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  MARQUETTE, MICHIGAN


  APRIL 28, 2004


  Grady Service stared down at the large white metal drawers, his mind cluttered by unconnected thoughts, mostly fragments: spring, the season of change, breakup and runoff, a time of sloppy excess; his old man, whom he’d never gotten along with; more than two erratic decades as a conservation officer, mostly alone; the divorce from his late first wife; and finding Nantz, and learning he was a father—all of this rolling around in his aching head as he stared at the drawers. He felt blood rushing to his head, then racing away, his insides in chaos, at the edge of an abyss—one he knew he could not back away from.


  “Grady,” Captain Ware Grant said from beside him. “You don’t have to do this.” The captain grasped his detective’s arm.


  Service pushed the hand away. “Open them,” he ordered the hospital orderly.


  “Which one first?”


  The captain pointed.


  It seemed like the man took forever to pull out the drawer and unzip the black plastic bag. There was a bright yellow biohazard label on it. The plastic didn’t look strong enough to contain a human being, he thought, his mind grasping for details to cling to, something to process that would make sense. Anything but this.


  He stared down, saw Maridly Nantz’s face, unmarked, like she was asleep. “The other one,” Service whispered, his legs reducing to gelatin.


  It was the same in the second drawer, Walter asleep, his son, his only son, the only one he was ever likely to have, his dead son, at eighteen.


  “No,” Grady Service said. It was not a word born of thought, but a defensive thing, a verbal arm instinctively raised to ward off an assailant.


  Captain Grant stood nearby, saying nothing. The orderly left them alone in the small, chilled room.


  “But she was a pilot,” Service said after a long time.


  “Accidents happen, Grady.”


  “Not to her, not to Maridly Nantz. Safety was in her blood.”


  The captain kept quiet.


  A sign in the room said NO SMOKING. Grady Service lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply.


  He smoked the cigarette down to embers, GI’d the butt, and put it in his pocket. He stood between the drawers, with one hand on the love of his life and the other hand on his son, both killed in an accident on the way back from Houghton.


  Grady Service wanted reasons, tears, anything to take the ice out of his blood, but nothing came. Inside all he could feel was a cold rage, at chance, at God, at anything, everything. He had spent his life around death in all forms, but this was different.


  Eventually he felt the captain move his hands away from the bodies and he watched as his superior zipped the bags and slid the drawers into the wall. The drawers squeaked, needed oil. Nantz would hate a noisy drawer, would take it as a personal affront. Walter would not pay attention. Nothing bothered the boy.


  In the corridor outside the orderly stepped in front of Service. “You can’t smoke in there, dude.”


  The blow sent the man backward, sliding down the waxed floor like a human stone in a curling match.


  The captain ignored the man with the bleeding face, took a tight hold on Service’s arm, and kept him walking away from the morgue, up the stairs, toward the light.
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  SCHWEITZER CREEK, MICHIGAN


  APRIL 28, 2004


  M-35 was curvy where it crossed Schweitzer Creek about four miles south of Palmer, but the hardtop was dry, the shoulder wide, and the county road commission had brushhogged it, providing plenty of room for a sliding vehicle. Grady Service stomped up and down the road, studying the marks left by Nantz’s pickup truck, trying desperately to make sense of them.


  “She was a pilot,” he said, as if this alone explained why Maridly Nantz could not be dead.


  Captain Grant said, “Even the best pilots have accidents.”


  “Not this pilot—not her,” Service growled. “Look, she skidded to the right here,” he said, walking along the rubber marks, “fought out of it, and rolled the other way. Not that tough to get out of. We all do it in the snow every winter, and in summer on washboard roads that will rip the steering wheel out of your hands. She’s done it a million times. We all have.” It had been a dry day in early May. There was no excuse.


  “Sometimes there’s no explanation,” the captain said. “It just happens.”


  “Not to Nantz, not to Walter. Where’s her truck?”


  “U.P. Autobody and Collision in Negaunee Township,” the captain said.


  “They should have left it here so I could see.”


  “You’re not a trained accident investigator.”


  “Bullshit,” Service said. “They took it away before I could look it over.”


  “They took it away because it’s standard procedure. The removal had nothing to do with you.”


  “I want to see it.”


  “The Troops are looking at it.”


  “I want to see it,” Service demanded.


  Marquette deputy sheriff “Weasel” Linsenman drove up, parked, got out of his cruiser, and approached sheepishly, his head bowed. “I just heard, man. Jesus, Grady. I’m so sorry.”


  Linsenman started to step closer, but stopped.


  “U.P. Autobody,” Service said.


  “You want me to show you where it is?” the deputy asked.


  Service and Linsenman had been friends for a long time, and had shared some tense professional moments together, but both men tended to lead solitary lives, Service with his girlfriend and son, and the deputy with his dogs. They were friends who barely knew each other, yet willingly covered each other’s backs.


  “I’m so sorry, Grady.”


  Service looked up and seemed only then to recognize his friend. “She was a pilot.”


  Linsenman glanced at the captain, who shook his head almost imperceptibly, a signal for the deputy to keep silent.


  U.P. Autobody & Collision was in Negaunee Township, not far from the state police post. There were two main buildings, basic pole barns, painted taupe, a metal fence around the property, and rows of wrecked vehicles strewn around. Service looked at the buildings and said “Taupe,” to the captain, who raised an eyebrow. Service had never heard the word taupe until Nantz taught him. He was the old dog, nearly twenty years older than she, yet it seemed he learned more from her than the other way around.


  They went inside a door marked OFFICE and asked about Nantz’s truck. A woman at reception sent them to the back building, where they found a large man with a potbelly and muttonchops that hung down the side of his face like feathers.


  Neither the captain nor Service was in uniform. “Hey,” the man said. “Sorry, but youse can’t just waltz in here.”


  Service grabbed the man by the throat, backed him over to a metal wall, and slammed him against it. The metal reverberated like a reluctant steel drum. “Red Ford, just came in,” Service said.


  The man shook his shoulders, took a step away, and pointed. “The state’s not done with it yet,” he stammered.


  Service walked over to the wreck, which was in the back of the shop, partially covered with a black plastic tarp. The roof was flat, but had been cut open with the Jaws of Life. Both sides of the truck were caved in, the grill shattered. Two deflated air bags lay on the floor near the wreck. Powder residue from the bags spackled the floor and hood of the truck like gray pollen.


  “When will the accident investigation team be back?” the captain asked.


  “AIT’s business, their time,” the man said.


