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For Naomi




PROLOGUE

NO ONE KNOWS HOW MANY Native American women and girls are missing and murdered each year. Yet everyone concedes there is a crisis, a “hidden epidemic,” as former Democratic senator Heidi Heitkamp of North Dakota has called it. Although the federal government keeps data on virtually everything, it does not collect statistics on missing and murdered Native women and girls. It has no national database where tribes can report such crimes, no way for families or tribal investigators to seek information.

“The problem has been going on for hundreds of years with little or no intervention by the federal government,” Sarah Deer, a professor of women, gender, and sexuality studies at the University of Kansas, told me. “It’s getting attention now, but the problem is not new.”

Deer is a member of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation, a lawyer, and the author of The Beginning and End of Rape: Confronting Sexual Violence in Native America. She was a twenty-year-old student at the University of Kansas when she began volunteering at the local rape crisis center. The voices, the stories, of the strong and resilient women she met drove her to law school at the University of Kansas in 1996. Nearby was Haskell Indian Nations University, a federally funded college of about eight hundred Native students from across the country. Female students often called the crisis line to disclose they’d been attacked, only to confront a terrible truth. “I listened to women as they realized they represented the fifth generation of women in their family to be victims of sexual assault,” Deer wrote in her book.

In 2014, Deer’s expertise on tribal law and her advocacy for Native sexual violence survivors brought her the prestigious MacArthur Genius Grant. But she disputes the prevailing view of brutality against Indigenous women and girls as an “epidemic.” An epidemic is the outcome of infectious disease and belongs in the language of medicine. Violence against Native American women is rooted in our country’s history and law, rape intentional, she told me, “a crime against humanity.”

Even without exact numbers, the statistics that do exist on the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women’s (MMIW) crisis, as it is now called, are staggering. In 2016, the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s National Crime Information Center (NCIC), which tracks missing persons, pegged the total number of missing Native American and Alaska Native women and girls at 5,712. Yet this figure was undoubtedly low. Only 116 of these reports were logged into the Department of Justice’s federal missing persons’ database, a resource that allows law enforcement agencies to share information.

Although the 2015 Tribal Access Program (TAP) was supposed to effect tribes’ access to NCIC, that has been slow to happen. As of 2019, only 47 of the 573 federally recognized tribes in the United States were participating. That lack of access, due in part to the costs of updating computers, is critical. It means that many crimes go unreported, and tribal investigators who are called to a crime scene have a limited ability to pull up information on potential suspects. As a result, many cases go uninvestigated, unsolved.

The cost isn’t supposed to be a hurdle. The US Crime Victims Fund, a pot of billions of dollars drawn entirely from fines and penalties incurred by offenders, is intended to make resources available to local police forces for computer updates. It is also, significantly, supposed to pay for rehabilitation and preventive services, for victim compensation, and for victim services. But every year tribes have had to fight for their share, mostly because they rely on states to disburse the money. According to a Department of Justice report released in 2017, “from 2010 through 2014, state governments passed only 0.5 percent of the available funds to programs serving tribal victims, leaving a significant unmet need in most tribal communities.”

Even those tribes with access to the NCIC database frequently don’t enter records. Native advocates say that a lack of staff is part of the problem. But there’s also a deeper, historical reason for the absence of reliable data. Distrust of law enforcement and fear they won’t be believed, that nothing will result, ensure many Native women and girls don’t report. The result is a climate of such pervasive unpunished crime that it is difficult to comprehend. In 2016, a report from the National Institute of Justice painted a jarring picture of this violence. Nationally, Native women are more than twice as likely to be raped or sexually assaulted as any other group of females in the country. On some reservations, Native women are murdered at more than ten times the national average. Nearly one in three Native American and Alaska Native women will experience rape or attempted rape in her lifetime. Native women also suffer intolerably high rates of physical violence—90 percent of it committed by non-Native intimate partners.

The reasons for this singular violence against Native women are complex. But they amount to, in essence, a level of racism so ancient and entrenched in America that it continues to poison how Native women are perceived today—as inferior exotic beings, as sexualized objects. “We’re targeted for who we are, what we represent, as Indian women and our sovereign nations,” Lisa Brunner, a member of the White Earth Ojibwe Nation, and codirector of the Indigenous Women’s Human Rights Collective, Inc., told me.

It doesn’t take much to conjure an example of this racist mentality. It saturates American culture, from fashion, to sports, to seemingly benign childhood rituals like Halloween, when young non-Native women mindlessly don Pocahontas costumes. Native advocates with decades of experience helping victims of domestic violence, sexual assault, and sex trafficking have found these stereotypes to be not just offensive but exceedingly dangerous. “Oftentimes we get romanticized,” Brunner, who has repeatedly testified before Congress on the need to pass meaningful legislation to protect Native women and girls, said to me. “Victoria’s Secret plays a role in that. When you have models going down the runway wearing headdresses, it continues to foster that romanticism and increases the level of violence perpetuated against us.”

The crisis is also inextricably tied to the confusing matrix of laws governing Indian Country. “It is often perceived as easier to ‘get away’ with certain crimes on reservations because there is a lack of tribal policing and lack of tribal jurisdiction,” Cheryl Redhorse Bennett, an assistant professor of American Indian Studies at Arizona State University, told me. Although reservations are sovereign nations, the 1978 Supreme Court case Oliphant v. Suquamish Indian Tribe stripped tribes of their authority to punish non-Natives on tribal lands. This means that federal, tribal, and state agencies split jurisdiction. So when a crime occurs, it can be baffling to determine who is supposed to be leading the investigation.

Say a Native woman is sexually assaulted. Where did it happen? On the reservation or off? If her attacker is Native and it occurred on the reservation, then tribal police and courts have jurisdiction. If her attacker is non-Native, then the FBI or state investigates. If she is assaulted off the reservation, the state is supposed to act.

As for felonies like murder, rape, and kidnapping, if they happen on tribal lands, the Department of Justice is supposed to prosecute. But the reality is the agency often doesn’t. In recent years, the Department of Justice has pursued prosecution in only about half of murder cases on reservations and in a little over a third of cases of sexual assault. In 2017, under mounting pressure to address this crisis, the department still declined more than one-third of the cases referred to them by reservation authorities.

But what of Native women and girls who go missing in American cities? More than 70 percent of American Indian and Alaska Natives live in urban enclaves, where crimes are investigated by local law enforcement authorities. Still, no one knows how many Native women and girls have disappeared or been murdered in cities in the United States, because there’s been little effort by police departments or other law enforcement agencies to keep track.

In 2018, Abigail Echo-Hawk, director of the Urban Indian Health Institute (UIHI) in Seattle, and Annita Lucchesi, a doctoral intern at the UIHI, tried to provide an answer. After contacting police departments in seventy-one cities across the country, they got a telling and sobering response. In their report, released that November, the Native American researchers found nearly 60 percent of police departments either did not respond to the request, or returned incomplete or faulty data. The indifference, the incompetence, didn’t end there. Some cities reported being unable to even identify Native victims. Others put down a woman’s race based on memory.

In several instances, cities couldn’t search for Native American, American Indian, or Alaskan Native victims within their databases because their computer systems simply weren’t built for it. The police department in Fargo, North Dakota, which has a fairly sizable Native American population, was typical. If a victim’s race was not indicated, the city’s record system “defaults to white,” the researchers were told. Other cities turned in data that confused Native Americans with Indian Americans, with surnames such as Singh. In some cases, police departments did not distinguish between missing or murdered victims.

With such shoddy police reporting, Echo-Hawk and Lucchesi turned elsewhere. They combed media outlets for accounts of missing and murdered women, and spoke with them about their reporting. They spoke with local Indigenous communities. As a result, they uncovered more than 150 missing and murdered women whom police had failed to identify.

Still, the number of cases was strangely low. Out of seventy-one cities, the UIHI report found only 506 disappearances and murders, a figure, the authors emphasized, that vastly underestimated the tragedy’s true scope. Most of those cases didn’t even receive news coverage.

There’s a refrain you hear from Native American advocates about this stark invisibility. As the researchers wrote in their report, Indigenous women who are missing or murdered disappear not just once, but three times: “in life, in the media, in the data.”

This is the story of one woman in one tribe, but her life and her death illuminate this ongoing crisis and the efforts by Native women to resolve it.




Chapter One WITHOUT A TRACE

SAVANNA LAFONTAINE-GREYWIND WAS EIGHT MONTHS pregnant. A striking woman of twenty-two, she had moss-green eyes, a spray of freckles, an oval face. Her straight auburn hair swayed past her waist. A tattoo on her ankle read “… too beautiful for earth,” a tribute to her late grandmother. Another tattoo, of a dream catcher, flowed like a stream down her right leg. It was a sunny August morning in Fargo, North Dakota, the Midwestern skies sultry and bleached. It was early but she was tired, her feet swollen. Yesterday, her shift at Eventide, the senior living facility where she was a nurse’s aide, had begun at 6:30 a.m. and didn’t end until 2:30 p.m.

Savanna had a lot to do today. Just before 10 a.m., she had to pick up her eighteen-year-old sister, Kayla, and drive her to work. Later, her sixteen-year-old brother, Casey, had to be dropped off for his job at Don’s Car Wash. She could hear her mother, Norberta, who worked at the Family Dollar, flutter around their basement apartment, cleaning. Tomorrow, her mom was giving her a baby shower. Along with her father and her twenty-year-old brother, Joe Jr., they all lived in a white three-story apartment building at 2825 Ninth Street North, a quiet, working-class neighborhood with ash trees, wood-frame houses, and 1960s-era housing complexes. McKinley Elementary School, a low-slung brick building with a big grassy field, was just around the corner.

Savanna adored her family, but she was getting ready to leave. On September 1, 2017, just thirteen days away, she would be moving into an apartment with Ashton Matheny, the boy she had loved since she was fifteen, the ebony-haired father of her unborn child. It wasn’t far—just a block away on Eighth—but she was excited for their new life. Savanna and Ashton had already named their baby: Haisley Jo, the “Jo” after Savanna’s burly father. Savanna had bought Haisley Jo’s car seat and other items on her cascading to-do list. But she was also anxious. She had confided to Kayla that she was terribly frightened of the pain of childbirth.

On this Saturday morning, Savanna threw on something comfortable. A pink shirt, shorts, Nike slip-on sandals. At some point, a neighbor, Brooke Crews, poked her head through the Greywinds’ open apartment door. She was thirty-eight, with intense looks. Wide-set eyes, frowsy dirty-blond hair. An unemployed white woman, she lived on the third floor with a thirty-two-year-old white man named William Hoehn. He was gangly, with a high forehead and scruffy brown beard. Hoehn worked as a roofer for a local company called Assured Quality Roofing. He and Crews often shopped at the dollar store where Norberta worked, and were friendly to her. But otherwise, their lives didn’t usually intersect with the Greywinds’.

When Savanna came to the door, Crews asked if Savanna could help with a sewing project, offering to pay her twenty dollars. At 1:23 p.m., Savanna sent her mother a brief text saying she had ordered her favorite pizza from Deek’s for everyone for lunch. She told another family member that she was going upstairs to do a job for Crews. At 1:24 p.m., she also exchanged texts with Ashton, who was house-sitting for his mother in Grand Forks, eighty-one miles away. Then she slowly climbed the two flights of carpeted stairs to apartment 5.

At about 2:30 p.m., Norberta realized Savanna wasn’t back, so she sent Casey to fetch his sister. Standing outside apartment 5, the slim, black-haired teenager thought he heard the steady click of a sewing machine. But when Casey knocked on the door, no one answered. A few minutes later, Savanna’s forty-one-year-old father, Joe, headed up the stairs. He was tall, barrel-chested, had a salt-and-pepper goatee. Because of his size, Joe could look intimidating even when he smiled. Joe knocked on the door. When Crews opened it, she told Joe that they still weren’t done with the sewing project.

Since Savanna wasn’t around, Norberta drove Casey to work. It was now about 2:40. When Norberta returned to the apartment about an hour later, she still didn’t see Savanna. She assumed her pregnant daughter was in her bedroom, resting. She gathered up some laundry and walked outside into the hallway, to fold a load into the communal washing machine.



Like a pattern recurring in the endless prairie skies, Savanna was nearly the same age her mother was when Norberta brought her firstborn into the world. It was twenty-two years ago, on August 9, in Belcourt, a town named for a nineteenth-century French Catholic priest on the vast Turtle Mountain Indian Reservation. A far-off landscape of hills, wetlands, and plateaus straddling Canada with fierce winters. Norberta belonged to the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa Indians, a tribe composed of the Ojibwa and Métis peoples. At birth, Savanna became a member of the Spirit Lake Nation, in east-central North Dakota, her father’s tribe.

Savanna was the mirror image of her forty-one-year-old mother. They were both fairly short with delicate features. But most of the time Norberta wore jeans, a loose sweater or sweatshirt, her face bare behind rectangular glasses, her straight brown hair tucked in a ponytail. No matter where Norberta and Savanna were, they were in touch almost constantly, by text or by phone. Like many young people, Savanna loved to chronicle her life on social media. She frequently shared updates, funny memes, glam shots, and photos of her pregnant or cuddling with Ashton on her Facebook page. This morning she’d already posted four times. Her sense of humor was playful. On Snapchat her username was Savanna_banana0. Although there had been a season when Savanna yearned to be independent, to fly away, that season was gone. She was a mama’s girl.



Back in their north Fargo apartment, as the long summer afternoon wore on, Norberta felt her anxiety climbing. Where is Savanna? Soon fear drove her up the stairs. But when Crews answered the door, the neighbor said Savanna had left soon after her father came looking for her. She didn’t know where the young pregnant woman was.

None of this made sense. Savanna had left behind her wallet and her car keys. She was as predictable as the cycles of the moon. She wouldn’t go anywhere without telling her family, without telling Ashton. She rarely ventured out alone. If she did take a walk by herself, that would be unusual enough. But she was also hugely pregnant. “Her feet were swollen, so she wouldn’t have taken up walking like that,” Norberta told a reporter at the time. “There was pizza here that she hadn’t eaten. She would not just leave that lady’s apartment and go somewhere.”

Norberta called Savanna’s cell phone. It rang and rang. She texted her. No response. She called Ashton, who’d been watching a friend’s softball game that afternoon in Grand Forks. The last time he heard from her was when they texted at 1:24 p.m. When Norberta checked the parking lot out back, her alarm over Savanna soared. “I immediately knew something was wrong because her car is here,” she would tell a reporter. “She’s in danger.”

A little after four, she called the Fargo Police Department to report Savanna missing. At 4:27, Sam Bollman heard a dispatch on his police radio and headed to the Greywinds’ apartment. When the thirty-year-old police officer arrived, Norberta recounted the details and chronology of Savanna’s disappearance, and their futile attempts to find her. Her voice trembled. She had scoured the neighborhood in her car, spoken to people around the apartment building. No one had seen Savanna.

While Norberta waited, Officer Bollman went upstairs to apartment 5. When he knocked on the door, Crews quickly answered and invited him in. As they stood in the living room talking, Bollman took note of a sewing project on the couch. He also noticed the apartment was incredibly tidy.

Crews didn’t know where Savanna was. She did ask her pregnant neighbor to come upstairs, to help her resize a skirt. But when Savanna left, she didn’t say where she was going.

Would Crews mind if he looked around? Bollman asked. “Go right ahead,” she told him. As he walked through the small apartment, the eight-year police veteran superficially gazed around. He didn’t do a methodical search. Didn’t open drawers, inspect cupboards, peer into the kitchen. When he poked his head into the bedroom, a man was lying on the bed playing a video game, drinking a beer. It was William Hoehn. He’d also been smoking weed, but you’d never know it. There was no telltale earthy smell. No buds.

“Well, you’re not Savanna,” Bollman said nonchalantly.

“Nope,” Hoehn said affably, engaging the officer in small talk.

Back downstairs twenty minutes later, Bollman spoke with Norberta and Joe. He carefully unspooled what Crews told him, what he saw. Nothing suspicious. Savanna’s parents were incredulous. This was not Savanna’s normal behavior, they insisted. Bollman gently probed. Did she have any friends or family in Fargo she might have gone to visit?

“Nobody,” Norberta said flatly.

Did she drink alcohol, do drugs? he asked.

“No,” her mother said.

Had there been any family arguments that day?

“No,” Norberta said.

Later that day, Norberta encountered Hoehn in the hallway of the building. She stopped him, asked, “Which way did Savanna go?”

He shrugged and said he didn’t know.

His interviews done, Bollman drove back to the police station and filed a missing person report. About an hour later, Norberta called him. What was the status of his investigation? He mentioned the report, but they didn’t have any fresh information, nothing to hint that Savanna was in danger. Just because she didn’t follow her schedule that day, he told Norberta, didn’t mean anything was wrong.

Hearing this, Norberta angrily accused Bollman of not doing enough to track down her daughter. She wanted him to trace Savanna’s cell phone. Regretfully, he said he couldn’t because there was nothing to indicate she’d been the victim of a crime. Frustrated, Norberta and Joe spoke with Sergeant Mike Erbes, Bollman’s supervisor.

Hours later, at about 10:30 p.m., Bollman and Erbes responded to a disturbance call at the building on Ninth Street North. When they pulled up, about twenty to twenty-five of Savanna’s family and friends were huddled in the front yard, outlined in shadow. The mood was dark, volatile. People had been trekking up the stairs, banging on Crews’s door, shouting to be let in. Now the two officers ascended the stairs, knocked on the door.

They heard a thump, the sound of something heavy being moved. A couch shoved there to block the locked door. When Crews opened it to the officers, she was not so congenial this time.

“What do I have to do to show you I don’t know where that girl is?” she snarled.

She proceeded to rail about the Greywinds. Unfazed, they asked Crews a few questions. Did Savanna reveal anything about where she was going? Anything about her plans?

“No,” insisted Crews.

What did they talk about? They chatted about a few things: Savanna’s tattoos, her feelings about her pregnancy. Once again, Crews consented for them to look around the apartment. Once again, they found Hoehn in the bedroom, sprawled on the bed.

“I saw no sign of any struggle or issues and did not see Savanna,” Bollman wrote in his report that night.

When they came back downstairs, Norberta and several family members were anxiously waiting outside. They didn’t find anything suspicious, Bollman told them.



Ashton was there, too, standing mutely in the indigo night. He was thin, boyish-looking, with a round nose and shoulder-length black hair. For the last few months he’d been living with his father up north, doing construction work on his dad’s house to make money. Now that he and Savanna were moving in together, he’d been looking for steady work in Fargo to help support her and their baby.

After learning that Savanna disappeared, Ashton frantically called around in Grand Forks for a ride to Fargo. He eventually got to the Greywinds’ at approximately 9:30.

Bollman took Ashton aside, asked about his movements that day, his contact with Savanna. Ashton pulled out his cell phone, said he was texting with Savanna at about 1:30 p.m. He let Bollman read their messages. It seems the young couple were discussing Ashton being drunk, forgetting a conversation they’d had. Savanna was frustrated. She was also distressed about her parents being out so late.

Finally, Bollman asked Ashton if he had any idea where Savanna would go. He had no clue.



That night, Bollman decided to pursue a possible lead. Even though he previously told Norberta he couldn’t, he asked Fargo’s police dispatch to do a trace on Savanna’s cell phone.

When he heard back, it was bad news. Savanna’s provider had been unable to get a ping because the phone was off. When Bollman returned to work the next day, he had dispatch try again. No one had heard from Savanna. At 3:28 that afternoon, Sprint pinged Savanna’s number. Her phone was either dead, off, or in a lousy service area.

Bollman called Norberta. Had she or anyone else gotten any news? Had she thought of anything that would help him find Savanna? No. What did she believe happened to Savanna, where would she be? Norberta didn’t hesitate. She was convinced of one thing.

“Brooke from upstairs in apartment five knows more than she is saying,” she told Bollman.




Chapter Two THAT AWFUL WOMAN

THERE WAS STILL NO TRACE of Savanna a day after she disappeared. On Sunday afternoon, beneath a heavy summer sky, the Greywinds blanketed the streets of Fargo with missing posters of the young pregnant woman. Sitting in the front seat of a car, she stared out, in a black-and-white-striped top, her smile radiant, her long brown hair parted neatly on the right side, her lips painted pink. Another image highlighted the distinctive tattoo on her thigh.

Kayla was frantic, couldn’t imagine where her big sister could be. Savanna was so responsible. She and Ashton had just signed the lease on their apartment. It was unthinkable that she took off alone without her wallet or her car, this close to her due date. A little after 6:30 p.m. on Saturday, Kayla had issued an urgent plea on her Facebook page: “Has anyone seen my sister??? She’s been missing since around 2:00 today In the FARGO MOORHEAD AREA! This is not like her. PLEASE SHARE AND GET THE WORD OUT. BRING MY SISTER HOME!!!!!” Kayla and Savanna were three years apart, and had been close since they were little girls. Kayla admired Savanna like a fangirl, her ambition and style. The two were about the same size and, as little sisters do, Kayla often liked to sneak Savanna’s pretty clothes. Something Savanna tolerated but wasn’t reluctant to tease her about on Facebook. On July 29, she tagged Kayla in a post from Seventeen headlined “Sisters be like…” A photo showed two young women side by side, chatting on cell phones; one wore a red blouse. “Your red blouse? Haven’t seen it, but I’ll look,” she said.

As Sunday dragged on and there was still no word, Kayla started to get angry. Why weren’t the police doing more to find Savanna? Why weren’t they searching that awful woman’s apartment upstairs where her sister was last seen? She couldn’t just sit there and do nothing, so Kayla called the district attorney’s office and reached Tanya Johnson Martinez. Easygoing and calm, Martinez had worked as a prosecutor in Cass County, Fargo’s district court, for nearly a decade. At forty-three, she was as familiar with Fargo’s economic disparities and social problems as anyone in North Dakota’s biggest town. In her twenties, she used to hang out with a crowd that included Joe Greywind’s brother, John. She’d handled burglaries, drug cases, and a slew of homicides; one of the latest, the random vicious murder of a university student. To relax, the busy prosecutor, who was married and had three children, sewed intricately patterned quilts.

On Sunday, Martinez listened on the phone as Kayla recounted her sister’s disappearance. The trip upstairs to Crews’s apartment. Her stuff left behind. That day, Martinez was just back from vacationing out of state when she got another unexpected call, this time from one of Savanna’s cousins, a mother in her thirties. She was worried, too. Savanna, she insisted, wouldn’t take off like this.

“The concern in her voice definitely alarmed me,” Martinez told me. She remembered thinking, Oh my god, what is going on?

Martinez called Detective Philip Swan, a financial investigator in the department on duty that weekend. Not long after, Swan drove around Savanna’s neighborhood, looking for leads. He spoke with Bollman about his initial report from Saturday. Bollman recalled that the first time he went to Crews’s apartment, she had seemed hesitant to let him in. At the time, police had a crucial piece of information about Hoehn: there was a warrant for his arrest, for failure to pay a fine, and a protection order stemming from a domestic violence incident involving Crews. Yet there Hoehn was, fresh from a shower, sprawled on the bed, oblivious. Before Bollman’s visit, the police had made a calculated decision. They would not arrest Hoehn on the warrant, but only search “for this missing girl.”

