air in the room. My breaths become short and shallow. I stop my feet and make myself inhale fully. I want to go outside, but it’s so cold.

			I go to the window to remind myself there is fresh air. I hold my hand to the glass. Arctic cold seeps in around the window, but I don’t pull the thick gold and wine striped curtains shut. Instead, I stand wedged between the table and a stiff armchair probably no one has ever sat in. I lean over the heating and cooling unit and watch the squall as it encloses a streetlamp like a swarm of angry bees. The weather matches my anxiety.

			I release a little stress by picturing it floating out the window to join the swirling snowflakes. Tails eyes me from where he’s sprawled on the bed. I wonder briefly if Anna will cancel dinner, then I laugh. She won’t. She lives in Seward. A blizzard here means even less than it does in Anchorage. It’s a point of pride to be able to venture out in anything. But part of me hopes she will cancel anyway, because just the thought of a date makes me nervous.

			A knock on the wall startles me. It’s Mikey. I press my ear to the thin, wallpapered drywall.

			“Yes?” I barely raise my voice.

			“You want to come over? I’ve got granola bars.”

			I laugh—it’s not until he mentions food that I realize I’m hungry. Maybe it accounts for the jitteriness.

			“Sure. Tails invited?”

			“Of course!”

			* * *

			His room is disconcertingly similar to mine, right down to the poorly executed painting of a humpback whale tail emerging from the water. The only difference is that Mikey’s clothes are lying all over the place, as are random food items. Tails immediately jumps on the bed, then rolls over to expose his belly for rubbing. Mikey obliges and the dog rolls around in delight.

			“Figured you couldn’t sleep.”

			“How’d you know?”

			“You seem like one of those cops who just doesn’t sleep till something’s solved.” He’s not wrong.

			“Is it Halifax?”

			“It’s both…I guess the Stanton case more than Halifax. Something about it just isn’t sitting.” I drop into the armchair, not expecting how hard it is. “Damn!”

			Mikey has a good laugh. “Right? It’s not even comfy for me, and I’ve got plenty of padding.” He throws me a pillow off the bed where he’s seated. I settle it under my butt and shift until it’s at least moderately tolerable.

			Mikey exhales through his mouth. It randomly reminds me how a very short time ago I was worried about being able to hear him snore through the wall. Which I can, but now I don’t mind. There’s something sort of comforting about it.

			“How about we make a deal to not talk about the case? There’s nothing we can do about it in the middle of the night anyway.”

			I laugh. He’s right, of course, but that’s never stopped my middle of the night worry about bills or whether I’ll ever be able to afford to retire. “All right, I’ll try.”

			He perks immediately. “I couldn’t help but notice…Anna looks at you like…well…” He winks as if we share a secret. I’m embarrassed, so I stare at the carpet.

			“We have a date.”

			“Really? That’s why you hung back at her office!” He throws a flat pillow at me. “Lou, you sneaky dog. She’s gorgeous. When is it?”

			“Technically, today. I’m not ready, though.” I’m surprised I’m so honest with Mikey. I don’t have friends. He laughs.

			“Why? You probably go on dates a lot, right?”

			“How many lesbians do you think there are in Anchorage?”

			He chuckles. “Good point. I have a terrible time finding dates, and I’m straight…Why is that, anyway?”

			“I dated a fair amount in Seattle before I met my ex. It was easy to go into a bar or a coffee shop and meet someone. Not here. I don’t know. Maybe it’s Alaska itself.”

			“How so?”

			“Well, the people who live here, they’re independent. Otherwise, they’d move away. You have to be okay with being alone…be comfortable with yourself to live around here. And the people who aren’t from here, they come here for solitude.”

			“Ah. So, people here are more comfortable than most with being single. They may even prefer it. That’s a good point.” He flops backward on the bed, nearly whacking his head on the wood frame. “But it doesn’t bode well for me!”

			“I’m afraid not. But you’ve got a sense of humor, and hell, even a woman who loves being alone can appreciate that.”

			“Okay, Lou, but you’re changing the subject. Why aren’t you feeling ready to go out with Dr. Anna?”

			“I’m not interesting. I never have anything to say. The job is the only thing that’s sort of unusual, and Dr. Anna deals with cops all the time, so that’s my only advantage gone right out the gate.”

			“What? You’re interesting, though.”

			“Me? No way! You know what my hobbies are?”

			He squints as he contemplates. “Uh, no?”

			“Right. Because they’re work, thinking about work, and watching hockey or shitty television.”

			“You don’t travel? Go out?” I make a face at him. He looks concerned. “Well, you must have opinions on the things you watch on TV?”

			“I can tell you what sucks. But I’ll also watch it anyway.”

			“Do you ever watch anything thought-provoking or that you have a strong reaction to?”

			“Oh, I never talk about that stuff on dates.”

			He raises his eyebrows at me. “So, no thoughts or feelings on a date? No wonder you can’t find anything to talk about!”

			“I just don’t like sharing is all!” I’m defensive, though it’s not as bad with Mikey as it is with most people. “I’d rather just listen to the other person talk.” He seems to approve of that consideration. “But then I don’t know how to respond to what they’ve said.”