  Service turned toward the man, felt fire rippling along his spine.


  “His girlfriend and son were in it,” the captain said.


  The man’s demeanor immediately changed. “I’m sorry. They said they’d be back tonight; they got called out to another accident all the way down by Traunik.”


  Service stared at the man. “Who’re you?”


  “Ptacek.”


  “You the honcho?”


  The man shook his head. “I just drive the wrecker.”


  “You tow it in?”


  The man nodded.


  “How long you done this for a living?”


  “Seventeen, eighteen years.”


  “You see anything that catches your attention?”


  The man held up his hands. “I just haul them.”


  “You’ve got eyes and a brain,” Service said.


  “Nobody wants to hear what the wrecker driver has to say.”


  “I want to hear.”


  “The AIT will kick my ass.”


  “The Troops want to get to the truth,” the captain said, intervening. “Anything that helps will be welcomed.”


  “I heard them talk when they come in. They think it’s a rollover, pure and simple.”


  “You have a different view?” the captain asked.


  “Over twenty years you see a heckuva lot of wrecks. You didn’t look, you’d be bored outta your bloody mind, eh?”


  Service lurched, his face flushing, “You think wrecks are for your entertainment?”


  The man quickly raised his arms. “No. I’m just saying, when you see so many, you get to looking at them pretty closely.”


  “Have you seen something to suggest it’s not a simple rollover?” the captain asked.


  The man shook his head. “I could lose my job. The boss has contracts with the state in four counties.”


  The captain was adept at interviewing reluctant witnesses. “You won’t lose your job for telling the truth. We’re conservation officers . . . cops.”


  “Youse’re game wardens, no fake?”


  “The Troops will draw their own conclusions,” Captain Grant said.


  The man looked conflicted, crossed his arms, and approached the wreckage. “Maybe it was just an accident,” he began.


  “But?” Grady Service interjected gruffly.


  “I don’t have ’er all worked out in my head yet,” the man said, “but as I looked it over, it seemed to me that something else might have happened.”


  “Work it out now,” Service said.


  “Here,” the man said, leaning over the rear of the truck. “There’s paint here, just a few flecks.”


  Service and the captain flanked the man, leaned over, looked down. “Green paint,” Service said.


  “Or blue,” the man countered. “Can’t tell for sure unless you actually lift a sample and analyze it.”


  “That paint wasn’t there before,” Service said.


  “She might have backed into something over in Houghton,” the captain offered.


  “This didn’t come from backing into something,” the wrecker driver said. “I’d say it came from her being hit.”


  “Rammed?” the captain asked.


  “Not rammed . . . not exactly. The bumper don’t show it; in fact, nothing shows it, but look at the left rear taillight.”


  “Gone,” Service said.


  The man nodded. “Left one’s gone, right one isn’t. And where’s the foreign paint?”


  “Near the left rear light,” Service said. Nantz took good care of her vehicles, would not abide even marginal damage. If she’d dinged her truck, she would have gotten it fixed immediately. It was a matter of pride for her, almost a fetish. The plane she owned, her vehicles, her house, everything had to be in working order and cosmetically shipshape. Why had she cut him slack? he wondered. He’d never worked that out: Her the neat freak, him the slob. It made no sense.


  The man suddenly seemed to withdraw from his observations. “All these years I seen me a heap of wrecks, and after a while you get to recognize some things. I’m not saying this is how it went down, but it’s possible.”


  “Say what it is you have to say,” Grady Service said.


  “Ask me, it looks like somebody put a PIT against this truck.” PIT was short for precision immobilization technique, a maneuver used by police officers to spin a vehicle and end the chase.


  “The state police agree?” the captain asked.


  “I didn’t say nothing about it to them. I didn’t really see it until I got back here and started looking.”


  “But they’ll see it,” the captain said.


  “Maybe, maybe not. Most cops have to PIT somebody, they’re so jacked up over what they done and the fact they survived it, they don’t really look at the damage. You know, if you get through it, who cares about dings in your patrol car? And why look for PIT damage on a civilian truck off the cement by its lonesome?”


  “PIT,” Service said.


  Ptacek said, “Not just a PIT, but a PIT by a smaller vehicle against a bigger one, say a big pickup like this Ford, and probably the PIT driver in the smaller car wasn’t so good at the maneuver. When you get a mismatch in vehicle size, the smaller one ain’t gonna drive away without damage.”


  Service said, “Walk me through it.”


  “Walk us through it,” the captain said, correcting his detective.


  The man grabbed some bricks, set them on the shop floor, and reconstructed the accident as he thought it could have happened. When he was done, he stood up and fumbled with a pack of cigarettes. “Okay if I smoke?”


  The captain nodded. “You work here.”


  Grady Service looked at Nantz’s Ford, the dark flecks, the missing tail-light, and closed his eyes, trying to match what the man had just shown him with the bricks with what he had seen out on the highway. He worked his way through the events several times and felt a wave of dizziness begin to envelop him.


  “Not an accident, Cap’n.” Service put his hand on the back of Nantz’s truck to hold himself up. “Not an accident,” he repeated.


  Without remembering why or how, Grady Service had his .38 snub out of the holster in the back of his belt and was staring at it in his hand.


  “Detective!” the captain said in his sharpest command voice. He looked at the wrecker driver and waved for him to get out.


  The man backpedaled out the door.


  “Grady, give me your piece.”


  “Murder, Captain. Not an accident. They were murdered.”


  “The gun, Grady. Now.”


  Service pondered the captain’s request and finally held out the small pistol, grip toward the captain.


  “I got more guns, Captain.”


  “Grady.”


  “Captain, I am going to hunt down the cocksucker who did this and I am going to blow his fucking brains out.”


  The captain grabbed Service’s arm, but the bigger man swept him away and barged outside.


  Ware Grant found him sitting in his Tahoe and got in beside him.


  “You’re off duty until further notice, Detective.”


  “I’ll find who did this—one way or another,” Grady Service said, grinding his teeth. His mind was in overdrive. If Nantz had been deliberately forced off the road, there could be only two reasons, and one of them—the most likely in his mind—was revenge against him.


  “I’ll talk to the Troops. Let the process work, Grady.”


  Service’s face twisted in a rictus of pain and anger. “Yeah, do that—but I promise you this: Whoever did this is never going to make it to trial. This is personal.”


  Only then did tears come, and he wasn’t sure if they flowed from grief or the need for vengeance.