A few hours later, the Greywinds had called Bollman again. They knew Savanna was “in there”; Crews was acting “suspicious.” At 10:30 that night, Bollman visited the second time. In his police report he wrote: “Brooke did let me look in the apartment again and I saw no signs of any struggle or issues and did not see Savanna.”

Savanna’s family remained unmoved. On Sunday evening, as the wide twilight sky colored rose and tangerine, Swan and another officer spoke with the Greywinds at their apartment building. They told the officers that a relative used to live in Crews’s apartment. In the bathroom, there was a fake panel behind the tub large enough to hide someone in. When they knocked on apartment 5, Crews answered the door. “Be my guest,” she said with a wide sweep of her arm, beckoning the police in. Hoehn wasn’t around.

Inside, Swan quickly found the fake wall in the bathroom, an access panel with piping for the tub and shower. He yanked off the door. “I looked through that area and did not find any signs of a struggle or did not find anything out of the ordinary,” he wrote in his report. He searched the rest of the apartment, the kitchen cabinets, the family room. The other officer checked the bedroom. They found nothing.

On Monday morning the calls began. Detective Sara Cruze phoned Altru Hospital in Grand Forks, where Ashton had been when Savanna disappeared. A hospital in Devils Lake, a rural community of a little more than seven thousand near Spirit Lake. If Savanna turned up, Cruze told them, they should contact law enforcement. Detective Jason Skalicky tried again to have Savanna’s cell phone pinged. But her number had been “suspended due to overage.”

A little later, he drove across town to Eventide, the senior living facility where Savanna worked as a nurse’s aide. Inside, Skalicky spoke with Sharilyn Althoff, Eventide’s director of nursing and human resources. She confirmed that Savanna had worked Friday, the day before she vanished, from 6:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m.

At eight months pregnant, you have to wonder what Savanna’s state of mind was. How was she feeling? Tired? Cranky? Upset? Did the affable young aide say anything to her coworkers, any of the residents she cared for that day? But Skalicky seemed not to have probed. He was also surprised to learn that Savanna had worked at the Eventide facility in Devils Lake, before she transferred to Fargo. He got the name and contact information of Savanna’s best friend at work. But Savanna and the twenty-five-year-old woman were not actually close. If she had an inkling where Savanna might be or how to reach her, Skalicky added, she should call the police. Their main goal was to make contact with Savanna, to make sure she was safe. But because she was an adult, he also assured Savanna’s coworker: “We would not notify her family of her whereabouts if she did not want us to.”

Meanwhile, Swan arranged for the Fargo Fire Department to patrol the Red River, the deep body of churning water skirting town. He arranged for US Customs and Border Protection to send a helicopter to search from the sky. Later, Christopher Mathson, a detective who investigated crimes against children, flew above the flat, straw-colored terrain with some border agents, traversing the muddy river as it bent north. “We searched the river multiple times from approximately North River down to 12th Ave N., in Fargo,” he wrote in his report. They also covered the east side of Hector International Airport to the river to Twelfth Avenue North. They saw “no items of interest.”

That morning, two other Fargo detectives, Nick Kjonaas and Josh Loos, showed up at Savanna’s apartment and talked with Norberta. They noticed the large dumpster in the building parking lot. It was nearly full, so they had it moved off-site, to a solid-waste building. There, they combed through the garbage. But their search yielded nothing. About 1 p.m., they walked along a bike path, bordered by dense woods, to see if Savanna or any of her belongings surfaced. But the brush was so thick they couldn’t get a good view. They left.

As the helicopter buzzed the river, Norberta stood in Savanna’s bedroom, quietly sorting through her clothes. She picked out three unwashed things Savanna had recently worn: two pairs of shorts and a T-shirt she slept in. When Kjonaas arrived at the Greywinds’, it was nearly 5 p.m., the sun still high on the horizon. She handed him her twenty-two-year-old daughter’s clothes.

Kjonaas and Loos had planned to meet with two men from Valley Water Rescue, a local K-9 search operation. The scent from Savanna’s clothes sent the dog running north from the apartment building, about a mile and a half. Eventually, the dog headed east to a convenience store called Loaf ’N Jug. It was a dead end. They tried to see if the dog picked up a scent from the Elk’s parking lot, then the entrance to Trollwood Park, a sprawling recreation area with playgrounds, bike and walking paths, picnic tables, and a performing arts stage. Nothing.

As part of their investigation that day, police also contacted several local businesses and asked them to check their video surveillance cameras for glimpses of Savanna. They tried Royal Liquors, Family Dollar, Petro Serve, McKinley Elementary School near the Greywinds’, a couple of banks, a health clinic, a church. There was no footage of her anywhere.

Three days since she’d been missing, Deputy Police Chief Joe Anderson told reporters: “There is nothing to suggest criminal activity.”



On Tuesday, Ashton Matheny sat in a drab, windowless interview room at the Fargo Police Department. He had come in willingly, after being contacted by Detective Swan. Swan told Ashton he didn’t have to answer questions; he could leave any time. Ashton indicated he understood. He then signed a consent form, allowing police to search his cell phone. At this point, Ashton was a suspect in Savanna’s disappearance, although the police report didn’t explicitly say so.

In response to Swan’s question, Ashton described his movements over the past week. On Wednesday, he had traveled to Grand Forks to house-sit for his mom, Candace Herman Wretling, who was heading to Fargo to do some school shopping. On Friday night, Ashton called Savanna a little after 9 p.m. They talked for more than a half hour.

At 10, Ashton, his older brother Mark, and their friends Dylan Ironheart and Kody Mock headed into town. They stopped first at the Loft, then a bar called Level 10. At some point Ashton sent his mom some Snapchats. At one bar, he also ran into twenty-four-year-old Timothy Herzog, a friend of hers, a little after 12:30. The guys shook hands, hugged, talked for a few minutes. In a phone interview later with Swan, Herzog described Ashton as being “sober,” “chill,” “normal.” He also mentioned knowing that the family had “issues” in the past, but whether he was referring to Ashton’s or Savanna’s family wasn’t clear. In any case, Herzog didn’t think that anyone would “do anything” to Savanna or Ashton because of it.

That night, Ashton drank some light beers, a few shots of vodka and Fireball, a flavored whiskey popular with twentysomething partiers. After barhopping, Ashton, Mark, and Dylan took a cab to his mom’s house, arriving around 2:30 a.m. Dylan slept on the chair, Mark on the couch, Ashton on his mom’s bed. But Swan’s police report mixed up a critical date. Ashton, he wrote, “called Savanna at 4:29 a.m. on 08/20/17 and they talked for about 17 minutes.” But by then she was already missing.

After their night out, Ashton woke up on Saturday around 11:30. He texted Savanna shortly after noon, saying, “don’t remember texting you last night.” It’s hard to tell whether she was angry or annoyed, but Savanna texted back: “You’re too much. I can’t deal with you when you’re drunk.”

Shortly after that, Ashton went to watch Dylan play in a softball tournament. He returned to his mom’s house about 2. Sometime around 4:30 or 5, he was getting ready to drive to a funeral in Devils Lake for a great-aunt when Savanna’s parents called. Had he talked with Savanna in the last few hours? the Greywinds asked. No, his last text to her had been at 1:24 p.m. The Greywinds then revealed the shocking news: Savanna was missing.




Chapter Three AWARENESS

ON A CLOUDY AFTERNOON ON February 15, 2017, a handful of Native women advocates gathered in Washington, DC. They had come to this small airless room in the Senate’s Hart Building to brief Congress on the issue of missing and murdered Native women and girls. Some of the advocates had been venturing to such rooms for decades, to present their case, educate political leaders, and fight for legislation to protect Indigenous women. There had been progress, but not nearly enough.

Today, they were there to promote a benign resolution: a one-page document calling for a “National Day of Awareness for Missing and Murdered Native Women and Girls.” The day would fall on May 5, 2017, in memory of Hanna Harris, who would have turned twenty-five had she lived. Nearly two hundred tribal organizations had signed on in support.

Harris, a member of the Northern Cheyenne Tribe, was twenty-one when she disappeared on July 4, 2013, in Lame Deer, Montana. The previous night she had gone to meet some friends. Like many Native women who vanish inexplicably, Harris was a mother, the devoted single parent of a ten-month-old son. Yet police didn’t feel the need to look for her, because she was an adult. “When I reported my daughter missing,” Melinda Harris Limberhand said later, “I was told by the police chief, ‘She’s probably scared to come home.’ ” She was told she could search for her daughter herself.

Five days after she was last seen, Hanna’s decomposed body was found near the Lame Deer rodeo grounds on the Northern Cheyenne Reservation. Her pants were yanked down, her shirt and bra shoved up. Her remains were in such poor condition that officials couldn’t determine a cause of death. A man named Garrett Sidney Wadda and his girlfriend, Eugenia Rowland, eventually were charged.

The crime was gut-wrenching. Wadda had sexually assaulted Hanna in his aunt’s mobile home, as his girlfriend lay blackout drunk nearby. When she awoke, it was to Hanna screaming that she was being raped. Enraged, Rowland beat her until she was unconscious. According to Rowland, Wadda struck Hanna, too, then dumped her body. Incredibly, he then joined Hanna’s family in the long days they looked for her.

After testifying against his former girlfriend, Wadda got ten years in prison for rape and being an accomplice. Rowland, who was convicted of murder, was sentenced to twenty-two years. Her daughter’s killing galvanized Melinda Harris Limberhand. She became a leader in the MMIW movement, one of Montana’s fiercest advocates.



At the Senate hearing, advocates and survivors from Indian Country’s most respected women’s organizations waited to speak. They had come in guarded hope. Among them were Jana L. Walker, a senior attorney at the Indian Law Resource Center and director of its Safe Women, Strong Nations Project; Tami Truett Jerue, director of the Alaska Native Women’s Resource Center, a cosponsor of the briefing; and Cherrah Giles, chairwoman of the National Indigenous Women’s Resource Center board of directors, another cosponsor.

Republican senator Lisa Murkowski of Alaska, who supported the resolution to designate May 5 a national day of awareness to honor missing and murdered women and girls, would say a few words. Montana senators Steve Daines and Jon Tester would also urge their colleagues to pass the resolution. It was 1:30 p.m. They had an hour to make their case.

One by one, advocates on the panel told stories, recited numbers. They raised the imprint of colonization on the brutal violence against Native women today. “These are not new crimes, but a pattern of crimes that has existed for decades upon decades,” said Terri Henry, cochair of the NCAI Task Force on Violence Against Women, a member of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians.

No corner of tribal lands was untouched. Truett Jerue spoke about Alaska. Her group, in just a few meetings, had compiled a list of fifty Native women who’d been kidnapped or killed in the thinly populated state. “It’s appalling,” she said.

Another speaker was Amanda Takes War Bonnet, public education specialist for the Native Women’s Society of the Great Plains, a grassroots organization focusing on sexual assault, dating violence, and sex trafficking. On the plane to Washington, DC, the Oglala Sioux tribal member had tucked in her bag a miniature traditional dress, a symbol of Native women’s identity. It was one of dozens her group had made with families to honor their vanished loved ones, keep them from being forgotten. Now, the ivory buckskin dress was displayed on a table in the Senate room. Long red fringes dangling from the royal blue sleeves, another curtain of red fringe from the hem to the floor. Seven embroidered stars were scattered across the chest and sleeves, to remind lawmakers of Emily Blue Bird, whose Lakota name was Wichapi Sakowin Win. Steven Stars Woman.

Like most Native women her age, Amanda Takes War Bonnet carried a story, embedded in memory. “I had an aunt who went missing years ago when I was a child,” she recalled in a phone interview. “I saw the trauma my mother went through. They couldn’t find her body for so long. Her husband killed her. That was part of my testimony, seeing the frustration of families when they have somebody go missing. There’s such a lack of response from tribal law enforcement.”

She mentioned Emily Blue Bird, a twenty-four-year-old mother of two. She vanished from Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. It was almost three weeks before she was unearthed in January 2016, strangled. “The police couldn’t find her. The local law enforcement couldn’t find her. Her family found her partially buried near a creek.” Emily’s family pressed authorities hard to solve her killing. In July 2018, Elizabeth Ann LeBeau was sentenced to twenty-five years in prison for second-degree murder. Fred Quiver, an accessory to the murder, pleaded guilty and got fifteen years.

She mentioned Larissa Lone Hill, a twenty-one-year-old Lakota woman. She was petite, with brown eyes and long brown hair, and mother of a two-year-old daughter. She was last seen in Rapid City, South Dakota, on October 3, 2016. “When Larissa went missing, it was between reservation land and state land. She went into Rapid City, then she went missing. We have no idea where she could be.”

In spring of 2020, they still didn’t. By then the National Day of Awareness for Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women was enshrined in federal law. On May 5, the day of awareness, Larissa’s mother, Lisa, posted a photo on the Facebook page “Searching for Larissa Lone-Hill.” It showed the Lakota mother, a sweet smile on her weathered face, holding a baby quilt splashed with images of her lost daughter. She wore a red T-shirt. To many tribes in North America, red has a potent meaning, and is known as the only color spirits see. Wearing red is believed to summon the missing spirits of women and children so they can be laid to rest. That is why it is the color of the MMIW movement, to call attention to the missing and murdered.

That day, families, movement leaders, and MMIW groups across the country couldn’t gather as they usually did, to march, hold prayer circles, take part in walks. The coronavirus was raging, particularly across rural Native communities. But thousands of virtual tributes and discussions occurred. The internet was filled with images of missing and murdered loved ones.




Chapter Four SAVANNA

SAVANNA WAS BORN ON AUGUST 9, 1995, on a mild summer day, in Belcourt, North Dakota, on the Turtle Mountain Reservation. The home of her mother’s people, the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa. Turtle Mountain floats above the prairie on the northern Plains. It’s a vast patchwork of rolling hills, wetlands, and flat plateaus. Poplar, oak, aspen, and willow trees grace the landscape, shimmering lakes, and a sprawling green space called Chief Tribal Park. Legend has it that Turtle Mountain got its name when the Anishinaabe (Chippewa), glimpsing a shape on the horizon, saw a turtle, its head pointing west, its tail to the east. Another story goes that the mountain was named for a man called “Mickinock,” or Turtle, who walked its length in a day.

Before treaties in 1863 and 1892 stripped them of most of their land, the Turtle Mountain Band were stretched across nearly twenty million acres in eastern and northern North Dakota.

In 1953, the reservation was nearly erased from this earth when Congress passed a resolution dictating that certain tribes be “freed from Federal supervision.” It was a blatant attempt, as previous government efforts had been, to break up tribes or force them to assimilate. A sustained campaign by Patrick Gourneau, chairman of the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa Advisory Committee and Ojibwe novelist Louise Erdrich’s grandfather, saved the tribe from termination. Even so, today the reservation contains fewer than seventy-five thousand acres.

Savanna lived in Belcourt only briefly. Like so many European settlements in North America, the town on the northern Plains once carried a Chippewa name, Siipiising, meaning “creek that sings with life-giving water,” for a stream that meanders through town.

Other than the Bulova manufacturing plant, Turtle Mountain Community College, a shopping mall, and jobs in government and construction, there wasn’t much work in Belcourt. So the Greywinds soon moved to Fargo. When Savanna was ten, they moved again, to the Spirit Lake Indian Reservation, the home of Joe’s tribe. It was here, on the shores of Devils Lake, which the Spirit Lake Nation call Mni Wakan for Spirit Water and which spills across the grasslands for two hundred miles, that Savanna became a young woman.

The family settled in Tokio, a rural hamlet with scarcely seven hundred residents. Norberta and Joe both got jobs at the Sioux Manufacturing Corporation in Fort Totten, a tribal-owned factory that produces Kevlar panels, helmets, camouflage nets, and other military equipment. Other than the factory and the Spirit Lake Casino & Resort (also owned by the tribe), employment was mostly centered on tribal and federal jobs, in agencies like the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Indian Health Service. But years of government neglect, inequities in housing and health care, bad roads, and unfertile land also meant the reservation bore high rates of poverty. According to the 2010 Census, over 40 percent of tribal families were living below the poverty level, and 882 households were headed by single mothers raising 1,392 children under the age of eighteen. In 2016, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) Labor Force Statistics estimated unemployment on the reservation to be at 59.45 percent.

The Greywind family had grown in the years since Savanna’s birth. Savanna was now the eldest of four. She was a sweet, easygoing child, and embraced responsibility. While her parents were still at work, Savanna would unlock the front door after school and mind her younger siblings until Joe and Norberta arrived home. Their lives revolved around each other, Joe’s parents and many relatives, who lived nearby, and the culture and traditions of the Spirit Lake Tribe. There were powwows and Sacred Pipe ceremonies and prayer walks. People around Savanna spoke the Dakota dialect. Her elders passed down wisdom, stories that originated hundreds of years ago.

Joe and Norberta impressed on Savanna the importance of education. She did well in school, but in the idle summers on the plains her life was lived outdoors. She loved riding horses, country music, her cowboy boots. There are photographs of Savanna and her younger sister, Kayla, sprinkled across her social media pages from their teen years, sitting astride their horses, Speedy and Bucky, on the prairie. Wearing T-shirts and shorts or jeans, their long brown hair cascades down. They look serene. The sky above them is wide and blue, the sunlight strong. In some of the photographs the sisters are riding together, Savanna in front, Kayla leaning into her big sister.

Savanna came of age as social media began to take off. Like the rest of her generation, Savanna took to the new technology as easily as she had learned to print her name. Countless selfies appeared on Facebook, images that anchored her, told stories of who she was, whom she loved, and who she was becoming. Her interest in fashion, jewelry, and makeup gradually came to illustrate her feed. She became good at tilting her head, striking a pouty look, her hair falling just so. But sometimes the photos were less posed and glamorous. Her and her brother Joe in the car joking around to some song playing. Her and Kayla in Halloween costumes, mugging for the camera.

Then Savanna fell in love. In 2011, during her sophomore year at Devils Lake High School, she met a freshman named Ashton Matheny, also a member of the Spirit Lake Tribe. A tall, thin boy with an easy smile. For two months they were just friends, and then Ashton asked Savanna out. When it came to their eldest daughter’s love life, Savanna’s parents were strict. Joe was especially vigilant.

On February 25, 2017, Savanna described their early romance on her Facebook page:

“So anyone that knows us knows we took our relationship SUPER slow. Months actually getting to know each other before dating, a month into dating until our first kiss. We weren’t sexually active until over a year after dating. When he came to my house we weren’t allowed to go into my room. He met my parents and uncles when he first came over, they sat at the table and my uncles and dad mostly asked him all kinds of questions. Kinda scary. [image: grinning face with sweat emoji] I could go to his house but had to be home by like 8:30 lol after I turned 18 in 2013 we FINALLY camped with each other. (But we snuck out before then all the time) [image: rolling on floor laughing emoji].”

When she made this entry, Savanna was over the moon. The month before, on January 16, she had posted a selfie holding up two pink pregnancy sticks. She was pregnant. Ashton stood next to her, grinning, his arm draped over her shoulder. “I’m so excited,” she wrote. “I can’t keep quiet no more.” The baby was due September 20.

In her February 25 post, Savanna spoke of their relationship, their future. “We’ve been through a lot, of bad and good,” she wrote. “We’ve talked everydayexcept a few since we’ve met no matter what terms we were on. He’s my goofy smartass best friend, I’m just so happy and so emotional we’re gonna have a mini us to tell our stories too.[image: heart emoji] [image: heart emoji] 2011 to this year. [image: loudly crying face emoji] I CANNOT WAIT.”




Chapter Five KEEP THE GREYWINDS OUT

WILLIAM HOEHN PULLED OUT OF the Walmart parking lot on Thirteenth Avenue South. Brooke Crews next to him in the passenger seat. It was about 11:30 on Tuesday night, August 22, three days after Savanna’s disappearance. He’d just hit another car, a Buick LaCrosse, backing out of a parking spot. Bashed in the rear bumper. Even worse, Hoehn was using his boss’s car, a maroon pickup. He didn’t have a North Dakota driver’s license. He was already in enough trouble with a warrant out for his arrest. Hoehn got out, told the driver he’d go get his insurance information, then return. But he climbed back into the truck and fled, as the victim shouted that he was calling the police.

At about 12:15 a.m., Hoehn found himself at Cass County Jail, being interviewed by Detectives Josh Loos and Nick Kjonaas. For more than two hours, they questioned Hoehn about the hit-and-run at Walmart. Hoehn was compliant. He admitted everything, said he took off because he knew he had an outstanding warrant. Although his DNA was already on file from another arrest, at about 2:19 a.m. he consented to a mouth swab. Then Hoehn got lucky. At some point early Wednesday morning, his boss at Assured Quality Roofing Company, Jesus Rios, bailed him out.

As Wednesday dawned, Savanna was still missing. Her story was now front-page news. Fargo Police Chief David Todd, who’d been on the police force since 1987, held a press conference. Todd had been on vacation when Savanna vanished. The first story about her, which included a photo of Savanna, appeared in the local newspaper on Monday. The piece ran inside, and was short. But at least Savanna got media attention, and fairly quickly. Most Native American women and girls who disappear remain invisible. According to a 2018 report from the Urban Indian Health Institute (UIHI), more than five hundred Indigenous women and girls have gone missing or have been murdered across seventy-one American cities with almost no media coverage. The majority of them were murder victims.

There’d been criticism by Savanna’s family that police didn’t take her disappearance seriously enough. That they hadn’t been doing enough to find her. At the press conference, Todd flatly disputed that idea. “This is our number one priority,” the police chief said. “All of our resources have been focused on this from the beginning.”

That Wednesday morning, even as Todd was addressing reporters, there was a break in the case. Hoehn’s coworkers told police that the roofer talked about having a new baby at home. As a result, police now had enough evidence to obtain a search warrant of Crews’s and Hoehn’s apartment. But once they got the warrant, they sat back, waited, and put the suspects and the building under surveillance. They would later defend their decision to delay by saying they didn’t know if Savanna was still alive, and didn’t want to risk endangering her.

The next day, Thursday, August 24, clouds hovered in the sky, and the air was drenched in humidity. At about 2 p.m., police converged on the apartment complex on Ninth Street North, smashed in the door of apartment 5. Inside they found Crews. They also discovered something shocking: a tiny newborn girl. Crews was arrested. Hoehn was picked up at work. There were so many disturbing questions. Had the baby been in the apartment the entire time, even during the three searches by police? If so, where had she been? If not, were there accomplices involved? Had they taken her somewhere else? When asked why the three searches of the apartment did not unearth the baby, or any other evidence, Chief Todd offered that those were visual searches conducted without warrants and with consent of the occupants. He also suggested that Haisley Jo was “not in the apartment,” and that she “may have been moved to a different location.”

At some point before his arrest, Hoehn provided some answers. He told police that he and Crews had barricaded themselves inside their apartment.

“What was the barricade for?” a detective asked.

“To keep the Greywinds out.”

“How’d you keep the baby from crying?”

“She was a really good baby.”

Eventually, they admitted that the child was Savanna’s. But they refused to divulge anything about the young mother’s whereabouts. Whether she was alive.

Haisley Jo was healthy, safe, but how could that be? Savanna wasn’t due until September 20, more than a month away. In the coming days, Crews spun various tales to investigators. She didn’t deny that the baby belonged to Savanna, but she claimed that Savanna had abandoned her little girl. She was unhappy with her family, unhappy with Ashton. She didn’t want the baby, so she’d enlisted Crews to induce childbirth and begged her to keep the infant. She insisted that Savanna ran away.