			He props himself up on his elbow. “And here I thought all lesbians did was talk about their deep innermost secret feelings.”

			I pull the pillow out from under me and throw it at him. I immediately regret my impulsiveness.

			“Too bad. Now your ass just gets to be sore.”

			I sit on my hands. I know he’s just being funny, but he’s onto something. My inability to talk about feelings, or to even think through my own feelings, has been a problem in every relationship I’ve ever had, romantic or otherwise. If I ever went to therapy again, they’d probably make me talk about how my father laughed at me every time I expressed an emotion. It’s why I don’t go to therapy.

			“We should practice.” There’s a devious sheen in his eyes.

			“Practice what?”

			“Practice having a conversation. Since apparently you can only talk to a hot woman if it’s about a decapitated body.”

			“Ouch. Not sure I needed so much honesty.” I laugh so he can hear I’m joking.

			“Okay. I’m going to talk like I would on a date, and you’ll respond. Maybe eventually we’ll work you up to leading a conversation.”

			“Now that seems like a little much.”

			He gives me a blank stare. “Yeah. We’ve got our work cut out. We better eat something.”

			“That would be good, because I have a real knack for timing my bites so I have to awkward-pause at least twelve seconds while I chew.”

			“Perfect.” He throws me a granola bar while he opens a bag of chips that fill the stale room with the scent of barbecue. Then he talks about a Paris-set romantic comedy.

			* * *

			It works, sort of. Around five in the morning, I take Tails out and then wander back to my own room feeling better about seeing Anna, even as I pass out. I wake at noon planning to purchase some decent date wear. My standard off-duty running fleece and jeans are cozy, but not attractive.

			At the window I can tell it’s still bitterly cold. With the unnatural stillness of the air all the particles seem frozen in place, suspended and waiting for someone to walk through them and break the spell. Or try to walk through them and become trapped, frozen themselves. Maybe I can jog through them. I pat my new buddy on the head, sternly telling him to be a good dog while I’m gone.

			Seward is silent. A foot or so of snow creates an uneven blanket, bunched in corners where the wind blew it into unruly folds. I try lifting my feet into the steady pace of my usual run and slip almost immediately. I thankfully manage to regain my balance before my ass hits ice. Some of the shopkeepers have shoveled the walk in front of their stores, but not all. I suppose a run will have to wait for Anchorage. I slow my pace and watch my foot placement. It’s nice to focus on something so simple. There aren’t many tourists around in the weather, and all the locals are used to trudging along at the same slow pace as me.

			After I’ve selected my new outfit—straight-legged gray pants that make my butt look better than reality and a lavender cashmere turtleneck—I’ve got time to spare. I walk to the shore. The campground is almost empty, with just a few trucks in the parking lot. Their owners stand on the boulders that slope steeply down to the water. There are sea lions playing near the shore, with otters floating on their backs nearby, watching. Two of the otters hold hands. I heard somewhere they do this to keep from drifting apart while they sleep. They sleep for about half their lives.

			A fog settles in as I watch, and the coast on the opposite shore disappears behind a white-gray mist. The shapes of the few scattered houses along the water vaporize and rematerialize like ghosts in the warped windows of a haunted house. The peaks of Mount Alice and Marathon are invisible—I only know they’re there because I glanced at the map in the hotel lobby. A brochure on the front desk said the rocks that jut from the harbor are good for bird watching. Today, they’re just slightly darker shapes in a sea full of suddenly foreign objects.

			It’s hard to believe hundreds of thousands of tourists take boats out here in the summer, binoculars in one hand and a beer in the other, looking for glaciers and enjoying the scenery. This sea is full of foreboding and opportunities for collision.

			A hard wind comes in, sharp like a scalpel to my cheek. My eyes water and the tears freeze on my chapped lips. I wonder how long I’ve been standing here as I pull up my hood. Hair that has escaped my ponytail whips into my mouth, tasting of cheap hotel shampoo.

			The sea lions smile despite the cold, and the otters look unfazed.

			My heart wants to stay by the water. It’s peaceful here with no cruise ships in the harbor, and just sea-life out and about. But I can’t feel my fingers or toes, while the end of my nose feels windburned. I don’t want to impersonate Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer on my date, so I trek back to the hotel to rest for a few hours. As I walk uphill, pressing my teeth together against the cold, I realize I am dizzy with the past week’s fatigue. I need good sleep. My jaw already hurts—a sure sign I’ve been grinding my teeth in my unrestful slumber.

			Tails leaps into the air and throws his body at me when I open the door. I catch him by his butt. This dog is so heavy and he’s wagging his ass so vehemently, it’s hard to keep my grip. He covers my face in slobber. I’m about as delighted as he is until I see that ugly armchair.

			“Tails!” I loosen my grip and he slides to the floor, burying his nose under one of his giant paws. I grab a handful of stuffing from a jagged slice in the cushion. “What the hell is this?” I shove the yellowed filler in his face. “Nuh-uh! No!” He whimpers though I haven’t touched him. He looks so sad with his honey-colored eyes squeezed shut and his head down I don’t have the heart to repeat any admonishment. I growl at him lowly, then slap my leg for him to come to me. He stares at me, keeping eye contact while he licks my hand.