  On his way home he called Nantz’s cell phone and landline providers to request the bills from her phones. Maybe there was something there. Anything.


  “I’m sorry, sir, are you related to the lady?” the cell phone company woman asked.


  “I live with her.”


  “I’m sorry, sir, but the phone is not in your name.”


  “I’m with the DNR,” he said, his temper spiking.


  “I’m sorry, sir, but you’ll need to get a warrant from the regular police.”


  Regular police! He broke off the call and pounded the steering wheel with his fists. He inhaled to settle himself, and considered calling the captain to see what he could do, but decided against it. Why the fuck didn’t you marry her? he asked himself.


  He then called the Marquette County Sheriff’s Department and learned that Linsenman was off duty and called him at home.


  “It’s Grady.”


  “How’re you doing?”


  “I need a favor.”


  There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Like what?”


  “I need to get Nantz’s current phone records, but the company won’t give them to me because we weren’t married, the house phone is in her name, and I’m not regular police. Can you get them for me?”


  “No problem,” Linsenman said. “What do you want?”


  “Home phone and her personal cell phone.” He gave his friend the numbers.


  “I can do this by fax. What’s the rationale for the affidavit?”


  “Needed for an ongoing investigation.”


  “The accident investigation is still open?”


  “Just do it, okay?”


  “Okay, drop them at your house or your office?”


  “Slippery Creek.”


  “Your house is in Gladstone.”


  “I’m relocating.”


  “Huh,” the deputy said. “I’ll drop them out at the camp. Anything else?”


  “I appreciate this,” Grady Service said.
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  GLADSTONE, MICHIGAN


  APRIL 28, 2004


  It was dark and Korea-born Candace McCants was inside Nantz’s house on the Bluff overlooking Gladstone, rubbing the ears of Newf, Service’s 154-pound Canary Island mastiff, a breed the Spaniards called Presa Canario. The dog had been given to him by his former girlfriend, veterinarian Kira Lehto. Before Newf, he had been deathly afraid of all dogs, any size, breed, or shape, but over time he and Newf had bonded in ways he never would have predicted.


  McCants was a damn good CO, and a close friend. She got up, came over to Service, and put her arms around him. He was more than a foot taller. No words passed between them.


  He pushed her away. He went up to the bedroom and came back minutes later with a bulging canvas hockey bag he often used as a suitcase.


  “Grady?”


  He turned and faced her. “Either help or get the fuck out of my way,” he said.


  McCants didn’t move. “You intimidate a lot of people, Grady, but I’m not one of them. What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  “Going back.”


  “Going back to what?”


  “Who I was before—”


  “—Nantz civilized you.”


  “Yeah, that worked out,” he said bitterly.


  “Put down the freaking bag.”


  He stared at her.


  She took a deep breath. “You’re not thinking. You’re doing—hell, I don’t know what’s going through that twisted mind of yours, but you’re not thinking. The Grady Service I respect thinks before he acts. He thinks about everyone and then he does the right thing.”


  “I am doing the right thing,” he countered.


  “Packing your stuff and running away?”


  “Not running away,” he said. “I’m going to get it back.”


  “It?”


  “It,” he repeated.


  “And who’s keeping it from you?”


  “Me,” he said. “But not anymore.”


  “What about the funeral? Have you made arrangements?”


  “No funeral,” he said. “No memorial, no words at the grave, no nothing.”


  “You haven’t answered the question.”


  “Cremation,” he said.


  “Is that what she wanted, or what you decided?”


  “What Nantz wanted,” he said. “Walter was too young to have an opinion.”


  “Cremation and no memorial, no effort to come to grips with this, let us all grieve?”


  He looked at her and showed a half-grin. “Oh, I am most definitely going to come to grips with it.”


  “I?” McCants said. “You. What about the rest of us—all their friends, all of us who cared about Nantz and Walter?”


  “You mourn your way and I’ll mourn mine.”


  “I thought you were growing up,” she snapped.


  “I am,” he shot back.


  “You are not making any sense, Service.”


  He saw that McCants was on the verge of an emotional outburst and put his hands on her shoulders. “It wasn’t an accident, Candi. Somebody ran them off the road and killed them.”


  The younger officer’s jaw hung open and she blinked.


  “We all got a voice message from Chief O’Driscoll this morning. He said it was an accident.”


  Service said, “It wasn’t.”


  McCants began to chew her bottom lip. “The whole world thinks it’s an accident, but the great Grady Service knows better.”


  He tapped his stomach. “Gut first, then evidence. When your gut twists into a braid, you can’t ignore it. I won’t,” he added with a glare. “Call the captain, ask him.”


  McCants went to her truck, got her cell phone, and punched in the number as Service looked on.


  “Captain, McCants here. I’m with Grady and he says it wasn’t an accident. What’s going on?”


  Service watched as she nodded, her face impassive. She then flipped the phone shut. “He says you’ve been relieved of duty for now and that you are being irrational.”


  He studied her eyes. “He said more, didn’t he?”


  “Yeah. He said you may be right, but that the Troops have to make that determination.”


  He quickly talked her through what he knew, and when he had finished, she said, “Okay, you want to move back to your camp, you’ve got it. But if the investigation comes back as an accident, all this bullshit is done and you will sit down and do the things you are supposed to do in a way that will honor your woman and your son. Am I clear?”


  “You always are,” he said, heading back to the house for another load.


  They carried loads to his truck in silence until the bed of his personal pickup was nearly full. “What is this going to prove?” she finally asked.


  “Somebody killed them,” he said.


  “Maybe,” she corrected him.


  “Maybe,” he echoed. “But if it was homicide, I plan to be in shape to do something about it, and I can’t do that here.”


  “You mean living in luxury,” she said, filling in the blank.


  “Right. I got soft here—I lost my edge—and if somebody killed them, I’m sure it was to get at me.”


  “Why do things always have to be about you?”


  “They don’t, but when they are and I don’t focus, I’m asking for it.” “Your logic scares me,” she said.


  “It’s not logic,” he said. “It’s all gut.”


  “So it’s back to sleeping on footlockers in an unfinished camp in the woods.”


  “It’s finished,” he said in his own defense.


  “Jesus, you big dumb bastard, it has four walls and some doors stacked around a toilet and a shower in the corner. It’s not much more than a wall tent made of plywood and half-logs.”


  “It works for me,” he said.


  She followed him into the garage, where he began moving his free weights out to the truck, and she began to help.


  “Maridly would want you to slow down and think,” she said again, trying to reason with him.