That Thursday afternoon, an EMT emerged from the apartment carrying Haisley Jo. Standing in the front yard with her family, Norberta was stunned. The police had alerted them about the raid, but not provided any details. And now here, seemingly, was her newborn granddaughter. Ashton was in shock, too. How could there be a baby and no Savanna? That afternoon he’d been resting at a friend’s house when Joe called. When he arrived, police told Ashton that they’d discovered a newborn in apartment 5. A neighbor who’d been watching the raid unfold told him, “It’s a baby. A little baby with lots of black hair. It kind of looked like you.”

Until Ashton’s paternity could be confirmed by a DNA test, the infant would remain in the custody of Cass County Social Services. Ashton had already been denied the usual rites of passage into fatherhood: seeing his daughter born, cradling her moments after, taking photos of her in Savanna’s arms. Now, as Savanna’s relatives quietly absorbed their anguish, Ashton had to watch as the baby was transported by ambulance to Sanford Children’s Hospital. He was not allowed to see her.

Afterward, Fargo police and investigators from the North Dakota Bureau of Criminal Investigation swarmed the suspects’ apartment and carried out forensic examinations. One of the items they took was Savanna’s toothbrush, to collect bits of DNA. They contained the three-story building with yellow crime tape, interviewed tenants, walked the grounds. A brown 1996 Jeep Grand Cherokee four-door with Minnesota license plates was towed from the parking lot. A photo of it was posted on the department’s Facebook page. The car belonged to Crews.

About 9 p.m., something surreal happened: Carl Crews, Brooke’s ex, the father of the two children she still saw, stumbled onto the crime scene. The kids, who were fourteen and twelve, were with him. They’d driven down from Dent, Minnesota, to go school shopping in Fargo. Carl was baffled. He was supposed to drop them off at Brooke’s. When would she be back? he asked one of the officers. Not anytime soon, he was told.

The Greywinds were awash in dread. As they walked away, Norberta put her arm around Ashton’s shoulder, whose head was bent over, his face hidden by a curtain of black hair. Kayla walked alongside Joe. She looked haunted.

Where is Savanna?



Nearly a week had now passed since Savanna went missing. Frustrated by law enforcement’s inability to find her, the days it took to uncover the baby believed to be hers, the Greywinds launched their own search.

“We’re not going to sit and wait,” Tarita Silk, Savanna’s aunt, told a reporter. “Fargo Police don’t want us to do anything. We sat for five days. The baby was sitting upstairs. We need to go find Savanna.”

A Facebook page with her picture and physical details quickly went up. For Native Americans, particularly those scattered across remote rural areas, the social media giant had become vital to relaying news in Indian Country. It had become a nerve center for the MMIW movement. Pages and pages were devoted to missing and murdered Native women and girls, with pleas for information. “PLEASE COMMUNITY!!!!!” Teri LaFountain, a woman who lived in Belcourt, wrote on August 24 on her Facebook page. “The family of Savanna Greywind just reached out to our community. We are gathering a search party to go to Fargo tomorrow to assist them in a ground search. WE NEED VOLUNTEERS!!!! We are asking everyone to join in and help find Savanna.”

In response to the Greywinds’ call, tribes across the Great Plains swept into Fargo, ready to comb the parks, the fields, the Red River, which snaked five hundred miles north, all the way to Manitoba, Canada. Groups of searchers from the Turtle Mountain, Spirit Lake, and Standing Rock reservations in North Dakota arrived in buses and vans, two of the tribes bringing ATDVs. They burned sage, held vigils, prayed for the young Native woman’s safe deliverance. Those who knew Savanna at different stages in her life described her to reporters. “She was bright. She was into music and running around outside,” said Sierra Demery, who babysat Savanna when she was about nine.

Hundreds of non-Natives in the Fargo community and beyond joined the search, too. North Dakota college students. Suburban white moms. Savanna’s story, her disappearance, the recovery of her healthy newborn, had become national news, touching a nerve. People could not fathom it. The possibilities of what befell them were absolutely chilling.

A search headquarters was established at Trollwood Park, a vast, grassy space that was once a paupers’ cemetery where many of Fargo’s poor and elderly were buried. A map of town was spread out on a table, littered with pens, yellow legal pads, Post-it notes, and bottles of water. Volunteers were assigned specific locations. From two that afternoon until nine that night, they spread out across residential neighborhoods, construction sites, trailer parks, and homeless camps. They combed the city’s three parks, wooded areas, the thick brush and thistles along the Red River’s bank. Others rounded up supplies. A local chaplain helped provide food and water, arranged lodging for volunteers. A nonprofit Minnesota group that specialized in tracking missing persons sent help. They printed maps showing volunteers where to go, checked off places already covered.

As the search unfolded in Trollwood Park, Ashton hung back with friends, his head bowed. He seemed lost. “I almost fainted from watching everyone,” he told a reporter. “I can’t go out there and search. I want so bad to help.” But the thought of finding Savanna, he said, would “shatter” him. “It would break me in half.”



That Friday, Police Chief Todd held a press conference. His tone was measured, calm. He wanted to clarify things. He insisted that the police had to be cautious, move slowly, so the suspects didn’t harm Savanna. He used a vague term—“criminal nexus”—to explain why they hadn’t acted sooner once they got the search warrant. The term would be widely mocked by Savanna’s supporters. “Until Wednesday, we had not yet established a criminal nexus to this case that would allow us to obtain warrants for a residence and electronic devices,” he said. “We were running constant surveillance and investigating several different theories regarding Savanna being held against her will and/or her child being induced or removed and possibly alive.”

Contrary to ongoing criticism, Todd maintained the department had promptly dedicated an abundance of resources to the case. He updated reporters on the search, detailing the geographic parameters they’d covered, including from “25th Avenue North to Riviera Heights mobile home east of the airport.” The Fargo Fire Department, he emphasized, continued to ply its rescue boats in the Red River.

When reporters asked whether those searches had produced any leads about Savanna, though, Todd had nothing. No one wanted to hear that. In light of their failure, Fargo police were now asking for the public’s help. As Todd closed the press event, he called for Fargo residents to “check their property, buildings, garages, outbuildings for any sign of entry or any sign of someone having been there.”

On Saturday, volunteers streamed into Fargo again, looked from six in the morning until nine at night. There was no trace of Savanna anywhere. That day hundreds of Native Americans gathered on the Veterans Memorial Bridge in town to pray. In a vacant lot in an industrial area, amid the truck stops and machinery depots lining Interstate 29, a clutch of Native Americans held a sweat ceremony. It was the fourth day of their seven-day vigil. As night fell, people sat in the poplar-framed lodge, drumming and chanting, summoning the spirits of their grandfathers to search for Savanna.



Early Sunday morning, Norberta and Joe Greywind turned up at Trollwood Park. A command post had been set up along the riverfront. During the search for their daughter, the Greywinds had kept in close touch with organizers. For a few minutes they talked with the search leaders, exchanged hugs, then quickly left. In the last few days, Savanna’s parents and her siblings had been distant, declining interviews. This morning, leaders had asked the knot of reporters huddled nearby not to speak to them. Ashton had given an interview, to Fargo TV station WDAY, reiterating that family members couldn’t see Haisley Jo until DNA testing confirmed she was Savanna’s child. He spoke tenderly of Savanna, said she had “a kind soul. She’s loving. She cares for everyone. All she does is love and give and care.”

At 8 a.m., volunteers also gathered in Mickelson Park. Police had joined the public search too, bringing dogs trained to sniff out placentas. In Fargo, in communities across the Red River Valley, people talked about little else but Savanna. As a local news story reported, “Many here were coming to the horrifying realization that she may have been the victim of ‘womb raiders’ who forcibly took her baby.”

As a mother and daughter who’d joined the search spoke to a local reporter, a tall woman of forty named Ruth Buffalo stood listening. A citizen of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara Nation, also known as the Three Affiliated Tribes, she’d been asked by the Greywinds to lead a search party that day. Buffalo was quoted, too. “There’s a lot of people who are here to help, so that’s a good thing,” she said. “Indigenous women go missing and murdered at alarming rates. I’m a mother, and I have a sense of urgency.”

Before the search began, Buffalo rubbed some sage between her palms, slipped some in her shoes. It’s a “source of strength, protection for wherever we go,” she said.



Sometime between three and five that afternoon, a flurry of news erupted. A woman volunteer in Harwood had seen a breast pump and a torrent of blood outside a farmstead. The suspense was excruciating. As people waited, law enforcement scoured the property for evidence of Savanna. But nothing turned up.

Then at 5:45 p.m., as the sun began to set, some kayakers paddling in the Red River, on the Minnesota side near Harwood, spotted something in the murky water. Something wrapped in plastic trash bags and duct tape caught on a log. By the time it was pulled from the strong currents by law enforcement at 8:20 p.m., the sky was turning as black as Bakken oil. An hour or so later, Joe and Norberta Greywind were brought to the site, and it was confirmed. The body inside was that of Savanna LaFontaine-Greywind. After a 10 p.m. press conference, the news traveled like wildfire. “My heart just got torn out of my chest,” a friend posted on Savanna’s Facebook page.



Hours later, Norberta stood in the inky darkness near the water. It was 3:30 a.m. She watched as police dragged a pontoon into the Red River.

“The whole family was looking forward to the birth of her baby, my first grandchild,” she told a reporter, her voice breaking.

She and Joe had been mostly quiet all week. Now Savanna’s parents vented their anger at Crews, and at law enforcement. For two days, they said, police suspected them and Ashton of being complicit in Savanna’s disappearance. Joe maintained that federal agents were still watching them, perhaps because of their unusually close bond. “We are a tight-knit family,” he said. “It’s just the way it is.”

Norberta confided that she’d always mistrusted her neighbor. She mentioned a post Crews displayed on her Facebook page on July 22, 2016. It showed a Native American woman breastfeeding a baby, two other infants on her lap. She found it repulsive. “And to think of what my daughter might have gone through,” she said.




Chapter Six TOO BEAUTIFUL FOR EARTH

DR. VICTOR FROLOFF DIDN’T KNOW much about the body. All he’d been told was that it was of a young female. Retrieved that warm summer night from the Red River, on the Minnesota side of the meandering tributary. She might be eight months pregnant, but with a stark exception: her baby was no longer inside her. The two Fargo police officers handling the case hoped the forensic pathologist could assign a cause of death. It would be hard. He’d have to wait until morning. The Ramsey County Medical Examiner’s Office, located in St. Paul, didn’t do autopsies at night.

On August 28, at 10 a.m., Dr. Froloff began the delicate matter of Savanna LaFontaine-Greywind’s autopsy. Dr. Froloff, who was born in Siberia, had immigrated to the United States in 1992. His Russian medical degree was insufficient, so he’d attended the University of Minnesota Medical School, specializing in forensic pathology. After twenty-five years in America, his accent was still thick. As one of several doctors in the medical examiner’s office, he handled about three hundred autopsies a year. Many were cases of violence, of “unusual circumstances,” he would explain during William Hoehn’s murder trial.

That Monday morning, Dr. Froloff unzipped the yellow bag containing Savanna’s body. Then a blue bag inside that. And there she was, tightly wrapped in four cheap garbage bags, the tears patched with silver duct tape. He took dozens of photographs, then carefully removed her from the bag, laid her out on the metal exam table. Her abdomen was covered by a black bath sheet and a blood-soaked towel. Her body was a “greenish color,” in a “moderate stage of decomposition,” he later testified in court. Her legs were bound with a brown rope. Almost immediately Dr. Froloff was concerned; this could be a thorny case, complicated. He photographed her again, started collecting trace evidence—DNA, hair, fingernail clippings, a sexual assault kit.

As he examined Savanna’s body, he saw a “really distinct tattoo” of a dream catcher on her right thigh. Another tattoo on her right foot looked like “a banner to me with hearts and a sentence: ‘Too beautiful for earth.’ ” Hoping to confirm her identity, he passed that information to the Fargo police, who passed it to Savanna’s parents. The body inside the cheap garbage bags belonged to their missing daughter.

He found bruises on her right buttock, the back of her left arm. He looked carefully at her wrists, to see if there was evidence of handcuffs or zip ties. Then it was time to open her up. As he lifted the bath sheet and bloodstained towel, he saw a gruesome sight. There were sharp horizontal incisions in her abdomen. Part of her bowel, her uterus, and an umbilical cord were protruding from the wound, outside the body. When Dr. Froloff was later asked in court if that was unusual, he replied: “I just say everything unusual about this case.”

Savanna’s placenta was still attached to her uterus, revealing she had been “gravida,” the scientific name for pregnant. And that someone had given her a crude C-section. C-sections are extremely painful, so Dr. Froloff looked for signs of IV access on Savanna’s body. This would mean she’d received medical anesthesia. She had not. Thinking maybe she’d gotten an epidural, another method of pain relief during labor, he examined her spinal column. She had not. “Well, I can tell you that if somebody tried to, you know, cut my abdomen,” the forensic pathologist testified, “I will be screaming.”

There was also no evidence anything had been done to staunch the bleeding. Was the cut fatal to Savanna? Clearly, she might have suffered exsanguination—meaning she bled to death. But there was also the rope.

Savanna’s body was bloated, so, at first, Dr. Froloff didn’t see the ligature cinching her neck. Trying not to damage the delicate area further, he began to loosen it, documenting everything as he went. After he removed the rope, he took more photos. In one image, he could see a “twisted type of imprint on the neck.”

Now he was faced with two competing causes of death: strangulation versus exsanguination. And he couldn’t be sure of either. Or which brutal act came first. Unable to say, he settled on a cause of “homicidal violence.”




Chapter Seven CONFLICTING ACCOUNTS

ON AUGUST 28, CASS COUNTY state’s attorney Birch Burdick charged Hoehn and Crews with conspiracy to commit murder, conspiracy to commit kidnapping, and giving false information to police about Savanna’s disappearance. It was Monday, the day after Savanna’s body had been lifted from the Red River, carried to Ramsey County, Minnesota, for an autopsy. According to court documents, the couple conspired to murder Savanna so they could steal her unborn child and raise her as their own. Since their arrest, the pair had been held in jail at the Cass County District Court, a stately three-story building in west Fargo, a quiet neighborhood with modest clapboard houses, churches, and leafy elms.

At 2 p.m., Crews and Hoehn appeared in court for the first time via TV. Both wore orange prison clothes. Crews stared out, wide-eyed, her expression blank, her skin pale. Her arrest report noted a few identifying characteristics. She was five-five, weighed 150 pounds, had brown hair, green eyes. She’d been taken into custody with a “high fever, chills, vomiting.” Born in Sparta, Illinois, she had “no next of kin.” What the report didn’t mention or even allude to was that the thirty-eight-year-old woman had had, by various accounts, as many as seven children. None of whom lived with her. Hoehn looked similarly detached, his brown eyes flat. He was six-two, 165 pounds. His brown hair, mustache, and beard appeared to have been recently trimmed. The thirty-two-year-old had three “tats”: the initials BH on his right wrist, a sun adorning his left shoulder, the Looney Tunes character Wile E. Coyote on his right. Hoehn’s arrest record didn’t note his children, either. He’d fathered at least two. One, a boy, was three months old when Hoehn cracked his skull.

The couple had both requested court-appointed attorneys, citing financial woes. Crews said that she hadn’t been able to work for some time because she’d been ill. Other than Hoehn, whom she called her “fiancé,” she had no connection to family. Hoehn, who called Crews his “significant other,” had no income either. He was fired after he was arrested.

In court, Judge Thomas R. Olson quietly listened. Heavyset, with fringes of white hair above his ears and little round glasses, Olson had been on the Fargo bench since 2014. His voice was soft, his demeanor low-key. Tanya Martinez, a member of the prosecution team, stood up and addressed the judge. She was forty-three, with shoulder-length dark blond hair, glasses. Her manner was direct, unflashy, her suits typically black, plain. When she asked that bail be set for the defendants at $2 million cash each, Hoehn erupted. “That is not a reasonable bail,” he said. In response, Martinez calmly pointed to Hoehn’s past legal entanglements, his 2012 conviction for felony child abuse, and his 2016 conviction for the domestic assault against Crews. Martinez offered another compelling reason for the high bail. Hoehn and Crews had been looking at travel websites, indicating their intent to flee. The bail remained intact.



That Monday, Cass County prosecutors unveiled court documents in the case. It was the first time some details of Savanna’s murder had become public. But nothing was simple. Hoehn and Crews gave conflicting accounts of the grisly crime. In her interview with police, Crews initially contended that Savanna arrived at apartment 5 seeking advice on how to self-induce labor. That Savanna then returned unexpectedly two days later, at 3:30 a.m., gave her the infant, then vanished. In his interview with detectives, Hoehn said he got home from work that Saturday about 2:30 p.m. He found Crews in their bathroom, cleaning up a pool of watery blood. She then showed him a newborn girl, on a towel in the bathtub. “This is our baby, this is our family,” she said. Not long after, Hoehn stuffed bloody towels and his bloody shoes into garbage bags, drove to an apartment building somewhere in West Fargo, and tossed the bags into a dumpster. Detectives hadn’t found the dumpster.

In the court papers, there was a lot missing. There was nothing about how Savanna was killed, exactly what happened between the time she entered apartment 5 and when her body was miraculously seen by kayakers in the Red River. There was no cause of death, other than Fargo police noting the preliminary cause of death being “homicidal violence.” There was no sense of how long she was in the water, how she got there. The suspects told police the child belonged to LaFontaine-Greywind, but there was nothing about how Haisley Jo was born.

“We will continue to pursue justice for Savanna,” Chief Todd asserted in the press conference on Monday. “Savanna was a victim of a cruel, vicious act of depravity.”



On September 1, Norberta uploaded a thread of images of her daughter’s brief, joyful life. About twenty photos of Savanna rippled across the screen. There were selfies, shots with Ashton, her extended family. Two pink pregnancy sticks, a sonogram of Haisley Jo, of Ashton embracing her as she held up a card: “It’s a girl.” There were single glam shots. Photos of her in T-shirts and jeans, making silly faces with friends, riding horses. “This is our Baby Girl,” Norberta wrote. “Savanna my baby, mommy and daddy love you and miss you so much.” She closed the post with an emoji of a broken heart.

Unlike other murders of Native American women, the majority of which pass painfully unacknowledged, other than by their families and loved ones, Savanna’s death moved people everywhere. Thousands held candles in her memory, at vigils from St. Paul to Seattle, from Winnipeg to Sioux Falls. “It’s affected everyone. How could this happen?” said Myra Pearson, chairwoman of the Spirit Lake Tribe. At the Spirit Lake Reservation, about three hours north of Fargo, a vigil occurred in Savanna’s honor. Residents in the area, both Native and non-Native, were devastated by the killing. Offers of money and baby items for Haisley Jo flooded Savanna’s official Facebook page. “The Turtle Mountain Chippewa Pembina Labor Day had a blanket dance for Savanna and Haisley. We are saddened to lose one of our own in such a tragic event. We feel your loss… and we will continue to mourn our sister. Please accept 1500 from the people of the Turtle Mountain Chippewa Pembina Labor Day Powwow.”

By early September, the page had drawn more than 150,000 views. By then, Janel Herald, a spokesperson for the LaFontaine-Greywind family, had created a fundraising drive, the Haisley Jo Fund, to help the family relocate, pay for Savanna’s funeral.

Among the many prevailing concerns, one loomed like a massive thundercloud. Who would protect Haisley Jo? Because of the extraordinary circumstances of her birth, the question of her custody was fraught with uncertainty. Until 1978, when Congress passed the Indian Child Welfare Act, thousands of Native American children were torn from their families by government- and church-run agencies under the pretense of providing them a better life. The real purpose was assimilation into white society, to force Native children to forsake their identity and culture. Even now, the theft of Indian children remains one of the most destructive and little-known facets of colonialism, of American history.

Across the Great Plains, communities mourned Savanna. On Monday evening, a day after Savanna’s body was found, the Sisseton Wahpeton Sioux Tribe held a vigil in Sisseton, South Dakota. Another took place at the Turtle Mountain High School football field in Belcourt, Savanna’s birthplace. On Wednesday, a public ceremony in her honor would occur at the State Capitol in Bismarck. On Tuesday night, in St. Paul, Minnesota, about one hundred people walked along University Avenue, then gathered in front of the Ramsey County Medical Examiner’s Office for a prayer circle. Many of them wore green, Savanna’s favorite color, and carried large cloth signs with messages, “Justice for Savanna” and “#MMIW No More Stolen Sisters.”

For decades, Native women and girls had been disappearing and turning up dead with little notice or action by authorities, scant awareness by the public. All over Fargo, Savanna’s death was honored and acknowledged. On Monday, at a meeting of the Fargo City Commission, there was a moment of silence. Mayor Tim Mahoney spoke of the “profound sadness being felt in our metro area,” praised the community’s efforts to find Savanna, their support for the Greywind family, for Haisley Jo.

On Monday evening, a memorial service was held on the grounds of Mickelson Park, by organizers of Help Bring Savanna Home, a Facebook group with nearly five thousand members. The Greywind family had given the event their blessing. The mood was somber, holy. As darkness fell, hundreds assembled to pay their respects to the young murdered mother, to grieve. Candles burned, illuminating the night. During the vigil, women performed a traditional healing dance, the tiny metal cones ringing on their Jingle Dresses. The pounding of drums, a chorus of male voices echoed across the horizon. The scent of sage and tobacco perfumed the air.

Joe, Norberta, and Ashton were there, too, clustered together, wearing red.

Most of those at the ceremony were Native American. Still, in a testament to the universal pain of loss, of grief, many were not. Some never knew Savanna or met her. Like members of North Dakota State University’s dance team and their coaches. Nearly two dozen young women had skipped practice, dressed in red, to come. Others felt a deep connection; they’d helped search for the young woman. Now they had gathered to send Savanna on her way.

Ruth Buffalo, a member of the city’s Native American Commission, stood before the crowd. As she read, her voice was soft, comforting. “Savanna, we are with you in prayer as you begin your journey,” she said, quoting Stuart LaFountain of the Turtle Mountain Chippewa Tribe. “You will always be in our hearts and prayers.” Then she delivered Myra Pearson’s message. “We want the family to know we are here for them and will continue to come to their aid. The little baby has a lot of relatives here, including a great-great-grandmother, who is the eldest female elder on the Spirit Lake Reservation.”

Willard Yellow Bird Jr., Fargo’s cultural planner and a member of the city’s Native American Commission, was one of the event’s leaders. When he spoke, he called Savanna by her Indigenous name. “Where Thunder Finds Her,” he assured mourners, was now living in nature, in the sunshine and the wind. “If you want to feel her tears, stand out in the rain,” he said.

Savanna was missing for eight nights. For the next eight nights, people across Fargo would shine a red light on their porches.



As Savanna’s murder resonated across Indian Country, some of Native America’s most prominent tribal leaders seized the tragedy to highlight the MMIW crisis. On September 1, Dave Archambault II, the formidable head of the Standing Rock Sioux tribe in North Dakota, released a widely published statement. In the past year, Standing Rock had been at the center of a pitched battle, followed internationally, to block construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline. A pipeline that oil industry giant Energy Transfer Partners aimed to erect upstream of the tribe’s ancestral lands, threatening their water supply. From the beginning, the Lakota had called the ominous project “the Black Snake.”