			“Yeah, yeah. That was a bad dog, though.” He understands. I don’t have the energy to re-stuff the chair, so I just throw the filler on the table. When I flop onto the bed, Tails jumps up with me and throws his legs over my stomach.

			




Chapter Twelve 

			It’s Lee. Or I think it’s Lee—I cannot see his face. I follow him, but from an elevated height. I look at the back of his head. He wears the coat and jeans from the morgue’s sanitary plastic bag. He tramps through the woods, but his hands are empty. Tails isn’t there. Lee hikes up the mountain; he zigzags slightly as if disoriented. Snow swirls around him and sticks to the hood of his coat. He stumbles but catches himself against a tree trunk. He rights himself and continues, falling forward more than walking.

			The stream he comes to looks gentle and halfway frozen but sounds like a crashing Icelandic waterfall. He slips on the edge and falls headfirst. There’s a crunch that sounds like bone breaking, and it splits through my own head like lightning through a long-dry tree. His whole body is in the water now, his arms flailing as he tries to grip the moss-covered rocks.

			I can see his face now, but it’s not a real human face. It’s grotesque, contorted, and melted as if he’s been in a horrible fire. Somehow, I can see his face even as he slips away downstream and crashes over a waterfall. His bones crackle like lit firewood over the sharp boulders.

			I bolt upright, just like in the movies. I am coated in a thick sheen of sweat; my skin and clothes cling to the sheets beneath me. Even Tails’s fur sticks to me as he blinks, startled, and jolted awake from his own slumber. His eyes are huge. My heart must be going two hundred beats per minute, and I am both feverishly hot and freezing all over. Even when I remember where and who I am, I still see that melted face.

			I check the alarm clock on the nightstand when my breathing slows. I have ninety minutes to get ready. Part of me just wants to lie back down and collect myself a little more, but I can’t risk falling back to sleep. Instead, I shower as Tails spies on me with his head draped over the end of the tub. He doesn’t seem to mind me naked, so that’s a good sign. I’m washing my hair when I hear a door slam. Mikey’s returned from his Saturday. Right before I leave, I knock on his door. Mikey grins when he opens it. He agrees to watch the wily beast of Tails so he doesn’t destroy any more perfectly bad armchairs.

			* * *

			The Bake is on a quiet street that runs parallel to the main drag. The last time I was here I only saw the break room. The restaurant is beautiful, though, and I take the time to appreciate it. It’s a small place, dimly lit with a bar floating like an island in the middle. A few guys sit there in work clothes and rubber boots even though it’s a fabric tablecloth kind of place. A couple of them follow me with their eyes when I come in.

			“Can I help you, miss?”

			I spot Anna facing me all the way in the back. She smiles and waves exuberantly. When I arrive at the table, she stands to give me a hug. She is stunning in a jewel toned dress and black heels that make her some sort of Grecian column topped with a flowing red flame. Her snow boots are tucked neatly under the table.

			I am speechless for what must be a full five minutes, and she chuckles. I finally manage one of my Mikey-supplied openers.

			“You look amazing.” I should have thought of something more original. I sound so generic. Maybe a drink will relax me. She’s already ordered a glass of wine, so I request the same. I’m glad she chose white; I won’t have a headache tomorrow.

			“This place is so nice! It doesn’t look like the other places around here.” Classic, Louisa. I backpedal. “Not that the other restaurants aren’t nice, just…”

			She laughs and it rings around the restaurant like a Sunday school bell, bouncing off everyone’s wineglasses.

			“I know what you mean. It’s because it’s not designed for the tourists. And I love this place too. They make a really mean shrimp alfredo.”

			“Does it bite?” Nice one.

			“It might if you ask it politely.” She side-eyes me and gives me a smooth wink, then falls into a comfortable, self-possessed silence as she peruses the short menu.

			I sense I need to say something, but I don’t know what. My mind goes entirely blank. Maybe a compliment and the tiniest of jokes is all I’ve got. I see Lee’s melting face in my dream, even though Anna’s delicately featured, perfectly intact face is right in front of me.

			“Thanks for inviting me out. I really needed a change of pace.” I brush my hand in gesture, almost sending my menu sailing across the room. I grab for it just in time only to almost knock over a basket of warm bread in the process. I didn’t even notice it arrive at the table. “Work has been so intense.”

			“It’s my pleasure.” Suddenly, Anna reaches through the water glasses and the basket and grabs my hand. “How about we make a deal, though, to not talk about work for the evening?”

			And again, the peace that comes with Anna settles over me. I look into her eyes as she talks meal options.

			“There are so many good choices, but I think I will go with the seafood macaroni and cheese.” I laugh. “Are you laughing at my selection, Officer?”

			“Not exactly, Doctor. I just remembered my college years. I lived in a house with five other women, and none of them could cook. I always associate college with boxed mac and cheese.”

			“Well, the Bake’s
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