  “What Mar would want is for me to find out who did this to her and Walter and to settle it.”


  “Who hates you so much they’d kill your girlfriend and son? Allerdyce?”


  Limpy Allerdyce was one of the state’s most notorious poachers, and Service had once put him in jail for seven years for attempted murder. Allerdyce was the leader of a tribe of lawbreakers, mostly his relations, who lived like animals in the far southwestern reaches of Marquette County.


  The clan killed bears and sold the galls and footpads to Korean brokers in Los Angeles for shipment to Korea and Taiwan. They killed dozens of deer each year, took thousands of fish, and got substantial money for their take from buyers in Chicago and Detroit. Despite a probable huge income, the tribe lived like savages. Since his release from Southern Michigan Prison in Jackson, Limpy had pretty much followed the law, and even claimed to have been a snitch for Service’s father, who had been a CO of the old school. Since getting out of prison, Limpy had begun feeding information to Service. Allerdyce was a lot of things, most of them too vile to contemplate, but this wasn’t his style. Limpy did things Yooper-style, head-on and toe to toe, and whatever the challenge, he fought his own battles.


  “Not Limpy,” he said. “But whoever it is, they knew that Nantz and Walter were my vulnerabilities. Now they’ll come after me.”


  “Maybe they know they can’t get you and they’re settling for Nantz and Walter,” McCants offered.


  “They’ll come,” he said. “They’ll come.”


  “Tree called,” she said. “He’s on his way north.”


  Luticious Treebone and Service had finished college the same year, Service graduating from Northern Michigan University, where he had been only a fair student and a competent hockey player. Treebone had played football and baseball at Wayne State and graduated cum laude. They both had been on the verge of being drafted when they volunteered for the marines, met at Parris Island, and served together in the same unit in Vietnam. They had been through hell and rarely spoke of the war since. When they got out of the marines, they both joined the Michigan State Police, went through the academy in East Lansing with honors. When the opportunity came to transfer to Department of Natural Resources (DNR) law enforcement, both had made the move, but within a year, Treebone left the DNR for the Detroit Metropolitan Police, where he was now a much-decorated lieutenant in charge of vice. They had remained close friends since boot; each thought of the other as his brother.


  Service grinned. “Good. Tree knows how payback works.”


  “Listen to yourself! Payback? What kind of shit is that? You’re a cop.”


  “Somebody does your partner, you go after them.”


  Later, while McCant’s was outside with the dog, he went through last month’s house telephone bills to see if there had been any unusual activity, but he saw nothing out of the ordinary. He also checked Nantz’s personal cell phone bills. Apparently she called Walter’s cell phone almost every day, which surprised him. He talked to his son perhaps once a week. There was also a number he didn’t recognize that came up repeatedly, and out of desperation he dialed it.


  “Hello?” a familiar voice answered. His son’s girlfriend? Why the hell was Nantz calling her?


  “Karylanne? I saw your number on Nantz’s cell phone record and just thought I’d see who it was,” he explained clumsily.


  “It’s me,” she sighed. “Ah, when’s the funeral?” she asked with a weak voice.


  “I don’t know yet,” he said. Not her goddamn business. “Nantz called you often,” he said.


  “We were friends,” the girl said.


  When the hell did they become friends? Jesus Christ, was he blind to everything?


  “OK, thanks,” he said, and abruptly hung up.


  He threw the records back in a drawer in Nantz’s desk with disgust. What else could he check? He couldn’t think of anything and felt even worse. You’re supposed to be a detective, asshole, but you couldn’t find a turd in a toilet. When the fuck would Linsenman bring the current records? He thought about going through Nantz’s checkbook, but he wasn’t sure where it was.


  When McCants came back he was sitting alone in the kitchen looking out at the gray water of Little Bay de Noc, and trying to force his brain to give him something to work with, a place to start. Anything.
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  SLIPPERY CREEK, MICHIGAN


  MAY 1, 2004


  Luticious Treebone and Service sat on the porch of the cabin. “The whole woods cop clan is going to close ranks around you,” Tree told him.


  Service took him through the facts as he knew them, and Treebone listened without interrupting until his friend had finished.


  “I’ve seen your gut in action,” Tree said. “What do you need from me?”


  “Just keep people off my tail while I get myself ready.”


  “Kalina will be up tomorrow,” Treebone said. Tree had brought his duffel and a sleeping bag, declaring he’d be staying for two weeks, like it or not. He was under Kalina’s orders, and no one defied his wife.


  Kalina Treebone had been named for the great Detroit Tiger Al Kaline, but where Kaline had been humble throughout his Hall of Fame career, she was outspoken, resolute in her beliefs, and intimidating to her husband and most of his friends.


  Three days had passed since Service had seen the wreck. The captain drove out from Marquette and said that the state felt 70 percent certain it had been an accident, but they were not going to declare it so until they had ruled out other possibilities. Service was not happy with the news, but it didn’t change his mind about what he had to do, which was to get himself into top shape by living a spartan existence, with as few distractions as possible.


  Each morning and afternoon he lifted weights. In between he ran six miles down Slippery Creek and into the Mosquito Wilderness Area, which he considered to be one of the state’s natural jewels. Before Nantz, the Mosquito had been his one true love, and he had guarded it with the tenacity of his father before him. An unexpected promotion to detective in the Wildlife Resources Protection unit removed him from the Mosquito, and it had become Candi’s. So far she had been as fierce in protecting it as he had been.


  Two hours after the captain left, Kalina Treebone arrived toting an enormous cooler filled with food and sent Tree to her van for two more coolers.


  “You two aren’t going to be eating cold beans from a can if I can help it.”


  Tree and Service hoisted the coolers into the cabin. Kalina confronted Service, one hand on her hip and the other waving like a flick-knife. “You’ve always been a selfish, self-absorbed man,” she said. “Just like my Tree. Why any woman would want either of you is beyond me. What you need to be doing is getting your woman and your son properly buried and prayed over. Until then there ain’t nothing else matters.”


  “They’re dead,” he said coldly, “and nothing can change that. What I have to do is deal with the things I can deal with. The state has ordered autopsies and I can’t do a damn thing until they release them, so if you don’t mind, put your finger back in its holster and let me get on with what I’ve got to do.” He was sick of being hugged, advised, and lectured about what he ought to be doing, and he was fed up with hangdog faces and pathetic sighs. He didn’t need sympathy; he needed space. Why couldn’t they understand that? Couldn’t they see or sense that whatever this was—and he wasn’t in any position yet to describe it—it was just starting, not ending.