For months, protests, prayer circles, and legal battles had taken place. “As the pipeline neared, water protectors committed to peaceful action chained themselves to drilling equipment and tried to pray on a butte where Sitting Bull walked,” novelist Louise Erdrich wrote of her experience in December 2016 at the camp. That weekend, the tribe and its allies received encouraging news. “The sudden announcement that an easement to cross the Missouri River had been denied by the United States Army Corps of Engineers, dealing the pipeline an apparent setback, sent roars of joy, waves of song, disbelief, joy again, all through the camp,” she wrote. Even so, Energy Transfer Partners vowed to fight the ruling, finish the pipeline.

In similar ways, Savanna’s killing and the theft of her newborn galvanized the movement to stop violence against Indigenous women across Indian Country. It also energized efforts in cities across America, in Albuquerque, in Minneapolis, in Oakland, where the majority of Native Americans live. “Two weeks ago, we lost yet another Indigenous sister, daughter, mother, and friend,” Archambault wrote in his September statement. “Savanna LaFontaine-Greywind became the latest in what has become a horrific epidemic amongst Indigenous communities in North America. The vulnerability and targeting of our Native women is undeniable, and we must begin looking for new ways to urgently address this plague of violence and disregard.”

What could they do? he asked. The leader urged tribal nations to adopt actions they had during the long siege to protect Standing Rock from the Dakota Access Pipeline. Efforts to create greater public awareness and involvement in the MMIW issue. He noted how Savanna’s story had stirred an extraordinary response across the region. “Two thousand people gathered in Fargo, hundreds gathered in Bismarck, hundreds came together in Cannon Ball last night and again today in Fort Yates,” he wrote. “As we collectively reel from Savanna’s loss, the people are coming together like never before to honor this young woman, find comfort as human beings, and to take a hard look at what we can each do individually.”




Chapter Eight BROOKE

BROOKE CREWS FAITHFULLY KEPT A journal. She fell in love hard, and often, with the giddiness of a teenage girl. When she became infatuated with a new man, she routinely drew smiley faces in the margins of her spiral notebook. By the time she met William Hoehn, on a Fargo bus in 2012, she was thirty-three, studying psychology at Minnesota State University Moorhead, and unemployed. She had barreled through two marriages, given birth to at least seven children by at least five different men, and saw only two of her offspring. Her angst had propelled her from Florida to Missouri and Texas, from Minnesota to California. Twice she’d fled to Australia. Chronically disenchanted and insecure, Crews was always looking for someone better.

Her beginnings were dark. She was born Brooke Doolin, on July 4, 1979, in Florida. Her early years were unstable, a product of revolving foster homes. “I can assure you that the truth of my history is far, far stranger than fiction,” she asserted, in a neatly handwritten letter to a reporter from Cass County Jail. “Think 80’s Florida foster care,” she added in a parenthetical note.

She had her first child by age fourteen, and graduated from Dixie Hollins High School, in St. Petersburg. In 1995, she was sixteen when she had another baby with Aaron Edwards, a young man she met in Bradenton, an enclave on the Central Florida Gulf Coast known as “The Friendly City.” Even then the teenager was something of a con artist. Edwards was eighteen. Crews, who was fifteen, told her boyfriend she was eighteen, too. He discovered she wasn’t during a pregnancy checkup for their daughter.

Impulsive and immature, she soon ditched them both for a new romance. Eventually, Edwards and his daughter moved to Otter Tail County, Minnesota. For nineteen years, he heard nothing from Crews. By June 2014, she owed him more than $13,500 in child support, and had paid only $600. About a decade ago, his daughter, now twenty-five, reconnected briefly with her mother on Facebook. He was astonished when she told him, in August 2017, that Crews had been charged with murder, and kidnapping an unborn child. She’d displayed gusts of temper, but a killer? Though there was that incident during their last fight, he recalled, where she’d brandished a hammer at him. “It just seemed she was more into doing her partying, her own thing and not anything holding her back. And she wanted to go off and do what she wanted to do,” Edwards told a reporter.

For the next few years, she drifted. In 2002, when she was twenty-three, she was jailed for passing bad checks in Missouri and given probation. On August 31, she found herself behind bars again in Hidalgo County, Texas, for a parole violation. Her work history was erratic, her personal life in shambles. From 2000 until 2003, she worked as a waitress in a Chinese restaurant and a retail clerk for a pet store in Bradenton. For a time, Crews moved so often that the courts trying to extract child support from her couldn’t find her.

In 2006, she seemed to have found a semblance of permanence. That year, she married Carl Crews, a hardworking carpenter who ran his own business in Perham, Minnesota. She and Carl had two children. Crews worked as an administrative assistant in Carl’s office. But the marriage didn’t stick; by June 2009, they were divorced, and Carl was given physical custody of the children. At some point, Crews moved back in with her ex-husband, claiming, she wrote, that “he was unable to pay both his child support and mortgage.” In 2011, she bolted again, this time to Australia. After thirty days, she was back in Minnesota. By then, her pattern of fleeing was entrenched.

In late January 2012, Crews seemed to have reached a breaking point. She was arrested for assaulting Carl with a knife. Her life might not have been neat, orderly, but Brooke took great pride in her penmanship. She fancied herself a writer, and her journal entries were frequently made in perfect print. She promptly addressed mistakes with Wite-Out. In her journal, she flatly denied Carl’s account. She’d decided to pursue a life in Australia before Christmas weeks before the violent incident. “Children did not witness me attack their father with a knife because an attack never occurred.”

At the time, Crews had a secret agenda. After signing a document agreeing to appear in court, on February 1 she bolted again to Australia. There, she married a chef in Katoomba, South Wales, named Andrew Murray, whom she’d found on an online dating site called Tagged. As if debating her options, Crews wrote, “My vote is Drew, but this is a double-edged sword. I can better provide for the family stateside. At the same time, neither of us wants to be in the U.S.”

In Australia, Crews continued to assiduously chronicle her life. “I love Andrew!” she gushed in a calendar entry, dotted with a heart. On May 24, 2012, the newlywed unveiled some exciting news. The couple were planning to honeymoon in Fiji. But if Brooke thought she could blithely jettison her past, her incessant fabrications, fulfill her desire to reinvent herself, she was deluded. Six months into the marriage, Murray, newly educated on his wife’s real past, dumped her. “It was all lies,” he told a reporter for an Australian newspaper of Brooke. “I didn’t know she was married in America, didn’t know she had children.”

Although it’s hard to know if it’s true, Crews also reportedly told her Australian husband something interesting. She’d miscarried in 2011. As a result, she couldn’t have more children. For all her psychological turmoil, Crews was inquisitive, bright. By now, she was studying psychology and nursing, drawn to deviant forms of behavior. In retrospect, another revealing thing Crews told Murray is this: she’d written her thesis on serial killers.



Crews was rejected for a work visa, so she returned to America in the fall of 2012. She landed in Fargo. Before she left Australia, she reflected on her adventure there, showing a glimmer of self-awareness. “I never finish anything I start (one of many flaws),” she wrote in a September journal entry. The time, she observed, was “fast approaching for me to take leave of Oz and head back to the States for a bit. I’m amazed at how different I am now compared to when I first arrived…” Crews didn’t elaborate on how she’d changed, but predicted that the road ahead was going to be bumpy. Still, she wrote, “Surprisingly, I’m ready to face it all. Yeah, I’m scared. But not scared enough to run.”

In one sense, Crews was remarkably prescient. In Fargo, she got quickly entangled in a custody fight with Carl over their two children. Carl hired a respected Minnesota law firm to represent him in the custody hearings. “I am seeking emergency relief for my children because they are at risk of significant emotional and mental harm,” he wrote as part of an affidavit. He noted the various times she had suddenly split, abandoning their children. In 2009 when she went to California. In 2011 when she left for Australia. In 2012, again to Australia. “It is important to understand, the Respondent’s [Crews] decision to leave the children in my care and run from her problems is a reoccurring issue.”

In her approach to motherhood, Crews was strikingly ambivalent. She seemed to veer between viewing her children as a burden and viewing them as her salvation. In 2012, Carl agreed to let her have the kids for Thanksgiving. Without telling him, she enrolled her older child at a middle school in Fargo. When Carl was ready to pick up the kids after the holiday, Brooke put him off. They were staying with her, she informed him. Carl recounted his frustration in a court affidavit. “I attempted to obtain the return of my children without court involvement, but all of my attempts have been unsuccessful.”

Brooke had her own version of events. She said Carl, in fact, did not want to pick the kids up. “He angrily refused,” she wrote. When Brooke suggested the children stay the week, he announced he was actually coming to collect them. “I let him know his kids were ready for bed and if he showed up at my door, he better have a court order and a policeman,” she responded. Brooke got her way. In a journal entry, Crews wrote of her “sound decision, based on rational logic and consideration of all factors involved…” She cheerfully noted, “At any rate, the babes are in, clean and sleeping well this morning. I am happy.”

On December 23, 2014, an Otter Tail County judge awarded temporary sole custody of the children to Carl. That day, Brooke went to the emergency room at a local hospital in Fargo, where she was diagnosed with anxiety. At one point she was taking medication for an unspecified mental health problem. But she later rejected the therapeutic value of drugs entirely. “Meds are dangerous,” she wrote in a journal. “At any rate, having this condition does not make me evil…” Crews conceded her many mistakes, said she’d be “haunted forever by regrets.” But she also defended herself. “I’m not a bad person, and I never will be… I’m a good person underneath…” In an eerie foretelling of her behavior, Brooke wrote, “Everything is about intention.”



After Crews was arrested in August 2017, authorities tossed a treasure trove of her notebooks, journals, and calendars into a nearby dumpster. An enterprising local reporter promptly retrieved them. They offer a revealing portrait of her state of mind. She confessed to anxiety and stress, and felt she suffered from PTSD. At the same time, she was fastidious about her personal records. In one notebook, the aspiring psychiatrist described her mornings: Make bed, meditate for thirty minutes, stretch for twenty minutes, do hair, dress, write in health journal. She was on a rigorous campaign of self-improvement, to be more positive, shed her insecurities. “Stop being victim to circumstance or reacting to the opinions of others,” she scolded herself in one entry. “Learn to become the initiators or the inspirers of worthy endeavors.”

She wanted to write horror stories and made notes for a tale called “The Breakdown Diaries,” about a young woman with a zombie virus. She wanted to overhaul the DSM-5, The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, the bible of the psychiatry profession. She was intrigued by a variety of subjects: religion, aliens, the “dark side” of social movements. Perhaps most remarkable, she was enthralled with serial killers, in particular Ted Bundy and the charming murderer’s “perfect double life.” Analyzing him in a research paper for a criminology class, she concluded Bundy had narcissistic personality disorder. If a man like Bundy came to her seeking counseling, Crews noted that she would gladly help him.

This is where she was, psychologically speaking, when she began dating William Hoehn. Six years younger, he was kind of a nice-looking guy, cocky. Hoehn made a little more than $2,000 a month, working for a Minnesota-based company called Cardinal Glass Industries. He also carried considerable personal baggage. Two kids by two different women, one of whom had sued him for child support. In 2012, Hoehn was found guilty of child abuse, fracturing his infant’s skull. Brooke was smitten anyway. By April 2016, she was living with Hoehn in his one-bedroom apartment on the top floor of a three-story apartment building at 2825 Ninth Street North, above the Greywinds.




Chapter Nine TEARS OF JOY

TWO DAYS AFTER LEARNING OF Savanna’s murder, Ashton walked into the lobby of Sanford Children’s Hospital in Fargo. It was Tuesday, and the lanky twenty-one-year-old was full of anticipation. After an agonizing week and a half, he was about to see his daughter for the first time. He did not know Haisley Jo’s real birthday, so he had chosen August 21, three days before she was found alive. He had brought her two gifts: a traditional star quilt and a rosary. Joe Greywind was there, too, clutching a handful of balloons. Although Joe and Norberta couldn’t meet their granddaughter until the next day because of hospital protocols, they had come anyway.

As he awaited his DNA results, Ashton still didn’t have custody of Haisley Jo. He had ninety minutes with her, and he wasn’t allowed to be with the infant alone. As a Cass County social worker looked on, he gingerly took Haisley Jo into his arms. Born four weeks early, she’d been jaundiced, weighing only four pounds, thirteen ounces. Now Ashton marveled at how healthy his infant daughter was after her traumatic beginnings. “She’s my miracle baby,” he said to a reporter.

That muggy summer day, Ashton took his first photos of Haisley Jo, tucked in a pink blanket, her eyes are little slits, her fists bunched. Over the weekend, he posted them on his Facebook page and his Snapchat account. The night before meeting his daughter, he had pored over baby pictures of Savanna. As he gazed at his tiny girl in the hospital room now, he could see her mother’s face. He wished Savanna could have been there “to enjoy it with me.” “It was the best feeling I’ve ever had,” Ashton told a reporter. “After all these dark days, she lit my day right up.”

A few days later, on September 12, Ashton listened anxiously as a judge awarded him custody of Haisley Jo. Sitting in the courtroom, he cried “tears of joy.” That Tuesday, Ashton headed to Sanford Hospital to bring home his daughter.

When Ashton held Haisley Jo, her head was so tiny it fit in the palm of his hand. He smiled, bent over, kissed her forehead. “It’s amazing—it’s all over with finally,” he told reporters. “I’ve been here almost a month fighting for my daughter. It’s been the toughest month of my life.”

But now he was facing so many unknowns. He was hopelessly young, a new single parent, suddenly charged with raising a child. Savanna’s child. The thought of that responsibility struck him. Then there was the future. When Haisley Jo was old enough, how would he tell her what had happened to her mother? He couldn’t think about any of that now. He had not even mourned Savanna.

On September 27, he posted on his Instagram a photo of Haisley Jo on a star quilt, a tiny thing in a fuchsia T-shirt with the words “Dad and I Agree Mom is the Boss,” her legs drawn up, her arms stiff, her gaze surprisingly direct. “savanna & i creates such a miracle,” he wrote, using the hashtag #haisleyjo.

When Ashton felt lonely and adrift, he openly grieved. On October 12, he posted a somber photo of himself wearing a sweatshirt with Savanna’s image on the front, looking down at her. “miss you, my love,” he wrote.

For most of the year, Ashton had been staying with his father on the Spirit Lake Reservation, helping him do construction on his house to earn money for the baby. With Savanna gone, he had made a decision. He would move back to Spirit Lake to raise their daughter there.



In October, in the wake of Savanna’s murder, a bill named for her was introduced by North Dakota senator Heidi Heitkamp in Congress. Under Savanna’s Act, the federal government would establish protocols across jurisdictions on how law enforcement responds to missing and murdered Native women. It would also improve access for tribal governments to national crime databases and require annual reports to Congress on the number of missing and slain Native women. The bill had seventeen cosponsors in the Senate, and an identical version in the House of Representatives introduced by California Democrat Norma Torres. But from the moment the bill was introduced, it languished in committee.




Chapter Ten DECEMBER

OUTSIDE THE CASS COUNTY COURTHOUSE in Fargo, snow coated the ground. Big elm trees lined the walk, their black branches slivered in white. As people padded inside, a handful of women in parkas waved hand-drawn signs for Savanna. “No More Stolen Sisters,” one read. It was Monday morning, December 11, 2017. The month before, Crews had changed her plea from not guilty to guilty, citing doubts about her ability to withstand the rigors of a trial. Since her arrest, some in the media were calling her a “womb-raider.”

The week before, her ex-boyfriend William Hoehn had appeared briefly in Cass County court, sticking to his not guilty plea. His beard had grown bushy and unkempt. At one point his small eyes darted around the room, as if looking for someone. Joe and Norberta Greywind were there, holding Haisley Jo, their relatives and friends squeezed into several rows. Some of them wore red T-shirts printed with Savanna’s image. Before the hearing, Ruth Buffalo, the member of Fargo’s Native American Commission, stood outside in the brittle cold with about a dozen protesters. “Our hope is that Savanna and her family receive justice,” she told a reporter.

Now, Crews shuffled into the packed courtroom in handcuffs, escorted by bailiffs and dressed in orange jail clothes. She averted her eyes, took a seat at the defense table next to her attorney. Seated in the wooden benches, Savanna’s relatives stared out, their faces unreadable. Joe and Norberta and their three children near the front. Since Savanna’s murder, her baby’s violent birth and kidnapping, it was the first time they’d been in the same room as their daughter’s killer.

“Are your pleas made voluntarily?” Judge Frank L. Racek asked Crews.

“Yes, sir,” said Crews.

“Do you understand that by pleading guilty that you are waiving your right to a trial?”

“Yes, sir.”

In the aftermath of Savanna’s horrific murder, there was a lot of speculation about whether Crews was insane. Whether she could be judged legally responsible for her crimes. In October her attorney ordered she undergo a mental health evaluation, but the results were kept quiet, the documents sealed. This morning the attorneys didn’t raise Crews’s mental condition at all. When the three charges against her were read—conspiracy to commit murder, conspiracy to commit kidnapping, conspiracy to give false information to law enforcement—Crews responded “guilty” to each one. Her sentencing hearing was scheduled for January 16, 2018. Until then she’d remain in Cass County Jail, denied bail.

After the hearing, the Greywinds seemed grateful. They would not have to go through the agony of a trial. Norberta smiled and hugged relatives and supporters. But Joe held back and shunned the media. He hated the publicity, the constant glare of attention. Their family had not only suffered the murder of their beloved daughter, their sister, their niece, and Haisley Jo the irrevocable loss of her mother. Their privacy, their quiet way of life, had been brutally stolen from them.



IN DECEMBER, ASHTON STARTED A GoFundMe account to help support him and Haisley Jo. He also gave an exclusive interview to People, accompanied by photos of him and the baby, and of Savanna. “Father Raising Newborn Taken from Slain Girlfriend’s Womb Speaks Out: ‘Now I’m Mom and Dad,’ ” the headline read.

Ashton had turned twenty-two. In a photo, the single father stood in a kitchen somewhere in Grand Forks, North Dakota, Haisley Jo nestled snugly in one arm. She was four months old, her cheeks plump, her baby tummy evident under a rose sweater. A tuft of black hair sprouted from her head. He had just given her a bottle, we were told, “patted her on the back and put his face close to hers, and whispered, ‘Hi.’ ” In response, she offered a dazzling smile. “She’s a Daddy’s girl,” Ashton said. But why did he look so grave? He stared into the camera with his dark eyes, unsmiling.

Ashton still dreamed of Savanna, longed for her and the life they would have shared. “Everyone says you have your daughter to look forward to [raising],” he said. “And I do. But that doesn’t bring back Savanna. Nothing will.” At first, he’d found caring for a newborn “overwhelming.” As the youngest of three brothers, he didn’t have experience like Savanna did nurturing siblings, helping raise her aunt’s babies, Odessa and Shane. “She would have been the best mom ever,” he told a reporter. “She was so good with kids.” Still, Haisley Jo was “such a happy baby. She’s always smiling.” His days and nights revolved around his daughter now. He’d learned to change a diaper. He bathed and fed Haisley Jo, played with her, put her down to sleep. Norberta and Joe, and Ashton’s parents, who were divorced, were involved, too, as well as a vast community of relatives. “He’s a really good dad especially with everything he’s going through,” his mom, Candy Wretling, observed in the story. “He was blessed with a strong spirit.”

They watched over Haisley Jo as if she were the last child on Earth.

Kayla was shy, but the one place she occasionally opened up was her Facebook page. In early December, the nineteen-year-old posted a photo of Haisley Jo, asleep in a bouncy chair, wearing two gifts. “Thanks for the bracelet and the moccasins,” Kayla wrote, trailed by two smiling emojis. A few days later she uploaded a photo of her and Savanna as teenagers in a big open field, somewhere in the countryside. Her older sister rode piggyback, her hands covering Kayla’s eyes. “I miss you,” Kayla wrote. A string of sad-faced and broken-heart emojis followed.

Kayla was also awakening to the sickening reality of other Native women like Savanna who’d disappeared or had their lives stolen in violence. One day she posted a missing person poster of Olivia Lone Bear, a member of the Three Affiliated Tribes. The thirty-two-year-old mother of five had vanished on the Fort Berthold Reservation in October, barely two months after Savanna. She’d last been spotted leaving the Sportsman’s Bar in New Town in a teal-colored pickup truck she often borrowed. Olivia’s family had reported her missing on October 27. But tribal police didn’t begin searching until November 1. In the vacuum, Olivia’s family launched their own hunt for her, appealing for help on Facebook. A $20,000 reward was offered. “For information leading to the return of Olivia or information leading to the arrest of someone who may have harmed her.”

In December, Kayla, her parents, and her brother Casey drove from Fargo to New Town to join a weekend search for Olivia. They did not know the Lone Bear family, but they wanted to lend their support. “We’ve been there, “Norberta told a reporter. “We can’t just sit by and let another family go through what we went through.”



A few days before Haisley Jo’s first Christmas, Brooke Crews was featured in a provocative news story. In response to a reporter’s request for a “jail house interview,” she had written him a letter from Cass County Jail. Neatly printed in pencil on ruled notebook paper, it was a page long. Although Crews requested that the letter not be printed until her sentencing hearing in 2018, the newspaper dutifully published it, noting its public value. In it, Crews declined the reporter’s invitation to tell her story. “I don’t think I’m entitled to be heard in any manner,” she wrote. “My actions devastated a family and shocked the community that I called home.” She offered another reason for her reluctance. “I don’t want to jepardize [sic] the State’s case with anything that I might say.” But she did seize the letter to alleviate her conscience. “I am ashamed of what I’ve done.” At her sentencing, she planned to apologize to Savanna’s family in person.

Using an expletive on her Facebook page, Kayla told Crews to “Just die.”




Chapter Eleven THE HEARING

IN FALL OF 2017, NATIVE advocates working to prevent sexual violence in Indian Country got some terrible news. That November, Heidi Heitkamp lost her North Dakota Senate seat to Representative Kevin Cramer, a staunchly conservative Republican championed by President Trump. A candidate who had derided the #MeToo movement as a “movement toward victimization.” In October, Heitkamp had voted against the confirmation of Supreme Court justice Brett M. Kavanaugh. Many political observers believed her stand against Kavanaugh, who prevailed despite what many considered a credible accusation of sexual assault by a California psychologist named Christine Blasey Ford, cost the moderate Democrat the election.

Now advocates wondered what would become of Heitkamp’s signature legislation, Savanna’s Act. In December, Heitkamp spent her final days in Congress urging her colleagues to pass the bill before they scattered for the holiday recess. The Senate did unanimously. It never got to a vote in the House. Although he was retiring, a lone Republican, Representative Bob Goodlatte of Virginia, blocked Savanna’s Act because he didn’t like a provision giving preference to certain law enforcement agencies.

Before Heitkamp left Washington, Republican senator Lisa Murkowski of Alaska—where violence against Native women is astronomical—vowed to get Savanna’s Act passed. In January 2018, she reintroduced the bill with Catherine Cortez Masto, a Democratic senator for Nevada. After decades of indifference from Congress, there finally seemed to be momentum to seek justice for Native American women and girls.