  He knew she didn’t buy it, but Kalina was like her husband, the sort who would do what a friend needed, even when they didn’t agree.


  Kalina manned the phone, which kept ringing with sympathy calls. Ever since he’d arrived, the cabin had been overflowing with a stream of friends, bearing food and cringing sympathy, most of them at a loss for exactly what to say. His friends and fellow woods cops came one after the other. Gus Turnage, CO from Houghton County, and a fly-fishing friend, arrived just after Treebone. Gus hugged him but had little to say. He had lost his own wife many years back, raised three sons on his own. He had never remarried.


  Their friend Yalmer “Shark” Wetelainen and his wife, Limey Pyykkonen, came in the next morning, followed by Simon del Olmo, the Cuba-born army vet, and his girlfriend and conservation officer, Elza “Sheena” Grinda. Lars and Joan Hjalmquist came over from Ironwood; Wink Rector, the resident FBI agent for the U.P., drove down from Marquette; and DaWayne Kota, the tribal game warden from Bay Mills, also showed up. Last to arrive were the giant CO Bryan Jefferies from Luce County, and Gutpile Moody, and his young girlfriend, Kate, also an officer and close friend of Nantz’s. Moody and Nordquist lived together in nearby Schoolcraft County.


  Vince Vilardo and Rose came up from Escanaba. Vince was the retired medical examiner for Delta County, and a longtime friend.


  Linsenman showed up with an envelope and handed it to him, and Service took it to the side and opened it and scanned May’s phone records. They looked like last month’s, mostly calls to him, Walter, and Karylanne. She had called Walter the day before the accident, but not Karylanne. Nothing there. Shit! He stuffed the records back in the envelope and threw it in a cardboard box in a corner.


  Lieutenant Lisette McKower and her husband drove in from Newberry. McKower was five-five, 120, with short brown hair, a long neck, and the tiny hands of a doll. Service met her for the first time when she had been sent to him as a rookie to train. He thought they had sent him a cheerleader, but she had been twenty-four, had three summers under her belt as a smokejumper out of Montana, and turned out to be as tough as moosehide. She’d risen through the ranks and Service was proud of her, though he’d never have admitted it.


  “I’m sorry for our loss, Grady. Hear that? Ours, not just yours.”


  Nantz was to have entered the DNR academy this fall.


  “I talked to the captain,” McKower said. “He told me what you found at the auto-body shop.”


  Service nodded.


  “The evidence doesn’t prove anything,” she said. “Are you prepared to deal with it if it’s ruled an accident?”


  “It wasn’t an accident,” he said.


  She sighed. “You always see the world in black and white, Grady. Remember, the Chinese say black has five colors and the Ojibwa have fourteen words for snow, including several colors other than white.”


  He didn’t respond. She was one of those people who was pathologically rational, a woman who overrode intuition with pure intellectual power and had risen because of it. But she had also been a smokejumper and had considerable fire inside. Even if she wouldn’t admit it, she understood the call to vengeance.


  “I know you, Grady; you only think you know me,” she said. “You classify me according to what’s convenient for you. If this is not an accident, that does not mean it is automatically a homicide. There are shades, Grady, and there is a system and a process, and we are sworn to uphold both. We both know that the system and the process are no more than social algorithms, not final arbiters of right and wrong; they are only methods we use to determine guilty or not guilty, which has nothing to do with morality. Vengeance is not part of the system or the process,” she concluded, looking directly into his eyes. “I know you will do the right thing,” she said. “The captain says we are to assume this is an accident until the Troops issue a formal report to the contrary.”


  “Nice speech. It won’t be me talking about it,” he said.


  “Not you talking, period,” she said.


  “Never been much good at it,” he said.


  “Nantz made you better,” McKower said. “We don’t want any backsliding.”


  “Is that the departmental ‘we’?”


  “That’s the personal we, you big hardhead—me, and all your friends.”


  It seemed like half of Michigan Tech’s hockey team trooped in the second morning, led by Walter’s girlfriend, Karylanne Pengelly. Her eyes and nose were red and swollen, but she walked with her head up in a gesture of pride and resolve that caught Service’s attention and choked him up for a moment.


  His son had been in his first year at Michigan Tech and was working out and practicing with the team. Next year he would have been on scholarship. Not now. The Tech players mumbled as they shook his hand, and he understood. Elite young hockey players were like all young jocks. They hated dealing with injuries and death. Athletics was about feeling invincible, and when one of their own went down, it caused most of them to pull away so that they didn’t have to face the reality or their own potential vulnerability. He couldn’t blame them. He had been there once, had been a player who could have signed a pro contract if he’d wanted, but he had chosen the marines and gone to Vietnam instead of the NHL. It was a decision he’d never regretted, though it had been a hard, often nasty road from then to now.


  He held Karylanne and felt her sob, but he had no words to soothe himself, much less her. All he could do was prepare to act. Why couldn’t they all understand this?


  That morning he had gotten a visit from the past.


  The silver-haired man who walked into his cabin was tall and straight-backed with a weather-beaten face, accompanied by a small, gray-haired woman who was stunningly beautiful. “Grady, Bowie Rhodes,” the man said.


  Service said, “We’re all getting gray.”


  Rhodes smiled. Service had met him when Rhodes was a UPI reporter in Vietnam. He and Tree had watched him trying to fish in a rice paddy that was actually a minefield, and they had helped get him safely out. They had known each other for decades, though they seldom got to see each other. Rhodes had a job that was the envy of fishermen: He wrote a column for an outdoor magazine and traveled around the country doing nothing but fishing.


  Tree came over and embraced Rhodes. “What it is, bro.” They dapped in the elaborate Vietnam style and laughed, like the kids they had once been.


  Service went outside with Rhodes. “I’m not much for giving advice,” the old reporter said, “but I’ve been through this one.”


  “Ingrid,” Service said. Ingrid Cashdollar had been Bowie’s first wife. She had been a deputy in Luce County and Service had known her. She had been beautiful, funny, and an effective cop, and when she died it had affected a whole county, not just her husband. Since then Bowie had remarried and seemed happy with Janey.


  “What you have to do is keep your mouth shut and let people do and say whatever they need to get out their feelings. The funny thing is that when a wife dies, everyone is concerned about everything except the husband.”


  “We weren’t married.”


  Rhodes smiled. “Yeah, like paper matters.” He fished in his pocket and held out a key. “When all the company clears away, you need to go off somewhere and be totally alone for a while. That key opens the door to a camp I have in west Chippewa County. You have to come in through Fiborn and drive ten miles up a two-track. There’s a coded lock on the gate. What was your last day in Vietnam?”


  “December 19,” Service said. “1969.”


  “Okay, the lock will be coded 1219, and you have the key to the camp. There’s no well or running water, and no electricity. There’s heat from propane and kerosene lamps—very old-style, unheated outhouse included. The camp sits at the end of a finger in a huge swamp. Go when you want, stay as long as you need, and take in your own water. You remember Ironhead Beaudoin?”


  Beaudoin had been a contemporary of his father’s, also a conservation officer. “Out of Trout Lake, right?”


  Rhodes nodded. “He was a pistol. He tracked a poacher named Carvo lino for years. The camp is built where the old poacher’s stand sat. Carvolino used Indian pulpies to haul in timber and built a cabin on state land in the swamp. Beaudoin didn’t find it until after Carvolino died, and when it got logged and came up for sale, he bought it. After Ironhead passed, I bought it from his daughter.”


  The name Carvolino seemed familiar. “He the one—”


  Rhodes interrupted him by nodding, opening his mouth and pointing a finger inside. “Carvolino used to sell buck racks to downstate sports in bars in Moran and Brevort and Trout Lake and Ozark and St. Ignace. He was a major lush, but he knew his way in the woods. Ran traplines. Come deer season he’d park his car somewhere for two weeks, walk into his hunting ground in a roundabout way, and stay until the season was over. He’d ship out the meat and racks using a sidecar that the Indians used to go back and forth to town. Beaudoin never could catch him. Just after deer season, Beaudoin’s last before he retired, Carvolino and his wife had separated and he was drinking like a fish. He called her at the phone company in Iggy one morning and begged her to come back and give him another chance, but she was fed up and refused, and he said, ‘Okay, then listen to this.’ He put the shotgun in his mouth and squeezed it off. I think it broke Beaudoin’s heart that he never pinched the guy.”


  Rhodes told a good yarn, and had a conservation officer’s appreciation for stories.


  “I’m serious, Grady—use the camp. And trust me: Over time, the pain will be replaced by scar tissue, which will thicken. It will never completely cover the wound, but it will make life tolerable.”


  That night there were twenty or thirty officers and friends in the cabin, but Grady Service was alone in the dark, several hundred yards away on a ridge, and when he began firing his pistol at a paper target he had tacked to a tree, several woods cops appeared, their 40-caliber SIG Sauers in hand, ready to rock and roll.


  Treebone was winded from the run through the woods to the site of the gunfire. “What the hell are you doing, man?”


  “Getting ready,” Grady Service said.


  “There it is,” Treebone said quietly.


  Service was certain that all of them understood exactly what he meant.
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  SLIPPERY CREEK, MICHIGAN


  MAY 3, 2004


  Grady Service and Tree sat on the porch of his cabin. Newf and Cat stayed close. The sky was the color of sun-baked slate. He had found the cat years ago in a cloth bag with seven kittens someone had dumped in the creek. Why the one had survived was beyond him, but she had lived and turned into a feline misanthrope that he never got around to naming. Newf’s color was brindle, an unappealing mix of brown, gray, and ocher, all slopped together like cheap cake mix in a bowl. She had intelligent brown eyes and a wide black snout.


  The crowds of well-wishers had dwindled. There were just the two of them, alone finally.


  His watch said 2:40 p.m., but time had lost all meaning. The only numbers registering now: Five reduced to three, death in a flash, sudden, unexpected, too familiar, too permanent, the way he knew it best, had experienced it too many times before.


  Intellectually he understood they were dead, but he was still trying to process the reality. Somebody had tried to drown Cat and she had survived. Nantz and Walter wanted only to live, but had died. It made no sense. Was God a jokester, or just an asshole?


  Sadness had changed to anger. What the hell had Nantz been doing on M-35 south of Palmer, and why the hell was Walter with her when he was supposed to be at school? Something inside him kept telling him that if she had not gone down that road they would still be alive, but he knew the truth. Death came in its own time and in its own way. Nantz had wanted to be a conservation officer and had already adopted a game warden’s habits. Like him, she never came home the same way. His fault! She had tried to copy a lot of his behaviors. Jesus.


  For three years he had lived with Maridly Nantz as friends, lovers; they were a couple. In three years with Nantz he had almost become civilized—and even soft—but he had also been deeply and undeniably in love. Now she was gone and not coming back, and he had returned to sleeping on a thin mattress on military footlockers set end to end.


  The autopsy results were still pending, and there had been no funeral service and no memorial. He refused to hear of it. When it was time, he would have them both cremated.


  “You remember Erbelli?” Tree asked, and answered his own question. “One day in country, base camp, sniper round to the head. Wouldn’t know him if he walked up on the porch right now. How many we lose from the company?”


  “Fourteen dead.”


  “There it is,” Treebone said. “We are born to die.”


  “God’s will, that junk?” Service asked, feeling uncomfortable. Of all his friends, Tree was closest. They had been through the most together, including Vietnam, and Tree would be the one to try to reach out to him, toss him a net if he thought he needed it.


  “A while back Kalina tries to get me down to the AMC, the Reverend Thelonious Jones, proprietor—Thelonious Jones of Howard, Harvard, and Jackson. He did fifteen for a plethora of transgressions, now reformed, his life an open book, all sins pronounced and denounced, can I hear an amen, brother?”


  “You went to church?” This was a revelation. Neither he nor Tree put much stock in organized religion, but Kalina was undisputed queen of Treebone’s kingdom.


  “Ain’t no quit in the sister. The reverend and me circled and sniffed each other and we both saw the truth of the other: two pit bulls with a philosophical fence between us, him wanting to redeem lost souls in order to redeem his own, and me wanting to go up the side of bad-ass motherfucking heads—his included.”


  “This story have a point?”


  “Are who we are, is what it is,” Tree said.


  “Meaning?”


  “We choose to walk through the Valley of Death, Grady. We don’t have to like it, but we got to keep on keepin’ on.”


  “Trucking until we retire.”


  “After all the shit we’ve been through, a retirement ain’t something to throw away, man.”


  “You telling me to rein it in?”


  “No, man. There’s got to be payback. All I’m sayin’ is that payback can be in degrees—hear what I’m sayin’?”