On the night before Crews’s sentencing on February 2, 2018, a service unfolded at the Sanctuary Events Center in downtown Fargo. Hosted by the Greywinds, We Are Savanna drew nearly seventy people in the hope she’d receive justice, and of impressing upon the judge the magnitude of her death. “We received correspondence from across the globe regarding the impact her murder had on people,” Janel Herald, the family’s spokesperson, explained to reporters. “It wasn’t just an incident that happened in North Dakota—her murder was felt very far and wide.”

Many gathered in the white folding chairs facing the stage wore red to honor missing and murdered Indigenous women. In the historic St. Mark’s building, envisioned by a Lutheran missionary in 1886, modernized most recently in 2013 to provide video screens and a sound system, a banner with Savanna’s image floated below the exposed rafters. Angel wings enfolding her against a flawless blue sky. “In Our Hearts Always,” the banner read.

Ashton, in a brightly colored knit cap, sat near the front, cradling Haisley Jo. Five months old now, she stared out with mahogany eyes and wore a pretty pink headband with a bow. Her grandparents and Kayla were in the same row; Norberta and Kayla wore red T-shirts bearing Savanna’s name. During the evening there were songs, prayers, a drum circle. Friends and family shared their memories, their grief. Ashley Hunt Littlewind, Savanna’s aunt, recalled how the young woman had nurtured her five-year-old daughter, Odessa, and how close they were. She had been involved from the day Odessa was born.

The event also centered attention on the MMIW movement and Savanna’s Act. Although Heitkamp was no longer a US senator, a representative from her office read a statement, emphasizing the staggering levels of sexual violence against Native women and girls. Fargo Mayor Tim Mahoney, a late-middle-aged surgeon born in Devils Lake, came to the lectern, a red scarf dangling from his neck, the color “a sign that we need to wake up as a community.” “Savanna is us,” he said. “Savanna is a part of us.” Her horrific killing still angered him because “this is not the Fargo I know. It hurt us all and it will take us a long time to heal.”



In the Cass County courtroom, the mood the next morning was melancholy and intense. More than fifty of Savanna’s family, friends, and supporters packed the gallery. Carrying a warm jacket, her straight brown hair in a ponytail, Norberta wore beaded earrings with Savanna’s picture on them. Celebrity attorney Gloria Allred had flown in from Los Angeles to serve as an advocate for Savanna’s parents. Before court, the elegantly dressed lawyer, highlights streaking her dark hair, took Joe and Norberta to a quiet room. She wanted to prepare them for what they would hear in the courtroom. She explained to them for the first time how their pregnant daughter had died.

Shortly after Savanna went upstairs to apartment 5, she was savagely murdered. In one version given to authorities, Crews provoked a fight, shoved Savanna, who fell and hit her head on the bathroom sink. But how Savanna was really subdued remains unknown. Crews fetched a sharp instrument. As Savanna lay there, Crews sliced her from hip to hip, pried out her eight-month-old fetus, cut the umbilical cord. Put Savanna’s dark-haired premature infant in the bathtub on a towel. Savanna was alive, floating in and out of consciousness.

Sometime between 2 and 3 p.m., William Hoehn came home from his job laying roofs. The thirty-two-year-old man couldn’t wait to chill out, play video games on his laptop. In another bizarre twist, Crews had insisted to Hoehn since January that she was pregnant. She had shown him two pregnancy tests and an ultrasound image. At the same time, Crews had also once told him that she’d had her tubes tied. Even though Hoehn knew she had ditched several children by other men, he believed her. “I’m not an OB-GYN,” he snapped at two Fargo police detectives, during an interview on August 24 at the Fargo police station.

In her testimony on February 2, Crews would say she truly came to believe she was pregnant, even though she had concocted the lie to keep Hoehn from leaving her. Then on August 6, her delusion was shattered when she and Hoehn fought. “You’re not pregnant,” he reportedly accused her. Afterward, somehow, Crews thought that Hoehn still expected her to come up with a baby. So she began wondering, where could she get her hands on one? A week before Savanna’s murder, Crews claimed that Hoehn told her Savanna was pregnant. Hoehn would vigorously dispute Crews telling him this. From then on, Crews plotted to steal Savanna’s child.

Hoehn came home from work that Saturday afternoon to the sound of something weird. The sound of a baby. Behind the bathroom door, he found his girlfriend and Savanna, a bloody heap on the floor. “What the fuck?” he said. Savanna was still, her skin pale, her lips blue “like she had had a piece of blue candy,” Hoehn later testified in court. She was actually experiencing cyanosis, a medical term meaning an insufficient level of oxygen in the blood.

On a towel in the bathtub was a newborn girl.

“This is our baby, this is our family,” Crews said. She had already picked out a name for her: Phoenix.

Hoehn took one look at Savanna and asked, “Is she dead?”

“I don’t know,” Crews replied. “Please help me.”

Crews asserted that Hoehn went to get a rope and wrapped it around Savanna’s neck, making sure she was dead. Hoehn would later dispute that account. He never strangled Savanna; she was already dead when he arrived.

Joe Greywind was so bereft after hearing how Savanna had died that he could not give his testimony.



In the courtroom, prosecutor Tanya Martinez slowly unwound how Crews murdered Savanna. How she tricked her to come to her apartment and triggered a fight with the pregnant twenty-two-year-old. How she cut open her womb to steal her child. Savanna was alive after the delivery. She died sometime after, from a loss of blood, a lack of medical care. “She was taking her first breath, as her mother was taking her last,” Martinez said of Haisley Jo’s entry into the world.

As they listened to the gruesome details, Savanna’s loved ones wiped tears from their cheeks, quietly sobbed. They had not heard any of this until now. Ashton wept, his head bent over his daughter’s silky hair. Most of the hearing, Haisley Jo sat on his lap, gazed around the courtroom. Krista Andrews, a family law attorney in Fargo representing Ashton, took the baby into her lap when she spoke of his loss. Dressed in a little jean jacket, a red bow in her hair, Haisley Jo explored the lawyer’s fingers. She was a good baby, a happy baby; everyone said so. Andrews told the court that Savanna and Ashton’s child had recently been bestowed her Native American name. In English it means “survivor.”

When it was time for Savanna’s mother to speak, Allred held her victim-impact statement for her. “I miss her laugh,” Norberta said. She began to cry. “I heard about people saying the pain of losing a child is like no other pain. I now know that pain. My heart is broken.”

Kayla’s brief words were searing. “The crimes against my sister have broken me, and I will never be the same,” she said.

Joe waited outside alone. Allred read his victim-impact statement, her New York accent echoing in the still courtroom. In it, Savanna’s father begged the judge to give Crews the maximum sentence, life without the possibility of parole. “So that HJ and our family can at least feel safe from her,” Joe wrote. “Our family is trying to heal, but we find it nearly impossible.” They were getting help from therapists, he noted, but it was “still dark for us.” They didn’t know if “there will ever be a light at the end of this dark tunnel.”

He called Savanna an angel. From then on, many images would indelibly picture her as one. A beautiful young woman, with wings the color of snow. “Brooke Crews by her horrific, criminal acts took an angel from us,” he told the court. “As a husband and a father, I did everything I could to protect my family ever since I moved to Fargo.” But, he went on, “I could not protect Savanna from my neighbor, Brooke Crews.”

Finally, Crews rose from the defense table. “I wish I hadn’t done this,” she said tearfully.

Ashton had planned to propose to Savanna after they moved in together. The couple’s seven-year anniversary would have been in March. As he listened to the woman who had murdered her, violently taken the mother of his child, he could barely stand it. When Crews was done, Ashton stalked out of the courtroom, shaking his head.

Crews was sentenced to life in prison without parole. Norberta hugged Allred, tears streaming down her face. The Greywinds and their supporters, thronged by news cameras and reporters, gathered in the rotunda. Norberta, who had become, by her calm nature, the family’s voice, spoke to the media. “Today is the first day I learned how my daughter was murdered and how my granddaughter was taken from her. I am satisfied with the sentence.” Ashton also spoke. “I’d like to thank Judge Racek for not showing any lenience towards Brooke. After finding out what happened to Savanna and how my daughter was born, it kind of tore me apart. It still does.”

Standing nearby, Allred quietly observed. In a way, the sight of Allred, clad in a magenta suit, surrounded by working-class Native families in red sweatshirts, jackets, and jeans, was jarring. She told reporters she was there as an advocate; she wouldn’t be filing a civil suit for the Greywinds. But in other ways, her presence was completely unsurprising. Allred could spark attention, bring pressure, on Savanna’s murder, to the little-known crisis of violence against Native women, in a way few could. “It must never happen again,” Allred said. While praising the prosecution and the state’s attorney, she took a swipe at the Fargo police. “Everybody’s disappearance must be taken seriously, especially when it is very unlikely that that disappearance is due to a voluntary absence of the missing person.”

As others spoke, Kayla sat alone on the wooden stairs, her arms wrapped around her knees, staring off in the distance. She was despondent. Like her mother, she wore earrings with Savanna’s picture on them. She vehemently opposed the judge’s decision. Her sister’s killer, she believed, should have gotten the death penalty. Even though it didn’t exist in North Dakota. “Her cries mean nothing to me,” she told the assembled reporters. “Brooke Crews does not deserve to live. She should not even be talking. She didn’t have a reason to cry at all in court. That’s all I have to say and that’s how I feel.

“Savanna deserved life. She deserved to be a mother to her child.”




Chapter Twelve ELEVEN WEEKS

ON FEBRUARY 13, 2017, SAVANNA saw her doctor for a prenatal checkup. She was eleven weeks. She was eager to share the journey of her first pregnancy, so she posted an ultrasound image on her Facebook page. It was a happy time in her young life, but Savanna also had financial troubles. She was working full-time at Eventide, trying to save money for the baby. A few days before, she’d gotten a $2,800 bill from her previous landlord, to cover a new carpet and cleaning expenses. She’d lived in the apartment for only seven months, had left it “nice” when she moved out. “I’m so upset,” she wrote. She figured she’d have to pay it. People argued she shouldn’t because she’d paid the cleaning deposit.

Savanna wasn’t so serious that she couldn’t laugh at herself. She was keenly aware of her flaws. One day she posted a cartoonish image of a guy looking sternly in the mirror, poking his finger at the glass. “Just because you have money in your account doesn’t mean you can spend it bitch,” the caption read. Above that, Savanna commented the image should be printed on her debit card.

In her first trimester, she was feeling more exhausted. But she loved her job and cherished her relationships with her elderly patients. In late March, she shared a conversation she had: “I was telling one of my residents about how Ashton and I got a nice hotel room & she’s like ‘oh, yeah I remember you telling me you were going there… so what’d you guys do? Fool around?’ lol oh my goodness, she’s so funny.”

She was fiercely protective of them, too. She didn’t understand why her employer hired nursing assistants who were rude to the elderly residents she loved. She mourned them when they passed away. On May 10, she posted a single heart emoji for an obituary of a patient she’d known when she’d worked in Devils Lake.

During that bright busy spring, Savanna’s life revolved around work, Ashton, her doting family. When they did something that annoyed her, she playfully let them know about it. In May, she recounted a mock dialogue with her parents on her FB page:

My parents: How come you never socialize with the family?

Me: *sits with family*

Me: *gets insulted by entire family*

Below, she posted a meme of a cartoon bug waving a skinny arm above a caption joking “I’ll remember you all in therapy.”




Chapter Thirteen A POEM

ON MARCH 21, 2018, NORBERTA Greywind wrote these words to her late daughter:


You were taken from us 7 months ago but it still feels like it was just yesterday. You are on my mind night and day. Its going to take quite a while to adjust to life without you.



She doubted, she went on, that they ever would. But she knew Savanna was always with them. She was such a mama’s and daddy’s girl, even as she was trying to live on her own. But Savanna could never be apart from them for long, Norberta wrote, adding an “Lol.” She and Joe missed their eldest daughter terribly. Her brothers and sister missed their “Big Sis,” too. Norberta adored her memories of Savanna, and was so grateful to have Haisley Jo. “I love her so much.” She remembered how thrilled they were anticipating Haisley’s arrival, talking over motherhood, what Norberta would be like as a grandmother. She remembered playfully warning Savanna that she’d have Haisley Jo as much as she wanted, for as long as she wanted. Savanna would laugh, say, “OK Ma.” Norberta remembered how she babied Savanna during her pregnancy, gave her whatever she wanted, would rub her daughter’s belly and talk to Haisley. “Thank you Savanna,” she wrote in closing, “for giving us our granddaughter. She is just as perfect as you were.”




Chapter Fourteen WALKING IN ANCESTRAL LANDS

ON A HOT DESERT MORNING in late June 2018, the ballroom in the Albuquerque Hotel murmured with female voices. Some five hundred Native American women and girls had assembled for the Women Are Sacred Conference in New Mexico, a biannual event where tribal leaders, social workers, advocates for domestic violence and sexual assault victims, survivors, and government officials assess progress on keeping Indian women safe.

The theme of the conference, “Resilience: Walking in Ancestral Lands,” spoke to strength. Dozens of tribes were represented, from tiny Alaska villages to Arizona nations. Every speaker recited her tribe. Cherokee. Hopi. The Navajo Nation. The Muscogee (Creek) Nation. Comanche.

This morning, many of the women were in traditional dress. Long skirts ringed with wide satin ribbons, elaborately embroidered shawls, beaded and silver necklaces. Some tucked eagle feathers in their hair. Others wore red T-shirts with the words “Native Love.” Some of the gray-haired women reflected the ongoing grassroots movement to protect Native women, launched in the 1970s.

Onstage stood a series of red cardboard female shapes, their shoulders draped in red cloth shawls. Symbolizing women who’d gone missing, been slain, no matter how many years had passed. Before the speeches, an elderly Native woman named Kathy Sanchez arranged objects on a table for a prayer ceremony. An abalone shell, figures of mothers and children, a jar of river water from Vancouver. When she began, the room hushed. “The prayer I give has the corns for the four directions of all the people scattered here. Sacred water to bless yourself. Lavender pouches grandmothers have made for you to de-stress. As we are honoring our missing and murdered… they are all here with us in silence.”

Cherrah Giles, a citizen of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation in Oklahoma, stepped up to the microphone. The chair of the National Indigenous Women’s Resource Center (NIWRC), she had earned a master’s in social work from the University of Oklahoma. That week migrant children were being separated from their parents at the southern border, a policy that resonates deeply with Native American history, “when children were stolen and placed in boarding schools,” she said. “We have really struggled with this as a staff. It takes us back to a painful past.”

Deb Haaland, a member of the Pueblo Laguna Tribe, was greeted with applause, cheers. The tall, elegant New Mexico native, the former chair of the state Democratic Party, was running to represent Albuquerque in the House of Representatives. A single mother, she’d once been on food stamps. If chosen, she’d be one of the first Native American women in Congress. She urged the crowd to visit her website, to make a small donation to her campaign, volunteer.

Young advocates were present in droves. Sherry Walota, a tall woman with long straight hair, a black dress, black boots spoke. She was Navajo. She worked for First Nations, a health clinic near Albuquerque that tends Native women with HIV. “I want to acknowledge the ancestral land we’re on,” she said. “It’s really amazing to see everybody here.” She looked over the crowd. “I can see so much powerful medicine in the room,” she said, beaming. “It’s making me all excited and rowdy.”

The previous winter, Walota’s group held a candlelight vigil with other groups to honor missing and murdered Native women in the Southwest. Out in the hallway they’d created a display of single earrings, symbolizing women who’ve disappeared. “If you have one earring,” she said, “you can put it on the board, to remember who you want to remember.”

One after another, the speakers raised the crisis of missing and murdered Indigenous women. It became almost a chant. A substance abuse counselor who identified herself as Comanche belonged to a new group in Oklahoma. In 2016 they did their first long walk for missing and murdered women. “We had more than two hundred people join us,” she said.

There was also a trickle of federal officials talking about money available to tribes from the Crime Victims Fund and the Office on Violence Against Women. The tribes, no matter their size, their needs, all compete for the same pot. The Crime Victims Fund, amounting to billions of dollars, stems from fines and penalties incurred by offenders. But tribes have had to fight for their share. According to a 2017 Department of Justice report, from 2010 through 2014, “state governments passed only 0.5 percent of the available funds to programs serving tribal victims, leaving a significant unmet need in most tribal communities.”

In June, tribes suddenly got a tribal set-aside—a sum of $133 million. Virginia Davis, senior policy advisor for the National Conference of Indians, was glad. But again, why did it have to be such a battle? During an afternoon workshop to help tribes apply for the funds, she said, “Congress said we’re going to triple our investment for crime victims, and we’re not going to give a single dollar to the most victimized population in the country? That was outrageous, unconscionable.”

And there was no guarantee Congress would allocate money next year. In response, Native activists were pushing for the SURVIVE Act, a bill that would secure tribes a permanent stream of funding from the Crime Victims Act.

Katharine Sullivan, deputy director of the Office on Violence Against Women, came to the microphone. She was blond, white, wearing a stylish business dress. “Coming down this morning from my room and seeing how beautiful you all look…,” she began, “it is a real profound honor to be here with all the advocates of the sovereign tribal nations.”

As she spoke, the weight of history suffused the air. For centuries, the federal government had repeatedly failed to honor its trust obligations with tribes. Treaties were ignored, broken. Funds for housing, education, and health care slashed. Sullivan addressed their mistrust. “I want to assure all of you the president and attorney general have shown a tremendous amount of support to victims of violent crime as well as tribal issues,” she said “I know that sometimes it feels the federal government doesn’t hear you. But I promise you that we do.”

Her promises felt hollow. Since 1995, the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) has seeded a field of domestic violence and sexual assault programs, shelters and hotlines, and counseling and legal help in Indian Country. Yet many states control the money, leaving tribes to scramble for a share. VAWA must be renewed every five years. But as of early November, Congress had yet to approve VAWA18. It would vanish at the end of December. At the conference, attorney Jacqueline Agtuca lamented: “We are talking about basic services that keep a woman safe.”

A public policy consultant with NIWRC, Agtuca had engaged for decades in efforts in Washington, DC, to protect Native women. This morning she began by telling a story, a parable of her experience in the MMIW movement. Three sisters were walking by a river. They saw a baby in the water. One sister jumped in, trying to save the baby. The second sister also jumped into the river, tried to teach the baby how to swim. The third sister started walking upstream.

Her sisters called out, “Sister, sister! Where are you going? Help us save this baby!”

The third sister replied, “I’m going to go upstream and find out why these babies are drowning so we can stop this.”

Agtuca went on. “In my experience most of the conditions tribal people live under are the result of federal law. So I want you to follow along with what is happening on the legislative front and help us,” she urged. The legislative update, a summary the NIWRC publishes of bills introduced in Congress and their status, hadn’t always existed. It was only in the last eight years that tribal issues had achieved federal prominence. Agtuca felt there had been progress.

She recalled their victory in 2013, when VAWA restored to tribes a sliver of authority: the right to prosecute non-Native men for domestic violence, dating violence, and violating protection orders on tribal land. “We won another issue that people said, ‘No, you will never do that, just stop.’ The entire Congress said jurisdiction will not be restored.”

Caroline LePorte updated the audience on a five-year report by the Department of Justice on VAWA13. It showed that when tribes are given more local control, they successfully arrest and convict perpetrators. During that time, there were 143 arrests of 128 non-Indian abusers, 74 convictions, and 5 acquittals. Twenty-four cases were pending. Reporting of crimes also increased.

Yet only eighteen tribes had put the landmark provision into effect. Many lacked the resources to hire defense counsel and prosecutors, to build jails, to mold tribal laws to meet VAWA’s conditions. “There are tribal courts that look at this kind of federal legislation and say, ‘There’s too many strings attached,’ ” Native American author and lawyer Sarah Deer told me. “It’s the expense, and it’s also a principled standpoint that the strings attached impact the ability of tribes to do things independently.”



The keynote speaker was Taylor Sheridan, the director of Wind River, who would go on to create Yellowstone, the contemporary western TV drama. In a landscape of Native women, the forty-seven-year-old screenwriter certainly stood out. He wore a tan suit, cowboy boots, his cinnamon-colored hair neatly combed. He eased into his speech, acknowledging a question perhaps on everyone’s mind. “Why is this white man here, telling our story?” he began. He smiled. “I will tell you.” Sheridan had spent time in his twenties on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, on a spiritual quest. “They taught me songs, and then they taught me their history,” he said. “I made friends that are friends today. I got to witness something you don’t if you haven’t spent real time on a reservation. I witnessed poverty and racism at a level I’ve never seen.” He spoke of their historical origins, the army’s slaughter of tribes to gain territory. “As you know, Western expansion in the nineteenth century hit a roadblock when it hit the plains,” he said. The military’s strategy was brutal. “If they could draw out the warriors, they could attack the women and children, which is exactly what they did,” he said. The poverty and violence in Indian Country now weren’t accidental. They were a “systematic system of control.” His remarks drew applause.

When Sheridan started writing screenplays, he had vowed to make stories about Native American issues, traditional ways of life. In 2017, his film Wind River was his directorial debut. Set on the vast Wind River Reservation in Wyoming, it chronicled the murder of a young Native woman and the crime’s jurisdictional chaos. Since it opened, the NIWRC had hosted screenings and panel discussions. It had been shown at the United Nations, and in Congress.

That night, there was a viewing at the hotel, in a room off the lobby. Sheridan didn’t attend, and had already left the conference. About fifty people of all ages settled into chairs. During the film, some clutched tissues, softly cried. A few gasped. In the midst of the Native woman’s rape by white oil workers, a man left with a little boy.

Afterward, a policy expert from NIWRC led a discussion. But few raised their hands. I wondered if they were numb, stunned silent. The middle-aged woman next to me teared up as she shared about a MMIW project made by a teenage girl in her tribe. Her name was Joni Drake, she wore a “Women Are Sacred” T-shirt, was a tribal advocate in California.

I introduced myself. I shared that my late grandmother was Chickasaw, though I didn’t usually mention it because I wasn’t raised around Chickasaws, grew up in a white middle-class neighborhood in California. “Be proud of your heritage,” she told me. She reached into her bag, produced a small bundle of gray sage, medicine for healing. She pressed it into my hand. “Burn this while you’re writing,” she said.




Chapter Fifteen TILLIE BLACK BEAR


Even in thought, women are to be respected. We teach this to our children. We teach it to our grandchildren. We teach it to our kids so that the generations to come, will know what is expected of them. Those generations to come will also know how to treat each other as relatives.

—Tillie Black Bear



AT THE WOMEN ARE SACRED Conference in Albuquerque, there was talk everywhere of Tillie Black Bear. It was a reverence reserved for a great spiritual leader, a beloved grandmother.

In the 1970s, Tillie Black Bear, a member of the Sicangu Lakota Nation and Rosebud Sioux Tribe, in South Dakota, led the movement to end violence against Native women and girls. At the time, few paid much notice that Indian women were being beaten, hurt, raped. Despite federal trust obligations, written promises made decades before in exchange for Native territory, to work with tribes to keep them safe. Then in her twenties, Tillie was soft-spoken, unassuming, deceptively tenacious. She was round, with narrow brown eyes and a high forehead. Long braids framed her sweet face. Tillie knew national allies were critical to the cause. So she testified in Washington, DC, before Congress about the frequency of domestic violence in Indian Country at the US Commission on Civil Rights. She helped found the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence, an organization that dramatically changed how battered women were treated in the criminal justice system. In 1978, she opened the first domestic violence shelter for abused and raped Native women, on the Rosebud Reservation in Mission, South Dakota. The first shelter for women of color in America. It is there still.