  “I hear.” Grady Service had enough years of service, between the marines, state police, and DNR law enforcement to pack it in now, but he had begun to conceive of retirement in the context of Nantz and his son—not alone. Now they were gone.


  “I never married her,” Service said, his voice cracking.
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  SLIPPERY CREEK, MICHIGAN


  MAY 4, 2004


  Service came back from a run and found Tree tying flies on the porch of the cabin. He was sitting next to a small man with a ruddy complexion and white hair in a buzz cut, smoking a cigar and rubbing Newf’s ears.


  “This is Father O’Brien,” Tree announced.


  “I’m not a mackerel snapper,” Service greeted the man caustically.


  “Call me OB,” the man said. “Technically we don’t have the Friday fish rule anymore, and in any event, I’m not here as a Catholic. I’m here as an informal grief counselor. Your captain suggested we talk.”


  Newf came over to Service and poked at his hand with her drooly snout. “So talk.”


  “As you reenter the melee, you’re apt to carry a bit of anger, and maybe your judgment will be frayed. It helps to talk things through with somebody neutral, bounce feelings off.”


  Service started to object, but he held back, understood O’Brien’s presence was the captain’s way of gauging and monitoring his readiness. He had no choice but to go along with it. He could hear Nantz whispering, “Back off, you lummox.”


  “Whatever floats your boat, OB,” Service said, going into the cabin. If everyone would just leave him alone he would be fine, he thought. Like Tree had said, no choice but to keep on keepin’ on.


  “Okay then,” the priest said, following him. “I guess that’s a good introduction. I’ll leave my card with you. Feel free to call me every couple of days.”


  “One time better than another for you?”


  “It’s your choice. I’m mostly retired and my time is open.”


  Service turned around to face the man. “What sort of work did you do?”


  “I taught psychology at Marquette University for thirty years. Also I was in the Marine Reserve as a chaplain, and served in the first Gulf War.”


  “Retirement a tough adjustment?”


  “All of life’s adjustments are difficult, son. Semper Fi.”


  “You’re not gonna call him,” Tree said after the man was gone.


  “Back off,” Grady Service said. “I don’t need help.”


  “You mean you don’t want help, man. We all need it.”


  “I called the funeral home today. I have to stop and sign papers tomorrow. They’ll be cremated tomorrow or the next day.”


  “And the memorial?”


  “Not yet.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means not yet.”


  Two days later the two of them drove to the funeral home in Gladstone and picked up the ashes. They were in sturdy cardboard containers made to look like marble. They brought the ashes back to Slippery Creek and Service set them on the counter in his kitchen and broke open a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. Tree would be heading back to Detroit in the morning.


  Treebone held out his glass and touched Service’s. “She was a fine woman, your Nantz, and Walter was a fine kid. It don’t mean nothing.”


  This was what they had said in Vietnam every time something bad or inexplicable occurred. A drunk marine second lieutenant named Ploegstra once explained, “Think of a huge honker of a log floating down the Colorado River, and on that log there’s billions of pissants and each one of the little assholes thinks he’s steering. It don’t mean nothing.”


  But it did, Grady Service knew. It meant he was alone and would never again feel the soft touch of Maridly Nantz or smell her hair after she got out of the tub. And he would never again hear his son shout in triumph as he hooked a big brook trout with a fly. What it meant was that he had lost not just a lot, but everything, and that meant something. It meant that he would not rest until he figured out what the hell had happened and settled accounts. He looked over at his friend and Tree nodded. He understood.
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  MARQUETTE, MICHIGAN


  MAY 19, 2004


  Service sat in his captain’s office.


  “But she was a pilot,” Grady Service insisted. “Don’t you people get it?”


  Captain Ware Grant looked across the table at him. “You people? Grady, pilots are not invincible,” his captain said gently. “Have you got something to say to me?”


  “I’ve been on the shelf three weeks,” Service said.


  “Take as long as you need,” the captain said. “There’s no hurry to come back.”


  “If I don’t get back to the field, I’ll go out of my mind,” Service said. “You have to let me come back to work.”


  “You don’t seem ready.”


  “I can’t sit around. I need focus. I need my boots in the dirt, dealing with what I know best.”


  “We can’t afford to have a loose cannon out there,” his supervising officer said.


  “You know me. You know that’s not what I am.”


  “Sudden loss can induce a form of PTSD,” the captain said. “Mourning can bring a severe form of the disorder.”


  “I lost my father suddenly. I’ve lost men in combat suddenly. I’ve lost friends suddenly—this is not something new. And, dammit, it wasn’t me in the accident!” It was difficult to keep his voice at a reasonable level.


  The captain studied him.


  “We each mourn in our own way and in our own time. The aftermath of some situations is nearly as traumatic as the situation itself.”


  “Please, Cap’n.” This was as close to pleading as Grady Service could bring himself.


  The Upper Peninsula’s DNR law boss took a long time to reply. “Okay, you can come back, but if you need downtime, take it. Just let me know. I won’t ask questions.”


  “You won’t be sorry,” Service said.


  “The night this happened, you said, ‘But she’s a pilot.’ And you said it again today.”


  “She wasn’t just a pilot, Cap’n. She was a damn good pilot, experienced. She was born to vehicles, didn’t panic, kept emotional control when all hell was breaking loose. How does somebody like that lose control of a truck and hit a tree on a dry road? I haven’t seen the report.”


  Grant reached into a neat pile of folders, extracted a stapled document, and slid it across the table. “Straight off the road, down the embankment and into the tree. The cab roof absorbed the main impact, buckled flat. The case is closed—official ruling is that it was an accident.”


  Grady Service had expected as much. He took the folder out to his Tahoe and drove from the pagoda-like Marquette Regional DNR building called “The Roof,” over to an abandoned gravel pit on the Carp River behind Marquette Mountain. He parked in the shade and spent an hour smoking and reading and thinking, and when he was done, he decided he needed to see photographs—but not now. He didn’t want to wallow in their deaths. He wanted to move on and find out why they were dead, and he knew that if he went back to the captain, Grant would be suspicious of his focus. Right now he was glad to have the green light to work.


  One thing was for sure: He was no longer a family man. Now he had only the clan of conservation officers in gray shirts and green pants, a gigantic dog, and a bad-tempered cat. He had been left with less previously. He would make do with what remained.
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  SLIPPERY CREEK, MICHIGAN


  MAY 20, 2004


  Today he was finally going back to work. Grady Service woke up thinking not about Maridly and Walter, but about this past Easter night when he had gotten disoriented in the dark and rain as he pursued three people illegally spearing pike at the bottom of the Stonington Peninusula. It had been raining hard, dark, air at thirty-seven degrees, and for reasons he had still not figured out, he had fallen into Wilsey Bay Creek, which was swollen with winter runoff; he had fought, but the current had swept him through a culvert. He had managed to struggle out of the water seventy-five yards downstream, his teeth broken, his pride and body bruised.


  Ten days later he was sitting in an ergonomic tilt-a-chair in an oral surgeon’s office in Green Bay trying to focus on a pair of blue jays feeding on a platform feeder a few feet away. There had been multiple injections of anesthetic into his gums and the roof of his mouth; his tongue felt like a burrito on steroids.


  “We’ll give it a few minutes,” the surgeon said. Service had met him two days before, to “create an extraction plan.” The male blue jay pushed the female aside and pecked her on the head.


  The surgeon and his assistant returned. A tray was rotated under his chin. The doctor poked a metal instrument in his mouth: Service felt nothing. The doctor slid a mask over his nose, jacked open his jaws with clamps, and hung hissing tubes in his mouth.


  “Feel anything?” the doctor asked.


  His mind sorted possible answers: angst, shame over a stupid accident, the curse of poor dental genetics, gravity? What he said was, “Uh-uh.”


  “The gas will take you to the edge of consciousness,” the oral surgeon said. “You’ll be here, but not here.”


  Did that mean the doctor and his assistant were likewise here, but not here? Long ago he and Tree had been on a mission in Laos, watching hundreds of North Vietnamese black ants moving war materiel south along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Publicly both countries were saying they had no troops in Laos, and Tree had whispered, “They here, but not here.” That night they had sprung a brief but deadly ambush, leaving enemy bodies there that weren’t there, and bugging out for their extraction point ten clicks west.


  His mind would not settle into that zone where his thoughts would turn off. His girlfriend, Maridly Nantz, was a lot younger and had all her teeth. How would she handle a toothless boyfriend? If he was here but not here, did that mean that the teeth being pulled were not really being pulled?


  “Okay,” the surgeon said enthusiastically, “here we go.”


  We: Did the man have a mouse in his pocket?


  Thirty minutes later his cheeks were distorted with cotton wads and he was biting down on sterile gauze pads as the assistant led him from the surgeon’s office through the waiting room of the prosthodontist, blood on his chin, pink drool cascading. He saw Nantz watching him wide-eyed.


  After another forty minutes he walked out to the truck with Nantz trying to steady him by holding his arm. He kept pulling away. The surgeon had extracted twenty-two teeth, upstairs and downstairs, and the prosthodontist had installed new false teeth, insisting as he gagged almost continuously that he would “over time” adjust to them.


  “Don’t smoke, and use your pain meds liberally,” the prosthodontist concluded.


  “You’re handling this pretty well, hon,” Nantz said as they got into the truck.


  “Smoke,” he said, staring out at the late April rain, the word feeling like a foreign object in a mouth full of foreign objects. He could not feel his tongue, lips, cheeks, jaw, most of his lower face.


  “You won’t be able to hold a cigarette,” Nantz said. “You’ll drop it and burn yourself.”


  “Smoke,” he repeated, adding, “Goddammit.”


  She handed him a pack, which he looked at. It was too hard, something not right.


  “Candy smokes,” she said. “They’ll take care of your oral fixation and they can’t burn you. The upside is that you don’t have any teeth for the sugar to rot.”


  He flung the candy into the back. “Could use sympathy,” he said, the multisyllabic word causing him to drool.


  “That’s what pain pills are for,” she said.


  “No pills!” he said. “Embrace pain.”


  “You would say that,” she said, starting the engine.


  Embrace pain. That was the thought in his mind as he climbed into his truck and started the engine, feeling here but not here. This is all you have, he told himself. Get your boots in the dirt, get it done.
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  MORMON CREEK, MICHIGAN


  MAY 20, 2004


  Nantz’s last words just about every morning had been to ask if he had his teeth in. The things still felt like alien invaders in his mouth and already had drastically altered what and how he ate.


  This morning he had gotten to the truck and realized the teeth were back in the cabin. He went back, fetched them, and drove off into the unknown, back at work after more than three weeks.


  Grady Service parked his truck in a gap in a grove of aspens, grabbed his ruck, silently closed the doors, locked them, and started hiking west. He considered leaving the false teeth in the truck, but on the long shot that he might encounter someone, he left the diabolical pieces of shit in. The public might be unhinged by the visage of a toothless game warden. The sky was gray and threatening, the air heavy. As he crossed through a cedar swamp, he detected movement. It was a deer, a ribby buck, one-inch nubbins of antlers in coppery green velvet, its hide still winter-gray when it ought to be reddening for summer.


  A two-year-old, he guessed, standing beside a puddle of black swamp water, its legs splayed apart, ears droopy, muzzle in the water. Service passed within ten feet of the animal, which ignored him and continued to drink. Come spring and early summer, deer were often bold, their interest in food after a tough winter overriding any inborn fear of humans.


  There had been
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  AFTERWORD


  I have been privileged to patrol with Michigan Conservation officers for almost two decades, at a rate of about a month a year, which is a lot of butt-time in a truck in the woods. This has exposed me to the triumphs, heartbreaks, and frustrations of officers going about the difficult work of wildlife law enforcement, and it has led me to remarkable, enduring friendships, which I treasure.


  Every citizen who takes an undersized or extra fish, or deer, is a thief. Such people steal from other citizens as surely as bank robbers.


  But most miscreants are accidental, momentary transgressors, driven by an occasional surge of greed they can’t easily fend off.


  A small portion of the rest of such folks are not victims of momentary greed, but are driven by it. There are only a few such individuals, not linked by educational or socioeconomic status, but by an abiding intent which encompasses a mindset of I-will-do-what-I-want-and-nobody-can-make-me-do-otherwise. These folks, some of whom grow up in families which inculcate such values, and some who come to such crime on their own, commit themselves to large-scale theft and circumvention of rules and laws. They take what they want, when they want, how they want, from where they want and to hell with anyone who thinks they can stop them. These people do what they do to satisfy twisted egos and for financial gain. As a writer, these are the natural resource criminals who interest me most. My stories are about all transgressors in our natural resources world, but the last category assures that conservation officers (and writers) are likely to always have jobs that serve all of us, quietly, bravely, and largely unseen.


  
    Joseph Heywood


    Alberta, Michigan


    August 20, 2018
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