The shelter arose in the embrace of a group Tillie founded called the White Buffalo Calf Woman Society, Inc. And a powerful legend two thousand years old: the prophecy of the White Buffalo Calf Woman, an omen of change. As the prophecy holds, two warriors were hunting for buffalo in the sacred Black Hills of South Dakota. A large shape appeared in the sky, drifted toward them from the west. The shape was inside a cloud. Soon the warriors saw that it was a white buffalo calf, a holy being. As it came close, the calf transformed into a beautiful young Indian woman. Seeing her, one of the young men had wicked thoughts. She beckoned him: come closer. The scout, being young and foolish, approached. As he did, the cloud turned black and enveloped him to protect her. When it lifted, nothing was left but his bones.

Now the second warrior kneeled and began to pray. The White Buffalo Calf Woman gave him instructions: “Go back to your people, tell them that in four days I’ll come, bringing a sacred bundle.” On the fourth day, the Oceti Sakowin saw a cloud. As it floated down to the land, a white buffalo calf rolled off the cloud and became the beautiful young woman again. In her hand she carried the sacred bundle, a gift. The people had formed a circle, and when the White Buffalo Calf Woman joined them, she handed them her gift.

Over the next four days, the White Buffalo Calf Woman taught the people songs, wisdom, the seven sacred ceremonies of life: the sweat lodge or purification ceremony; the naming ceremony; the healing ceremony; the “making of relatives” or adoption ceremony; the marriage ceremony; the vision quest; and the sun dance ceremony. An article from a Native American website described what happened next: “And she instructed our people that as long as we performed these ceremonies, we would always remain caretakers and guardians of sacred land. She told us that as long as we took care of it and respected it that our people would never die and would always live.”

Before she left, the White Buffalo Calf Woman addressed them one more time. Someday she would return for the sacred bundle, which held the White Buffalo Calf Pipe. For now, it would remain. Today, the pipe is kept by Chief Arvol Looking Horse in a sacred place on the Cheyenne Indian Reservation in South Dakota, covering more than a million acres of land.

As she turned to go, the White Buffalo Calf Woman delivered a final prophecy. When a white buffalo calf was born, a rare occurrence since buffalo are typically brown, that would be a harbinger of change. It meant that the White Buffalo Calf Woman would soon return, to restore balance and harmony.

In September 2008, Tillie recited the story of the White Buffalo Calf Woman, of her significance to the Lakota people, at a diversity conference at Northern Michigan University. As she spoke, schoolchildren and teenagers from the Citizen Potawatomi Nation listened. By then Tillie had received many honors. An award in 1988 from the Department of Justice for her activism to support crime victims. A Points of Light Award in 1989 from President George H. W. Bush. The Eleanor Roosevelt Human Rights Award in 2000 from President Bill Clinton. At the Millennium Conference on Domestic Violence, she was acknowledged as one of the ten founders of the domestic violence movement in the United States.

Standing at the dais that late September afternoon, she wore a bulky black jacket, black T-shirt, pale yellow pants, and sandals. Her voice was scratchy, her shoulder-length hair gray. A cane steadied her. She burned sage, then began with a prayer and a song. “This helps me stay calm while I’m visiting with you,” she said. She smiled, closed her eyes, sang. The sounds of Lakota vibrating in the still room.



Tillie Black Bear was born in 1946 during the residential boarding schools’ era, under the wide shifting skies of the Rosebud Sioux Reservation, the third of eleven children. During her childhood, Native Americans were forbidden by federal law from practicing their spiritual ways. It was not until 1978, incredibly, that this cruel discriminatory policy was ended. Tillie’s family kept their traditions. At one point, they traveled to Washington, DC, to press Congress for the right to hold their religious ceremonies in the open. They won. “My family was one of the first ones that brought the sun dance back to Rosebud in 1960,” Tillie recalled during her talk in 2008. Their example nourished her for life. “I come from that rich tradition of resistance, and it’s what helped me become who I am as a woman.”

When she was four or five, she started going to the small public school in town. After two weeks, they sent home a note to her mother. Tillie wasn’t ready, should come back next year because she couldn’t speak English. A few weeks later, some strangers came to their house. Why wasn’t Tillie in school? they wanted to know. Hadn’t she started? Two of her mom’s brothers were there. One responded: “She did, but Tillie was so smart she finished her first year in two weeks.”

Tillie told this story often, including in her speech in fall 2008. It was a way for the Lakota elder to paint her beginnings, her loved ones’ resilience. “This is the kind of family I grew up in, rich in humor and keeping ourselves humble,” she recalled.

Like countless Native American children in the United States, Tillie was torn from her family when she was very young. In first grade, she was forced to go to St. Francis, a Catholic boarding school run by Jesuit priests and Franciscan nuns. She still spoke only snippets of English, words like “nurse” and “work,” to describe her mother’s job. For years, she came home only for Christmas in the freezing South Dakota winters, and during the hot, sticky summers. She felt like a visitor, but hung on to speaking Lakota. When she graduated from residential school, she went to college at Northern State University, in Aberdeen, South Dakota, one of a few female Native American students. She earned a master of arts from the University of South Dakota.

In presentations, Tillie frequently emphasized the sacredness of Native women. To illustrate, she would tell vivid stories about women’s roles. Her humor was subtle, dry. So began her talk in 2008. For millennia, clan mothers chose which males would represent their clan. “There were things this man could not do in order for him to be in a leadership position,” she noted. If the man proved to be a bad leader, the clan would dehorn him. In marriage, Sioux women retained many rights. “We could become Mrs. Sitting Bull, or anything, but we kept our name. We were known for our name, who we were.” In Tillie’s tribe, marriage ceremonies were quick. As were divorces. The teepee where the wife and husband lived was unquestionably hers. “All a woman had to do was gather his things and set them outside the teepee, and he knew he was no longer welcome in her home.”

Contrary to colonialist stereotypes of Native Americans, violence in marriage was not tolerated. Women were protected. There was a system of justice. “Where I come from, we have stories about how men were handled when they battered a woman,” Tillie recalled. “We have stories about how men were handled when they raped a woman.” One such story, Tillie recited in her measured, gentle voice, involved a husband who had sexually assaulted his wife. The woman’s brothers got together, then went to see the husband. They gave him a gun, then told him: go over the hill and shoot yourself. “We don’t want to see it,” the brothers said. The husband climbed the hill and disappeared. A shot rang out. But the man hadn’t taken his life, so the brothers killed him.

There was a similarly foreboding story Tillie offered about a man who’d violated a woman and been given a knife. This time he managed to complete the punishment himself. “So consequences were swift for women who were battered, for women who were sexually assaulted,” Tillie noted. “Things were carried out very quickly and they sent a strong message to our male relatives. This is what will happen. Even in death you are responsible for your actions.”

Tillie called her life’s work “reclaiming the sacred of tribal women over all of Turtle Island,” the term many Native Americans use for Earth. When she died in July 2014, she was laid to rest in South Dakota. In English her Lakota name, Wa Wokiye Win, meant Woman Who Helps Everyone. On October 1, the beginning of Domestic Violence Awareness Month, Tillie Black Bear is celebrated and honored throughout Indian Country.

On this bright Thursday morning at the Women Are Sacred Conference, in 2018, Tillie’s presence was palpable. About forty people of various ages attended a panel discussion called “Strategies for Increasing the Safety of Native Women.” They settled into chairs, sipped water, glanced through programs. Many wore red T-shirts with MMIW messages. One featured a white heart with white letters reading: “Justice for Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women.”

Up front, Cherrah Giles, board chair of the National Indigenous Women’s Resource Center, was taking a photo of two colleagues laughing. She wore a red T-shirt with Tillie’s image, black skirt, tan moccasins with turquoise beading. Now Rose Quilt, director of research and policy at the NIWRC, introduced herself to the group. In her mid-forties, she was a citizen of the Yakima Nation in Washington, a mother, and a grandmother. “I appreciate you wearing red today,” she said. “It’s really a sign of solidarity with one another and in honoring our families.”

This morning’s discussion centered on the movement to end violence against Native women in Indian Country, its origins and touchstones. “It’s been quite an interesting, challenging, beautiful, heart-wrenching journey,” said Quilt. “But it is really important for us to take a moment and pause, and look at that journey.”

She then asked, “How many of you know Tillie Black Bear?” About half the room raised their hands. A slide of a young Tillie in a tan beaded traditional dress and long braids appeared on-screen. Quilt mentioned her founding of the first Native women’s domestic violence shelter in the United States. Another in the 1970s had been created by Alaska Native women. “They saw the need in hearing the cries of their sisters,” Quilt said. “This is why they created those shelters.”

Watershed moments were recalled: the Violence Against Women Act passing in fall of 1994, becoming law in 1995. With it came the first federal protections for women experiencing violence, a responsibility states repeatedly had failed to enforce. Millions in funding to create domestic violence programs, prevention efforts, shelters, and victims’ resources across the country. But there was also uncertainty: Would tribes receive their fair share? It was by no means assured they would. So Native advocates threw themselves into political organizing. They lobbied Congress, marched in states to ensure protecting Native women was a priority. As they entered the political world, their unique tribal traditions remained at the heart of their activism, guiding them. As Dorma Sahneyah, director for training and technical assistance at NIWRC, a lawyer and former chief prosecutor for the Hopi Tribe in Arizona, reminded the audience, “We have certain ways of life from the time we were born to when we leave this world. All the experiences we have within our communities, in our villages, that frames who we are. That’s one of the things I heard over and over from my grandma.”

Sahneyah was dressed in a black T-shirt, a rust-colored patterned skirt, her black hair pulled back from her face. Her remarks ran deep. She mentioned that she was a member of the tobacco clan, a legacy that informed her worldview. And the difficulties Native advocates faced, as women of sovereign nations, trying to convey their life experiences to effect change. “How do I explain to people in a political world how those policies are going to impact my people, how are they going to impact the future of my daughters and granddaughters?” she asked, the audience quiet, listening. “When we speak our language it’s very difficult to translate that into English, because there’s so much more meaning in our language. So our challenge is trying to bring that forward through stories, so they can understand what we are talking about.”

She raised other profound differences between Native American cultures and mainstream America that have made their work hard. The balanced relationships between men and women, their equally powerful roles. “It has always been that way in our tribe. It’s a life of reciprocity; it’s not about control. So how do we translate how we live into some of these policies that are coming?”

She paused, offered how they could contribute, her words a cadence. “It needs information from you all,” she emphasized, “about your lives, about your people, about your histories, about things that keep people in harmony. Sometimes we think what we say and what we do doesn’t have impact. It does. It does.”



The discussion turned back to VAWA. How Native advocates molded the legislation, in the years after it passed, to enhance safety for Native women. Often it was a battle to win anything, especially around tribes attaining sovereignty over their criminal justice system. Every five years, VAWA must be reauthorized by Congress. In 2000, tribes achieved a victory when Congress raised the tribal set-aside in VAWA to 10 percent, funneling the funds directly to Native American communities instead of the states. In 2005, Native advocates wanted an amendment that would require the Department of Justice to hold an annual consultation with tribes about tribal programs and funds under VAWA. It was a natural step. Many issues arose, needed discussion. Were the resources for the nation’s hundreds of tribes adequate, being properly administered? Were the programs effective in protecting Native women from domestic violence? What was missing? “We put that legislation there because we couldn’t get the feds to sit down [with us],” said Jacqueline “Jax” Agtuca, a lawyer and public policy consultant, one of the panelists.

Agtuca was in her early fifties. She had a kind, open face, a warm smile. This morning she wore a red dress, her black hair styled short, her nails painted burgundy. She remembered those early struggles, those victories, because she was there. In 1994, she joined the Department of Justice to launch the Violence Against Women Grants Office. In her role, she helped create federal policy and programming to increase protections for women who’d been sexually assaulted, raped, and battered. She focused especially on assisting Native women, who’d long been forgotten, were politically invisible. In 2015, Agtuca received the American Bar Association’s “Vision 20/20” award, for her work creating a national movement and for rallying the legal profession against domestic and sexual violence with VAWA.

In 2005, when Native advocates first proposed adding an annual consultation with tribes in VAWA, they were flatly told it was unlikely. In response, they mounted a strategic campaign with allies in the domestic violence movement. They held vigils, protests, marches. They did media interviews. They pursued members of Congress. Agtuca smiled as she remembered one such scene of an NIWRC colleague in the Capitol: “We had Cherrah walking up and down the halls telling her stories.” Eventually, the advocates prevailed.

None of this progress happened easily. Most politicians in DC had little awareness of the violence Native women were experiencing, much less that it was an existential crisis. To advance legislation, Native advocates gave a lot of remedial history lessons. When legislators asked them why the statistics were so high in tribal nations, they tactfully explained the imprint of colonialism, the US policies that enabled such mind-boggling violence, made it acceptable, normal. That context was essential to understand the current crisis. As Agtuca noted during the session, if activists didn’t talk about how the violence began, how it evolved, “we as Indian nations look as though we’re the most violent people on the planet. It’s not true. It’s not traditional.”

In 2013, advocates realized a historic victory. That year, VAWA restored tribes’ authority to exercise “special domestic violence criminal jurisdiction” over non-Indians for certain violent crimes against Native Americans. Now non-Indian men who battered Native women or committed dating violence or violated certain protection orders on Native lands would be prosecuted in tribal courts. In fact, some senators voted against the bill because of this provision. One was Republican Iowa senator Chuck Grassley, chair of the Senate Judiciary Committee. At a town hall in Iowa, a constituent asked why he had voted no. Especially since Grassley professed to be a staunch supporter of the Violence Against Women Act. The Iowa conservative’s response? He didn’t think tribal courts could give a fair trial to non-Native Americans.

At the session that late June morning in 2018, Agtuca recalled how advocates fought to make sure the language was accurate and precise. “They wanted the legislation to say, ‘grants authority to the tribe.’ Because we had a tribal framework, our view was, no, Congress does not grant authority over tribes. Congress recognizes the inherent authority of Indian nations. One would be an erosion. The second would be a restoration and affirmation and clarity that Indian tribes always had this authority.”

Now, they faced the reauthorization of VAWA in 2018. As the panel discussion closed, Agtuca talked about the improvements they hoped would be made. While a success, VAWA13 had been limited to a narrow set of crimes. Sexual assault, sex trafficking, stalking, and child abuse had not been included. Advocates wanted to expand tribal jurisdiction to protect Native women and children victims of these violent crimes.

But by the end of December, the bill was in limbo. For no apparent reason, Congress had failed to reauthorize VAWA18.




Chapter Sixteen BIRTHDAY

IN THE FARGO APARTMENT SHE shared with her family, Savanna fretted about her unrecognizable body. It was mid-July in 2017, and she was seven months along. Two years before, in the still hours before dawn, she had joked about her weight on her Facebook page: “This scale is saying I weigh 121. It must be broken.” Now she confessed above the post: “I WISH to weight that again.” She followed it with two emojis expressing dismay.

She often made light of herself, her inconstant moods, her insecurities. That same July day, she briefly recounted a squabble she’d had with Ashton.

HIM: “don’t start with that crazy shit”

In lieu of where her dialogue would be, a meme of a man in a scary mask, dark suit, and wild hair pedaling furiously on a tricycle.

Three days later, Savanna went to Sanford Women’s Hospital for her well-pregnancy checkup. Lying on her back on an exam table, her hospital gown open, she felt the cold gel hit her skin, the ultrasound wand skim over her taut belly. She heard the thrum of her baby’s heartbeat, watched the murky black-and-white images of her tiny daughter on the monitor. In one, her arms were drawn up, her hands covering her face. Savanna thought she looked like she was trying to hide. Later that day, Savanna updated her profile picture with a photo of her with Ashton. Standing behind her, his hands lightly touching her waist, he wore a short-sleeve shirt, pants, white tennis shoes, his hair pulled back in a ponytail. He looked at the camera. Savanna had on a dress, over-the-knee boots. Her head tilted, she gazed down at her iPhone. Was she distracted? Checking to see who responded to another Facebook post she wrote that day? Where she asked, “Who would like an invite to the baby shower??”

The next day Savanna was reflective. Her birthday was nearly here. She posted a meme with balloons and a dozen or so candles: “How old will you be on your next birthday?” the large white type read. She answered: “22 old ass.” She was feeling sentimental. For some reason, she seized on when she was just out of high school, her future shining, unknown. Scrolling through her selfies, she searched for the perfect capture. It was the photo where she leaned against an open doorway, her right arm behind her back, her left forearm propped against the door. It was a little self-conscious, posey; she pouted like an aspiring model. But she liked her look. She had on a big-brimmed hat, a billowy print scarf, a white blouse, and jeans. She posted it below two anguished emojis.

On July 24, Savanna celebrated a milestone. She had only eight weeks left until her due date. To mark the occasion, she had someone take her picture. She wore a snug striped dress and was turned sideways so you could see her baby bump. One hand rested on the shelf of her belly, the other held her phone. She looked at it pensively, her expression serene. It’s a photo that would be resurrected repeatedly by the media after Savanna vanished, after her death.

Although they were grown now, out in the world, Norberta was hopelessly protective of Savanna and Kayla. Like most attentive mothers of daughters, the shy Turtle Mountain woman worried invariably about their safety. During the day, she communicated with them often, by text or by phone or by social media. It gave her comfort. Sometimes, the girls feigned annoyance with Norberta, her constant checking in, but deep down they appreciated it. Two days after sharing her pregnancy update, Savanna tagged her mom and sister with a link to a local TV news story. The video showed a young white guy, deep-set eyes, short hair, checked shirt. “High Risk Sex Offender now living near Downtown Fargo,” read the headline.

Mostly, Savanna was consumed with the vicissitudes of pregnancy. Like how huge she was getting. “I wish I looked like a snack but instead I look like i ate all the snacks,” she lamented. An image of a teenage girl sobbing illustrated the post. She used to love the sweltering North Dakota summers, but now she was miserable. “I’m so over this heat,” she complained, above a seven-day forecast of Fargo’s weather. So she was touched when Ashton was supportive of her, knew just what to say. On the last day of July, Savanna posted a meme of an animated character with big eyes and a dreamy smile. “When you’re not wearing any makeup but babe still says you look good,” she wrote. Although she and Ashton had been together nearly seven years, she was feeling especially attached to him. She added another post that day. A cartoon from the website Relationship Memes. In the primitive drawing, two figures lay faceup in bed, their heads on pillows. The caption for the male character read, “Close your eyes,” while the caption for the female character read, “But I like you.” Above that were the words: “When you obsessed with ur man.”

In early August, Savanna was still feeling cranky. Would this hot weather ever end? To demonstrate her mood, she uploaded a clip from the 1993 dark comedy Hocus Pocus, about a coven of evil witches, starring Bette Midler and Sarah Jessica Parker. In the clip, a bucktoothed Midler is raging while a blond, heavily made-up Parker stands next to her, looking alarmed. “I AM CALM!” the caption on the video read.



The next day was Savanna’s twenty-second birthday. Yet for some reason she didn’t draw attention to it, didn’t even mention it. There were no selfies, no family pictures, no balloons or cake or gift emojis. For a young woman so predictably visible on Facebook, so eager to share her experiences and private thoughts, the omission was strange.




Chapter Seventeen THE PROSECUTORS

IN MID-JUNE OF 2018, I fly from Los Angeles to Fargo. Since Crews was sentenced in February, Savanna’s family has stopped talking to the media, moved from town to a community on the Spirit Lake Reservation. On the advice of a source, I’ve reached out to Norberta Greywind on Facebook, explaining who I am, that I’d like to speak with her for a story about Savanna. I leave my phone number and email address.

By the time I get into Fargo, the afternoon light is soft, gold. After renting a car, I take I-94 to a chain hotel on the outskirts of town. SUVs and semis hurtle by. The landscape startles. I’m so used to seeing the dark San Gabriel Mountains in the east, the sun blazing orange in the west, vanishing below the Pacific, that I’m incredibly disoriented. The sky is vast, the white clouds tumble every direction. The prairie reaches forever. It reminds me of Oklahoma, where most of my relatives live, where my parents grew up. It would be so easy to get lost, disappear.

That night, I have dinner with Tanya Martinez and Leah Viste, the two Cass County prosecutors handling Savanna’s case. They’re casually dressed. Viste has on a white T-shirt, black shorts under her skirt, and sneakers. Martinez jeans, a floral blouse, black sweater. Her dark blond hair tucked in a ponytail. They’re friendly, direct, down-to-earth. In deeply red Fargo, they’re also unrepentant liberals. When Viste picks me up, she’s behind the wheel of a white Prius. Their male colleagues, mostly Trump supporters, love to provoke them. They take the abuse in stride.

We end up at Porter Creek Hardwood Grill, a popular wood-and-stone restaurant in a strip mall a few miles from my hotel. Inside it’s crowded, loud. The bar is packed. People in business clothes, suits. After we slide into a booth, Martinez says she ran into Norberta Greywind at the courthouse that morning. “I gave her your contact information, and explained who you were. She seemed pretty receptive.”

Although they’re mostly forthcoming, some questions the prosecutors won’t answer. There is still the matter of William Hoehn’s upcoming trial.

I ask about the police visits to Crews’s apartment, the criticism by Savanna’s mother and others that they didn’t take her disappearance seriously at first. As late as August 22, three days after Savanna vanished, Deputy Police Chief Joe Anderson told reporters, “There is nothing to suggest criminal activity.”

Viste won’t comment, except to say, “There was an investigator put on the matter early on. There’s a number of reasons why police may do or not do what the public thinks they should do.”

There’s a bizarre incident in the sentencing hearing transcript, about Crews and Hoehn taking Haisley Jo to Walmart late one night. A run-in with police that’s not clear. “They were involved in a hit-and-run accident,” says Viste. “The car was identified, and the police were able to track down Hoehn as a result, but they didn’t have any interaction with them in the parking lot.”

After failing to find a hint of Savanna, police got a search warrant five days after she disappeared. What led them to obtain the warrant? “That’s not public record,” says Viste. “So I don’t want to comment at this point.”

They first became aware of a missing young pregnant woman on Saturday. Details were scarce. Martinez was driving back to Fargo from Colorado. “I remember already being on the phone about it,” she recalls. Viste was home that night when the story broke on the local TV news. “I thought, ‘I’m sure she’ll be found.’ ”

When she and Martinez eventually talked, they were pretty unconcerned. “We thought, maybe she went off to the rez?” Viste tells me. “She’s an adult.”

“We get a lot of calls for runaways,” notes Martinez. “ ‘My child ran away, my sister.’ Both those are extremely common.” But by Monday when they returned to the office, a missing person investigation was under way.

In North Dakota, Native Americans make up 5.2 percent of the state’s population, about thirty-seven thousand residents. Viste brings up the prevalence of racism. “The Native people in our community have really suffered from discrimination over a couple of hundred years,” she says. “There are missing people all the time. But there’s a disproportionate number of people who are underprivileged or disenfranchised. There’s still this attitude, ‘Get over it. Those are your ancestors. We didn’t do it.’ ”

She reflects on the importance of representing female victims, especially cases involving women the justice system has historically let down, ignored. “In this case that’s something I feel particularly strongly about.” She praises her colleague. “Tanya is one of the best in seeing that victims are heard.”

After dinner, I mention that I’d like to go to the Red River, to the area where Savanna’s body was recovered. Do they know where that is? “Yeah, if you went to County Twenty, that bridge. It was just north of that,” Martinez replies.

Viste volunteers that she actually kayaks the Red.

Martinez practically shivers. “That’s a dirty, nasty river. It’s really muddy. They call it the Red River because you can’t see through it.”

Martinez muses about Savanna. “She was such a beautiful girl.”

I ask how her case differed from others they’ve tried. “Much more media attention,” says Martinez.

“I would say the severity of the crime,” Viste says. “The loss was so great. So great. I was impressed by the way the community came together to search for her. There was a lot of conversation about it. You don’t see that in every case. There’s such a juxtaposition of innocence and evil that touches people.”

To underscore this, Martinez recites a line she delivered in court during Crews’s sentencing hearing. “The baby was taking her first breath as her mom was taking her last.”

Sitting across the table from each other, the two prosecutors exchange a look. “I want credit for that,” jokes Viste. It’s the dark humor of lawyers who’ve confronted the unimaginable.

I ask them to describe the scene in the courtroom that day. At least one hundred people crammed into the wooden benches, lined the walls. “There was no room for anybody else to sit,” recalls Viste.

“It was profoundly sad,” says Martinez, her eyes tearing up behind her glasses. “For the family to hear those details…”



After dinner, Viste and Martinez give me a quick tour of town. We cruise along historic Eighth Street, a neighborhood of classic nineteenth-century homes, wraparound porches, spacious lawns. One Victorian-style mansion has nine bedrooms, nine baths. We drive along University Drive, past North Dakota State University, a land-grant college where football is revered. The school’s mascot is an American bison named “Thundar.” It’s an ironic tribute. In Indian Country, history is deeply layered. For centuries, bison and the tribes of the Great Plains lived in a profoundly symbiotic relationship. Of gratitude and respect. Native Americans relied on the bison for everything. Sustenance, shelter, clothing, tools. In return for its many gifts, the bison was revered, memorialized in song and prayer. Whites held a more transactional view of the massive, shaggy, dark chocolate beasts. In the nineteenth century, traders, hunters, and settlers nearly drove North America’s largest animals to extinction. They were slaughtered for their hides, their tongues, a prized delicacy; their heads were seized as trophies. As the National Park Service reported, “By the turn of the twentieth century, the thundering herds of millions were reduced to less than 300 wild bison.”

As part of the tour, we swing by the white three-story apartment building on Ninth Street North where Savanna lived with her family. On this gentle spring evening, it’s quiet. The sound of the trees shivering in the wind. No one’s visible. I wonder if the tenants inside know the building’s chilling history. After Savanna’s vicious murder, there was talk in Fargo of demolishing the infamous structure. But momentum faded.

We make one last stop. Viste drives us to a bridge on County 20 and parks in a patch of dirt off the road. We walk in the brisk wind. It is nearly dusk, the sky a cobalt blue, the clouds violet. The prosecutors stop at a railing overlooking the river, a muddy swirl hemmed by overgrown trees. We stand there, as silent as fallen snow.




Chapter Eighteen FORT BERTHOLD

THE NEXT MORNING, RUTH BUFFALO picks me up in front of my hotel. The mother of four, including six-year-old twins, is driving a well-traveled black Expedition. The parking lot is filled with similar roomy vehicles. Dusty Suburbans, SUVs, license plates bearing the names Manitoba and Minnesota, assembled for a girls’ regional soccer tournament. At twilight, armies of chattering girls tear through the hallways, splash in the indoor swimming pool.

After I climb in, Buffalo apologizes for being late, for the mess. Among other random items, her friend’s shoes litter the floor. The two were at a political event the night before, and she forgot them after changing out of flats into high heels. After a career in public health, Buffalo is involved in a bold political quest. The forty-year-old citizen of the MHA Nation is running to represent Fargo’s Twenty-Seventh District, a reliably Republican stronghold. Methodically tramping door-to-door, talking to voters about health care, their concerns. In contrast, her opponent, State Representative Randy Boehning, is behind a cynical voter ID law that would disenfranchise scores of Native American citizens. If Buffalo’s grassroots campaign succeeds, she’ll be the first Native woman Democrat elected to North Dakota’s legislature.



Bathed in sun outside a local cafe, Buffalo narrates touchstones from her North Dakota history, a reflection of the brutal mistreatment of Native Americans through the twentieth century, of land promised by treaties and then blithely revoked. The eldest of four girls, Buffalo grew up in Mandaree, a tiny community on the Fort Berthold Reservation, spanning nearly one million acres. Like a large percentage of Native American men, her grandfather, her father, and her uncles served in the US military. Given the government’s relentless persecution of the country’s first inhabitants, that struck me as remarkable. Buffalo explained that it was related to societies of male protectors in her tribe long ago.

Buffalo’s family were also swept up in a little-known episode of American history in the 1950s. That decade, her grandfather’s tribe was forcibly removed from their land when the Army Corps of Engineers built the massive Garrison Dam. The project, part of a flurry of dams erected on the Missouri River to manage floods, was the legacy of a congressional scheme called the Pick-Sloan Plan. For Native families long settled on the fertile lands of the Missouri, the consequences were profound. As the late Lakota historian Vine Deloria Jr. wrote, the plan was “the single most destructive act ever perpetrated on any tribe by the United States.”

“It split our central community into six desolate communities,” Buffalo recalled evenly. “They flooded ninety-four percent of tribes’ agricultural land. They gave the more prosperous fertile soil to the non-Natives, and they gave everybody else the rough high barren wasteland.”

Offered the possibility of jobs in cities, in a long-standing campaign by the government to hasten assimilation and erase Native culture, thousands of families left. Migrated to Chicago, Los Angeles, Minneapolis. Buffalo’s grandparents stayed. To get work, her grandfather changed his surname to something sounding less Native. Her family only reclaimed “Buffalo” when she was nineteen.

During her childhood on the reservation, good health care was elusive, the nearest hospital twenty-seven miles away. When she was ten, Buffalo almost lost her younger sister when the five-year-old was misdiagnosed with flu at the local clinic in Mandaree, and sent home with Tylenol. She actually had appendicitis, and had to be rushed by ambulance to a hospital nearly an hour away.

Haunted by the experience, Buffalo went into public health. Decades later, health outcomes on Native American reservations continue to be dire. “When we compare different groups, the disparities are off the charts,” Buffalo told me. She ticked off a list: premature death among young people, life expectancy, infant mortality, suicide, accidents, car crashes. And then there’s the category of sexual violence against Native women.



Fort Berthold, where Buffalo was raised, and where many of her relatives still live, is the heart of the Bakken oil fields. As the oil industry flourished in the early 2000s, beginning in spring 2006, and money flooded in, the region achieved a different notoriety: for sex trafficking of Native teenage girls. Advocates trying to protect girls and women from sexual violence were overwhelmed.

Across its vast tribal lands, infrastructure had always been underfunded, the gravel roads poorly maintained. When thousands of male oil workers, drilling equipment, makeshift trailers, and trucks poured in, the arteries linking communities grew deadlier. During the peak of North Dakota’s oil boom in 2012, Buffalo’s nineteen-year-old sister was killed by a drunk driver from out of state, hit in a head-on collision on a treacherous slice of highway.

After that, Buffalo was drawn to activism. In 2014, in graduate school at North Dakota State, she got involved with a project called Sing Our Rivers Red. Featuring more than one thousand objects, the traveling exhibit of single earrings lifted awareness around the missing and murdered Indigenous women’s crisis in Canada and the United States. Each earring had a name, represented a woman or girl who’d been missing or murdered, forgotten.



In June 2018, when Buffalo and I spoke, it was nearly a year since Savanna had vanished. Buffalo didn’t know the young Spirit Lake woman but had followed the news coverage, the family’s aching Facebook posts. She had attended gatherings in Fargo to focus attention on Savanna, held by Norberta and Joe. After Haisley Jo was rescued on August 24, the Greywinds issued an urgent plea on social media. They needed people to find their missing daughter. Sunday was Buffalo’s birthday. Her mom had arranged to take the twins so that she and her husband could spend the weekend in Mystic Lake, Minnesota, enjoy the horse races. But Buffalo felt compelled to join the search.

Shortly after sunrise that Friday, volunteers flooded into Fargo, began to tramp the sprawling grounds of Trollwood Park, the woods hemming the Red River. Some brought supplies: whistles, gloves, fluorescent vests. Others dropped off cases of water, food, chipped in money, offered their debit cards. “It still gives me goose bumps to think of how people came together,” recalled Buffalo.

They searched for three hard days. On Sunday afternoon, Buffalo returned to headquarters, set up in Mickelson Park, and started checking in volunteers and assigning people to teams. Sometime between 3 and 5 p.m., the news about the farmstead broke. A volunteer drove Buffalo back to the site. As people waited, law enforcement scoured the ramshackle building for evidence of Savanna. “We were still hoping she was alive somehow,” Buffalo told me.

We now know she wasn’t. At 5:45 p.m., Sandra Salisbury and Kelsey Helgeson were kayaking in the Red River when they spotted the object wrapped in trash bags snagged on a log. They called police. Not knowing it was Savanna’s body, they waited, reverent, in a holy vigil of sorts, until help arrived. By the time she was pulled from the strong currents by law enforcement, it was 8:20 p.m.

Buffalo was at home, where her family had surprised her with a birthday celebration. Someone texted her to turn on the news. As she, her husband, and her children watched, a reporter stood in the dark, on the riverbed where Buffalo had recently walked near Harwood. Savanna had been found.




Chapter Nineteen SAVANNA AND ASHTON

AUGUST 1, 2017, WAS A hard day for Ashton. It was his late brother Hadley’s twenty-first birthday. Ashton wished Hadley were there with him, at his father’s in Devils Lake, where he was temporarily staying, fixing his dad’s cars to sell them, trying to make money before he and Savanna knitted their lives together. He had so wanted Hadley to meet Haisley Jo.

As a teenager, Ashton had discovered that Hadley was his brother. In the time since, the two young men had become close. They had grown up in extended families, in very different circumstances. As the youngest of three boys, Ashton had drifted from place to place, lived at times with his grandparents after his parents, Mark and Candy, divorced. Hadley Smith had been nurtured and raised on the fertile grasslands of his family’s ranch on the Spirit Lake Reservation, in the rural district of Woodlake. His native name, Tate Kici Iyanka Hoksina, or Runs with the Wind Boy in English, described him perfectly. On the ranch, he and his older brother Riley spent their childhoods riding and breaking horses, rounding up cows, branding calves. Robin, his mom, called him her “cowboy.” Ashton called him by his nickname: “Hadz.”

They were both tall, lean, with devastating smiles. They shared a love of basketball. Hadley began playing in sports leagues when he was young. At Four Winds High School, he was a star, a point guard for the Four Winds Indians basketball team. In 2012, he was invited to represent North Dakota in a prominent basketball tournament in Australia. The next year, his team advanced to the North Dakota State Class B tournament, took second place. In 2014, he played in the North Dakota Lions All-Star game. That May he graduated. He would live barely another year. He died May 11, 2015, a few days after being admitted to Altru Hospital in Grand Forks. His loved ones and family did not disclose the cause of his death. A burial mass was held the next Saturday, at St. Michael’s Catholic Church, in the tiny community of St. Michael. Later, he was buried in the beloved earth of Smith Ranch, a place he would forever be “home.”

Ashton had faced waves of trauma in his twenty-one years. That August, as he often did when he was down, he texted Savanna. Amidst the cruelties of the world, they were a bulwark for each other. She understood his sorrow, tried to comfort him. Ashton would surely always be sad on his brother’s birthday. But Hadley, she gently suggested, would want him to be happy. “It’ll be okay,” she texted. “i know it will be,” he replied. His phone was dying; he’d talk to her when it was charged again. “I LOVE YOU SO MUCH,” he wrote, blowing her four kissing emojis.



Savanna was dealing with her own stress, wrangling the couple’s apartment. The landlord required a cosigner, an application verifying funds, the ability to pay off any debts and first month’s rent in advance. Her uncles had been renters in the building and hadn’t worked full-time like she did. So why all the new rules? Although her grandpa had agreed to help, she was upset.

She was also bone-tired, missing Ashton. If only he were there next to her, she’d be peacefully sleeping right now. But soon they’d be together. She was driving up to visit him. “See you tomorrow my babe. Love youuu!!” she texted.

The next morning she lay in bed, her thoughts spinning. It was almost eleven, and already the day was going sideways. She was starving. There wasn’t any hot water; she’d have to go to Chance and Kayla’s place to grab a shower. Her dad was yelling at the dog. She texted Ashton, but he was unsympathetic. It was “always something,” he wrote. That ticked her off. She was scrambling to get ready to visit him the next day; he needed to give her a break. “ALRIGHT jeezus,” he texted back. Like any young couple, she and Ashton sometimes argued, but they quickly made up. After she reminded Ashton how she hated being rushed, he told her okay, he’d lay off. He just wanted her there.



Savanna left Ashton on late Sunday afternoon. On the way home, she stopped at her uncle Shane’s. Her aunt and uncle were going out, “talking a mile a minute,” wanted her to watch their toddler, Shane. She’d often taken care of Shane since he was born, and his older sister, Odessa. As she gazed around, Savanna was disgusted. The house was a shambles. Shane was clinging to her, crying. She put him down for a nap, and then texted Ashton. When she told him her distress over Shane, he reassured her, promising to never neglect their child.

She was grateful for his commitment, his steadiness. She knew they’d give their baby a good life.

Savanna was desperate to get home, but she couldn’t until her aunt and uncle surfaced. Ashton wanted her to call them, insist they come home. He was in Devils Lake, getting a tire repaired on one of his dad’s cars. Savanna wondered how Ashton’s father felt about him having a baby. Ashton didn’t answer. A little after seven she texted him again. She was on her way home, and had her “Chunks,” her nickname for Shane. She’d told her aunt and uncle to collect his things. “The whole time he was holding my hand making sure I wasn’t leaving him lol.” Later that night she heard back from Ashton. He’d been working ever since she left; now he was cleaning his dad’s dirty basement after a party. On Monday he had to change the starter on his dad’s Escalade, fix the rims. Savanna teased him. “I didn’t wanna sleep alone tonight but now baby Shane took your spot.” Ashton responded with a sad-faced emoji. She sent him back a face-plant emoji. He really shouldn’t feel too bad. The toddler was making her watch cartoons.

It was nearly 1:30 a.m. Savanna was starting to fall asleep, so she told Ashton she loved him. She also thanked him for doing what he could to earn money for them. “Goodnight my love.”

He texted back, saying good night, and how much he missed her. He wished he was sleeping with her, was desperate for their lives to begin. “I just want it to be me and you.”

Even though she needed sleep, Savanna couldn’t go just yet. A few minutes later, she shared that their baby was awake, scooting around on her right side. Savanna wondered why their little one was so active.

Ashton teased her. “she don’t like you.”

“She loves me!”

“that’s because she has too”

Their little girl moved a lot for Ashton, too. That made Savanna happy, bound them tighter as parents. It also made Ashton feel special. Whenever Kayla or her mom touched Savanna’s big, rock-hard belly, the baby was usually still.



On Monday Ashton greeted her with “good morning beautiful.” It was August 7, and they still hadn’t settled on a middle name for their daughter. What about Haisley Rei Matheny? Ashton suggested. Savanna liked it. She also liked Mae. They were also trying to schedule a date with the landlord to see a couple of apartments. Money was tight. When Savanna informed Ashton she was going to “pond” one of his PS4 video games, he was unmerciful. “pawn” he wrote next to a laughing emoji. “I knew that,” Savanna replied, adding three laughing emojis.

He teased her again. “Shut up leave me alone that’s not what I meant… I swear,” she texted, inserting a laughing emoji.

He then told her to sell the game for whatever she could, keep the money for herself. They were still texting away when she sold it for $100.



That evening they touched base again, Savanna calling him “babe,” Ashton calling her “baby.”

Savanna wanted to have some maternity photographs taken before Haisley was born.

As usual when it involved her wishes, Ashton was entirely amenable. What was she thinking?

She didn’t know. She just wanted the photos to make her “look nice.”

He assured her she’d look gorgeous no matter what.

As her due date approached, Savanna was frantically nesting, scouring online garage sales for deals. She sent Ashton a picture of a rectangular wooden sign with “Home Sweet Home” in big block letters. She’d bought it for their apartment.

They were discussing their move-in date—Savanna was confused; before September 1 or after?—when suddenly a ferocious pain gripped her belly, rippled through her. She described what it felt like.

Ashton thought it was probably a contraction.

He was feeling impatient. Hadn’t they talked about their move-in date several times? Savanna felt embarrassed; she was so spacey. She answered back, cheerfully noting she was going to look at a second apartment in the building the next day after work. She’d take pictures and send them to him. “okay baby,” Ashton texted.

She responded that she loved him to the moon and back. Then she confided the urgency she felt. She adored her family, but she was weary of the turmoil of living with them. She couldn’t wait for she and Ashton to move in together, to be on maternity leave, just the three of them. She was upset she had to work that weekend and couldn’t be with him. Ashton understood, but they had to be practical. They needed to do what was best for their child.

Savanna was feeling lonely, insecure. The hormones surging through her probably heightened her sense of vulnerability. Before she said good night, she told Ashton her fears. Although he thought she looked good now, she was feeling terrible, was sad about her appearance, how utterly changed she was. The pains she was having were scaring her, too. And she knew they were only going to get worse during labor.

What could Ashton say? Savanna was a beauty, but she was so much more to him than that. Her soul was beautiful, too. Her sexy appearance was “just a plus.”

She smiled, tapped out a text. He always made her feel better.



The next day, Tuesday, Savanna had an early shift at work. It was almost noon when Ashton texted, checking in. Savanna’s doctor had recently raised her weight restriction to twenty-five pounds. Had she given her boss at Eventide her doctor’s note? She had; Ashton was relieved. He asked her about work. They didn’t have a lot of patients to tend to, so it was slow, pretty easy. She and the other nursing assistants were mostly chatting.

After her shift, Savanna went to see the apartment they hoped to rent. Ashton told her to take pictures. After the landlady arrived, she showed Savanna two unfurnished apartments, including one being renovated. As she wandered through the rooms, she sent Ashton photos from her iPhone. Kitchen. Bedroom. Bathroom. Fireplace. She was also distracted. The next day she was turning twenty-two. She wrote to Ashton that it was “okay” if they weren’t together on her birthday. They wouldn’t be able to celebrate anyway. “We can always just do something next time I see you!”

When Ashton responded, it was just after six. He agreed, though he was super disappointed. There’d be other birthdays when it was just the two of them.

There was so much to do, to look forward to. Tomorrow Savanna would be thirty-four weeks, six weeks until the baby came. Two weeks until they moved into their apartment. Only two weeks to prepare the nursery. She was overjoyed. Ashton texted that he’d start building Haisley’s crib. Have his dad buy the supplies for it. “Make it nice!” Savanna teased.

Savanna was agonizing again over her size. She felt “chunky.” Ashton tried to dissuade her. She might feel that way, but she wasn’t. At least, Savanna mused, she wasn’t one of those pregnant girls who gain a bunch of weight. Then she made fun of herself. She shouldn’t be so smug. She still had a few weeks to go.



When Ashton woke up on Wednesday, the sun had climbed above the plains hours before. Clouds were gathering, bringing rain. He had a terrible hangover. “I wish you were taking care of me,” he texted Savanna. Today was her birthday, and she’d made herself waffles for breakfast. Her dad, who wasn’t much of a cook, was going to make her supper. “lol,” she texted. After the sweltering summer days, she was thrilled about the rain.

Ashton asked how her birthday was going. Okay, she wrote. Her parents and siblings were all working, so she was spending the day with little Shane. Her family would celebrate, have cake, on the weekend. As usual, Savanna briefed him about the baby’s ever-changing behavior. Yesterday, she was lounging on Savanna’s left side, but today she’d migrated over to the right.

Ashton teased that she liked toying with Savanna.

Savanna thought so, too. “I hope she comes nice and healthy!”

She asked what he was doing. He was hanging with his friend Antoine. Then she shared something unexpected. She’d gotten loaded. Ashton was chill. Really?

“Yes lol.” She was nibbling on a cookie.

Even as she was trying to enjoy her birthday, she worried about Baby Shane. He had an ear infection, had been crying.

Was he all right? Ashton asked.

Yes, he was asleep in her bedroom.

Her mind meandered down another path. Was the condition known as pregnancy brain a real thing? “Because I’ve been feeling a little dumb lately lol.”

Ashton teased her. Hadn’t she always been that way, and was finally noticing?

She laughed, told him to shut up. Then sent him two selfies, one with a dog-nose filter, the other, a crown of flowers circling her head. “Babe I don’t even look good w the filters anymore…,” she groaned. She posted one to Snapchat and then deleted it.

Why? Ashton wondered. She looked beautiful. She was grateful he thought so, but still. She felt increasingly “ugly,” the need to pretty herself up, wear makeup. Then today she felt shaky, her heart was racing. She hated dwelling on her appearance so much, but she felt like a “big cow.”

Once again, Ashton reassured her. What counted was the people in her life who loved her for who she was. Seemingly satisfied, Savanna’s mind turned back to the baby. She loved feeling Haisley scoot around inside of her. Sometimes, she told Ashton, she just stood still, gazing down, holding her voluminous hard belly. Or rested her hands there when she was lying down. “I have a little us in me… pretty cool.”

Ashton could hardly fathom it. “it’s amazing.”

Already, Savanna was dreaming about the future, the fun things she’d do with Haisley.

Like the pumpkin patch they’d wander in the crisp gold and ginger days of fall.



That night, as Shane snuggled next to her, Savanna barely slept. No matter which way she heaved her body, she couldn’t settle. In the morning, she took a nap; it didn’t restore her. She wished she could linger in bed, but she had to do laundry, clean her car. She wanted to take Shane to the park that afternoon before he went home.

Just before 12:30, she texted Ashton. She was having trouble breathing. Her mom had offered that, as the baby moved lower, breathing became more difficult.

“what if she’s getting ready to come?” Ashton texted.

Maybe, Savanna considered, but who knew? The whole process of giving birth was deeply mystifying. “They said if a mucus plug comes out then it’s closer to the time & people have their babies anywhere between 35-40 weeks,” she wrote. She had a hunch their daughter wouldn’t appear until closer to the due date.

Something else weighed on her even more. How was she going to withstand the pain of labor?

At first Ashton teased her. She didn’t have an option except to deal with it, he wrote, inserting a laughing emoji.

She was resigned. She added two crying emojis.

Maybe he’d been too flippant? He didn’t want her to be frightened, so he texted her again. It wouldn’t be nearly as bad, surely, as she thought.

“I hope it goes fast,” Savanna wrote.



The next day, August 10.

Late Thursday afternoon, Savanna sent Ashton a text. “Talk to me!” she demanded.

It was nearly four, and Ashton was working on his dad’s Corvette. He’d just driven the car for the first time in a few years, and was pumped. He’d taken the car as fast as it would go. Who did he think he was? Savanna joked. The guys in the hugely popular action film series Fast & Furious?

She needed to run an idea by him. She wanted to change jobs, work at a daycare center and go back to school to become a registered nurse. She wanted to make more money, build them a nicer life. Ashton was excited.

Still, she was frustrated. She’d been trying to contact the Native American Center to get funding for her entrance exam and books. She’d called, gone by, but no one seemed to be there. It was supposed to be open today, so she’d try again.

A few hours later, she sent Ashton screenshots of some items she coveted online. A women’s pink kimono robe and a pair of fluffy suede mules. “Babe I need $187 bucks lol,” she told him. She also texted an ultrasound of the baby, floating on her back, a dark watery chamber enveloping her. In tiny letters, the text above the fuzzy image read “to when my daughter was nice and quiet.”

“In a year we’re gonna have a wild one!” Savanna wrote.

Really? Ashton asked.

And she was going to be just like him.



In August, Savanna was helping Ashton with his job hunt, flooding him with suggestions, listings. He wondered about Hornbacher’s, a grocery store chain in Fargo-Moorhead. The one near Savanna was hiring for the bakery, other locations for the meat department. He asked her to apply for both.

In recent days, Ashton had traveled to Fargo for a quick visit with Savanna. Now they missed each other, missed fooling around in bed. On Friday night, eight days before she vanished, Savanna confided she was getting more tired and hungry by the day. Ashton gently encouraged her. She tacked on an emoji displaying a frown. But then immediately texted him a picture of her belly. She was getting more round.

This elicited an exchange of happy messages. Ashton couldn’t wait until their “little peanut” arrived.

Savanna wrote that she was happy their baby had been planned. Soon she’d be with them!

“I know she’s gonna be so cute,” Ashton texted.

“I hope she is lol.”

She loved sharing with Ashton—her fears, her ambitions and hopes, her shopping escapades. No matter how silly she was, he was unfailingly supportive. She texted him three images of maternity and baby things, emphasizing she had to have them. One was a pair of nonskid socks with “ready, set, push!” embroidered on the bottom. Another showed two black T-shirts with the words “Papa Bear” and “Mama Bear” on them. The third was a pink onesie with the imprint of a bear claw over the words “Baby Cub.”

He promised she’d have them.

Soon, they began their good-nights. Ashton was going to hang out with Antoine, have a few beers at his dad’s firepit. He hoped she had an “amazing sleep.”

“Well baby Shane is sleeping and the baby in my tummy is sleeping so now I can sleep!” Savanna wrote. She told him she loved him, couldn’t wait for him to return to Fargo. It was late. He’d better go to bed, too.

A little after 2 a.m., Savanna woke with a start. She was horribly uncomfortable. She texted Ashton. She was lying on one side, the baby extending so far out that whenever she moved, she jabbed Savanna’s side. It hurt. Oh, if only she could lie on her stomach! Ashton was drinking with his brother Dalton, his friends Trey and Antoine. When he didn’t answer her last text, Savanna felt slighted. It was nearly dawn when he replied. He was sorry; after he’d written her, he’d forgotten to press send. He was still a bit buzzed, he noted. “Jeez you!” Savanna replied. He often drank when he was away from her; he’d better come back soon. She inserted an emoji winking one eye, sticking out its tongue. She was joking, but she was lonesome, too. She was going to try to go back to sleep. She told him she loved him, asked him to call when he woke up. He said he would, kissing her with an emoji.



They had a day and a week left.

On Friday, Ashton texted Savanna shortly after one. She had just gotten home from a walk. The summer sky rippled with heat. Her shorts were so tight. If only it were cooler so she could wear sweatpants! she joked. She was worried about money again. Her car payment was due. She’d been poring over want ads. A hotel by the FargoDome, the town’s indoor sports stadium, was hiring for the front desk. Or maybe she’d see if her doctor would lift her pregnancy restrictions so she could log more hours at Eventide? Ashton reminded her that at their last appointment, he’d said it was her decision.

She wanted to, but they’d make her work a double shift, she fretted. Ashton criticized her attitude. Why was she complaining? She could make money, or not.

“Jeez,” Savanna said.

Now he was annoyed. He was only trying to help. “what?? did you read what you just said to me?” Savanna suggested he read it again.

They went back and forth, arguing, talking past each other. A river of misunderstanding between them. Then Savanna unleashed her frustrations. He didn’t get how exhausting her job was. Being on her feet. Working her entire pregnancy. Not being able to sit down most days. Churning out double shifts. She enjoyed not having to work as much lately because of her pregnancy restrictions. But she also needed money. “You think it’s easy. It’s not,” she told him.

He did understand. But she had two choices: work or not work. He wasn’t trying to be a jerk.

“Well why don’t you help me,” Savanna pleaded.

There were “things,” she insisted, they needed for the baby. But she wasn’t being specific, so how could he help? She mentioned diapers, sleepwear. But the real issue was something else. She was feeling alone. Every cent she made would be going to pay her bills. And she wasn’t going to borrow money from her financially strapped parents. She’d have to find a second job or increase her hours at Eventide.

Ashton was hurt. What did Savanna think he was doing at his dad’s? He’d been working his butt off, determined to get his dad’s cars running so he could sell them.

Savanna tried to explain. It’s just that she was so stressed out. Ashton wasn’t appeased. She was making him anxious too, spoiling his mood.

Ashton always wanted to be honest with her. In this instance, Savanna thought he was being rude. But she apologized for being so worried, and hoped that would end their quarrel. Everything would work out.

“I know it will,” Savanna said.

“everything will be fine my love.”



There were a lot of pressures on them. Later that night, on August 12, they bickered about money. Savanna had overdrawn her account and was feeling defensive about it. She’d spent a lot on things for the baby, the deposit on their apartment, taken out cash for her birthday, thinking she and Ashton would do something special. Instead, she’d gotten charged a $30 fee, and $6 a day.

Ashton felt she was blaming him. She texted him back that she wasn’t. They kept arguing.

They were both exhausted. Savanna was going to bed. He told her good night, I love you. But he was still mad. After she told him she loved him too, he texted “omg.”

Savanna was puzzled.

“YOU,” he wrote.

Now she was mad. “YOU TOO,” she texted.

“I didn’t do anything but raise my voice.”

“Well don’t.”

This went on, their testiness with each other flaring, their disappointment. Ashton tried to call her, but he was at his grandmother’s and couldn’t get through. But then they quieted down. When Ashton explained that he was “just so irritated right now,” Savanna commiserated with him. She loved him so much.



Sunday, August 13. 4:34 a.m.

Savanna was sick. Her throat was sore, her nose stuffy. A cough rattled her chest. Even her eyes hurt. Wide awake, she texted Ashton. He said she should take some Tylenol. She also felt melancholy but didn’t know why. Ashton was concerned. She told him that she was okay, just terribly lonely. Baby Shane was gone, Ashton was gone. He had a solution.

On Wednesday, he’d be heading to his mom’s in Grand Forks to house-sit. He’d have the place to himself Thursday to Sunday. Why didn’t she come, stay? For a second, Savanna was elated. But then she remembered: she had to work Friday. Ashton suggested that she could drive up after work. She’d be there.

They touched base that day, twice more. Despite being sick, Savanna dragged herself to work. She got off early, at eleven, when there was nothing to do. In the afternoon, she was taking a nap when Ashton texted her a little before four. They were sweet with each other. Ashton was hanging out with his dad, watching Prison Break, charging his phone. Savanna told him she craved Starbucks, added a crying emoji. Ashton told her she’d better not have one. She wouldn’t. She was drinking water, pretending it was coffee.

His dad, for that matter, was buying Ashton more beer.

“OH MY GOD,” Savanna wrote, inserting three face-plant emojis. She told him to enjoy it while he could.

Ashton teased her. Did Savanna think having Haisley was going to prevent him from having a beer? Why, she’d be fetching beers for her dad as soon as she could walk!

Which sparked Ashton to worry. How was he going to remain calm for eighteen years? Savanna didn’t know, but she suspected that Haisley would be “a good kid.”

Ashton had given considerable thought to his role as a father. Now he happily shared his thoughts with Savanna. He’d be open, devoted, involved. His baby girl would know everything about him. Be his “little princess.” She’d go with him everywhere.

Savanna chimed in that Haisley would accompany her everywhere, too.

But then she quickly changed the subject, bemoaning her “chubby” face. As he often did when she complained about her apparently unsightly shape, Ashton put a positive spin on it. They’d get in shape together, motivate each other.

But Savanna didn’t relent. So her face was chubby? Ashton was frustrated. Why did everything have to be about looks? Why didn’t her “sweet personality” matter? He hated trying to convince her she was attractive, because she never believed him. Then she revealed what had provoked her insecurity. Her brother Casey had joked she looked like a pear.

Savanna knew when she’d pushed Ashton too far. So she pivoted to a sunnier topic. What did he think of “Jo” for Haisley’s middle name? Whatever Savanna wanted, he wrote. He wasn’t going to call her by her actual name anyway. She’d be “baby groove.” Savanna laughed.

“So Haisley Jo?” she asked.

“yes baby.”

That Sunday they talked until long after the moon had risen in the northern sky, gone pale.



Although Savanna and Ashton had been together for a long time, in some ways it was as if they were newly discovering each other. They poured out their feelings, memorialized them in digital messages. “I miss you too! 18 more days until we move in!” Savanna wrote on August 13. The next day, in the waning indigo light before dawn, she sent him an emoji with a sad face. He’d forgotten to tell her good night.

But Savanna’s sadness was typically fleeting. Hours later that Monday, she was ebullient, wistful. “Babe in ONE month we will have a wittle baby,” she texted Ashton. She was grateful that he’d treasured her, adored her enough to want to give her one. She had never felt more loved by him until this past year. But as naturally as she was able to profess her love in text, she found it hard to tell Ashton in person. When he asked her why she loved him, she stumbled, hesitated. The last time she’d promised to recite her many reasons on the phone, she’d balked. She felt bad, swore she would next time. When she tried to call him in Spirit Lake, though, she couldn’t get through.

Ashton complained about the cell service on the reservation, how lousy it was.

A flurry of texts followed.

She couldn’t wait to see him again in Fargo.

She lamented she couldn’t bend over anymore. When Ashton wondered if it was because it hurt that much, she said no. It was just her protruding belly in the way. She laughed. Ashton was sympathetic. He knew it was hard for her, going through their pregnancy without him. She wanted him there, now. She wanted to be cuddled. They were apart too much. “I know baby, but soon it’s gonna be us allllll the time,” Ashton assured her.

They couldn’t wait to reunite that Friday. The eighteenth.



When Savanna heard from Ashton the next morning, she’d been awake since 3:30 a.m. Tossing, turning, trying desperately to get comfortable. The baby was also particularly busy, “kicking away twirling all over,” Savanna recalled. Ashton was delighted. He loved that Haisley was so active. “good baby,” he responded.

She told Ashton she’d crawled out of bed, had some Gatorade. Which, she noted, the baby seemed to love, too. Every time she took a drink, Haisley Jo reacted, stirred. Reading her description filled Ashton with awe. It was incredible to reflect that Savanna had another human being inside of her.

She was astonished, too. But these last few weeks before moving in together, having the baby, felt like an eternity.

As usual, today Savanna was at Eventide. For some reason her ribs ached. She’d take Tylenol, but the assisted-living facility didn’t provide pain relief medication for employees. She quickly turned to a brighter subject. The prospect of making money for their family.

He shared her excitement. He had no doubt they’d be wonderful parents, and make a good living. “We just have to learn, live, and grow together.”

Savanna anticipated that the first month would be tough; they’d feel their way. But after that they’d be “super.” People were constantly haranguing her about what to expect with a child. Their erratic sleep patterns, their awful tantrums, their alarming fevers and coughs. Like Savanna was some kind of amateur. She felt thoroughly prepared. After all, she’d cared for Shane and Odessa since they were tiny.

Ashton bragged that babies liked him, too. He wasn’t sure why, but Savanna thought it was because he was “goofy.”

Even as she worked, slept little, prepared for childbirth, Savanna was applying for various jobs. Daycare teacher. Certified nursing assistant. Home health-care aide. She was fed up. Her lame boss wouldn’t let her work Wednesday or Thursday that week. When Savanna told her she needed more hours, she said she’d talk to human resources about it. Savanna wasn’t holding her breath. She was going in tomorrow to discuss her maternity leave; she’d ask then herself.

Sometimes Savanna’s life seemed an allegory of the Little Red Hen, the storybook character who has to do everything herself, with no help from the other farm animals.



As Savanna lay in bed early Tuesday evening, she could feel Haisley Jo kicking. Ashton wished he were there, talking softly to her belly to soothe their tiny daughter to sleep. “she’s my world, soooo are you,” he told Savanna. “you and the baby are all I think about and every decision I make is about you and her,” he said. Soon it would be just the two of them and their child.

Savanna was eager to have the baby. But she remained fearful about labor, the specter of childbirth. For now, she was going to try to sleep. After she said she loved him, Ashton responded that he loved her more. When Savanna asked why, she triggered an old wound, a torrent of harsh words. When Ashton asked her the same question, he pointed out, she always fell silent, or said something irritatingly vague like “because.” Savanna said she’d tell him in person. But she’d said that before, he pointed out. Ashton had his own suspicion about her reticence. She was only going to express her reasons now because of the baby. Was he serious? “I loved you way before baby…”

They continued arguing. Savanna was dumbfounded. Why was Ashton so mad? Ashton told her he was feeling insecure, needed reassurance. They could be open on social media, through the removed lens of texts and posts, emojis and smiley faces, fleeting Snapchat images. But sometimes their messages swept past each other, stirring confusion, anger, disappointment. It was hard for them to share their feelings the old-fashioned way, face-to-face. Savanna believed it was because she was shy. But they had never really learned.

Four days before she was murdered, in a stream of texts, Savanna recited the countless reasons she loved Ashton.

Because he loved her even when she didn’t love herself.

Because he liked to try new things, nudged her out of her comfort zone.

Because he was understanding, but always told her what she needed to hear even if she didn’t want to.

Because he had changed, wanted a mature relationship with her.

Because he was honest, confident, didn’t care what other people thought of him.

She loved—and hated—his sarcasm. “Your cute funny face when you’re mocking me cracks me up.”

She loved his big long eyelashes and his “girl butt.”

She loved how meticulous he was, folding his clothes, or cleaning, his need to make everything look perfect.

She loved how he got mad over little stuff. Even when they’d disliked each other intensely, he’d been her best friend, forgiving of her.

She loved that he often put her needs first, before his. He “always” made her laugh, smile. “I’ve just been the happiest when I’m with you,” she confided. This past year, especially, had been so special.

He was “super” funny, but not that funny. He gave her “some good sex.”

One of the last reasons she listed for loving him was this. “I’m super excited to be having your baby and I can’t wait to see how you are with our baby girl.”

When she was done, she waited for Ashton’s response. Did he get her text? Her words drifted in cyberspace, searching for him.



He answered her a little after noon on Wednesday. He was so touched by her sweet text. But he was also disappointed. He knew she wouldn’t express her heart in person. She acknowledged that it was hard for her. Ashton didn’t understand why, but he dropped it.

They talked about more mundane matters. Savanna was worried again; her paycheck was going to be small. September bills were looming. Though her grandpa was going to borrow money for her car payment. Her parents were going to “help a little” with things they still needed for Haisley Jo. But Savanna was weary of being broke, anxious. She was eager to give birth and start working full-time again.

Ashton was staying at his mom’s in Grand Forks now. At the moment, he was at the mall with his friend Antoine. Savanna had been shopping online, seen a white crib for sale in town. Did Ashton have $50? All he had was $20 his dad had given him. He was eager to get back to the reservation so he could sell his dad’s cars.

When he didn’t respond to some of her texts, Savanna got annoyed. His phone was about to die, he explained.



At a little after eight that night, he texted her with a smiley-face emoji. What are you doing, my love? he asked. She was about to eat. What about him? Savanna asked. He was drinking beer at his mom’s house. He inserted a goofy-faced emoji. “Do you ever drink anything else?” Savanna asked, feigning exasperation with him. “water,” he joked.

In two days, Savanna was driving to Grand Forks to join him. “Ready for me to annoy you again this weekend?” she teased.

He couldn’t wait.

A little while later, he and Savanna were texting when he remembered something distressing. He probably couldn’t see her that weekend as they’d planned.

His aunt had passed away that week, in the back seat of his grandmother’s car. The funeral services were Saturday in Devils Lake. “Oh my god that’s terrible,” Savanna texted. Ashton felt awful for changing their plans. As usual when Ashton was hard on himself, Savanna reassured him. He was so eager for their lives to begin. “I just wanna be in our apartment…. You, me, and baby,” he wrote her. “I’m so happy I get to live this life and raise our mini me.”

“5 weeks or less and our baby will be here,” Savanna wrote back. She hugged him with an emoji.



On Thursday night at 7:17, Savanna texted Ashton. Since her last doctor’s appointment she’d gained a lot of weight.

He answered her an hour or so later. Savanna happily relayed the details. Five pounds. Recalling what her mom advised, how most of the weight would be shed during labor. How hungry she was all the time, how she needed to cut back her eating “a bit.” Ashton told her that wasn’t necessary, to “keep feeding my baby,” added a goofy-faced emoji. She raised the issue of whether she should work longer hours again. Although her doctor had approved it, she wasn’t exactly keen to. When Ashton didn’t promptly reply, she shot him a red-faced emoji. She accused him of ignoring her. Ashton tried to be responsive. What had she decided?

She didn’t know what to do. Her mom had counseled her to listen to her body, see if she felt good enough to keep working. But once again Savanna was beset by fears about money. What if her part-time check didn’t cover their rent? What if Ashton couldn’t find a job in Fargo immediately? He told her not to worry, and that he would.

“Well I hope so because I don’t have no financial help,” she replied. She was tired now, ready for bed. So often apart, in different places, they had created a bedtime ritual. Before she said good night, she told Ashton she loved him, as she usually did. He answered back with a similar endearment, but it wasn’t enough. As if to nudge him, Savanna wrote in capital letters “LOVE YOU.”

“I LOVE YOU MORE,” Ashton declared.

They had one more day.



On Saturday morning at 1:05, Savanna awoke. She texted Ashton. Her parents had gone out, and weren’t home. Was this what it felt like to be a mom and worry when your children are out at night? she wondered. She asked Ashton what he was doing. Drinking with his brothers and a couple of friends at a bar in Grand Forks.

At 3:30 a.m., Ashton texted Savanna from his mom’s house, asked if she was awake. She was up, preoccupied; her parents still weren’t back. Their conversation was brief. She said good night, she was finally drifting off to sleep. Ashton was silly drunk. She told him to go to bed.



On Saturday the nineteenth, Ashton texted Savanna at 12:13 p.m. She had been up for hours. He hadn’t paid his phone bill. His phone, he warned her, was probably going to be shut off anytime. “Oh no,” she joked, “how am I gonna bug you.”

He was flip; on Facebook, he suggested, like they used to. Ashton texted that he was “still drunk,” but Savanna appeared not to mind. At home in Fargo, she was feeling sentimental. As she flitted around the apartment doing chores, she sent Ashton a handful of old selfies. Sweet, unselfconscious, frozen in time, they captured the two of them in a variety of poses: kissing, grinning, their heads tilted toward each other, Savanna in big dark sunglasses, her lips puckered. Ashton wearing a porkpie hat. Savanna’s pretty features marred by a goofy animal filter.

Ashton smiled. The two of them were “so cute,” he wrote. The images also seemed to evoke in him a kind of reverie, an appreciation for the endurance of their love. After all this time, he never thought they’d still be together. It made him so happy, especially when lots of relationships didn’t last. Savanna asked why he thought theirs was still strong. Because of everything they’d been through together, he wrote. Most couples who experience such challenges, he asserted, loathe each other.

Savanna appeared to need reassurance. But he’d always chosen to be with her, right?

Would he still be with her if he hadn’t? Ashton responded.

She mentioned another subject. Did Ashton remember calling her the night before?

He didn’t, sent her a laughing emoji. They’d talked for a while. He was rambling, incoherent. To illustrate, Savanna resent a text she’d written in response to his call.

“You’re too much. I can’t deal with you when you’re drunk. You don’t even know how to talk and hear something I don’t even say. be yelling at me then you’ll say ‘babe I love you’ then get mad again.” She tacked on an emoji with rolling eyes, another one laughing.

What did he say? Ashton wondered. They’d texted for seventeen minutes. What did he say? he asked again.

Two question marks followed. Later he texted her at 5:03 p.m., “babe.”

He never heard from her again.




Chapter Twenty TRUST


“Our trust in others has been destroyed.”

—Joe Greywind

Sentencing hearing for Brooke Crews, February 2, 2018



EARLY FRIDAY MORNING IN MID-JUNE, the breakfast buffet at La Quinta swarms with girls in soccer uniforms and hustling parents. They shove in spoonfuls of Cheerios and Froot Loops, slices of buttered toast, glasses of juice, bananas, puddles of scrambled eggs. I sit at a small table, sipping weak coffee, lost in reverie. Thinking of all the years of frantic weekend soccer tournaments I schlepped my daughter to when she was young. In Lancaster, California, where the cold desert wind blew so fiercely balls continuously skittered across the artificial green turf, bounced into other teams’ games. In San Juan Capistrano, where the lush grassy fields were hemmed by silver eucalyptus trees. The Pacific so close the tang of salt bit the air. On the way in that blistering morning, we’d driven past the San Juan Capistrano Mission, one of twenty-one Spanish missions conceived of by Father Junípero Serra, built across California in the late eighteenth century with the slave labor of dozens of Indigenous tribes.



After my interview with Ruth Buffalo, I notice a voicemail on my phone. It’s Norberta Greywind. “I’m just reaching out,” she says. A baby gurgles in the background. Haisley Jo? “The district attorney contacted me saying you wanted to do a piece on Savanna. Call me back. Thanks. Bye.”

I reach Norberta that afternoon. She is quiet, sweet. She puts Joe on the speaker phone as we’re talking. I explain who I am, who I’m writing for, why I want to interview them about Savanna. Joe is not receptive. “Why should we talk to you?” he asks. His voice is sharp, loud, the static of unassailable grief. “What are we going to get out of it?” They’ve been contacted by lots of media outlets, he emphasizes, offering them compensation. While Norberta looked me up online, Joe hasn’t heard of the magazine I write for. Says the prosecutors told them that I wrote for a Native American publication, or that I was Native American. I gently correct him on both; Pacific Standard is a regional California magazine, focuses on social justice and environmental issues. Although my daughter is a member of the Chickasaw Nation in Oklahoma, I’m not yet a registered citizen of the tribe.

It’s a hard conversation, about ten minutes. I assure them that I don’t want to talk with them about what happened to Savanna, the crime. I want to hear their memories of her, what kind of person she was, her interests, her dreams, what she meant to her family. Norberta settles it. They will meet with me, in a conference room at the hotel, where it’s more private. “Well see you at noon tomorrow,” she says. “I’ll call you.” Even as Joe is hedging, contradicting her, asserting that they’ll let me know.



The next morning, Saturday, the sky darkens, bursts. Rain crashes down nonstop, drowns the parking lot. Thunder roils, booms. Lightning flashes, illuminates the prairie. Then at 10:30, the storm relents as suddenly as it arrived. A band of white reaches across the sky.

At 11:30, I make my way downstairs, sit in a windowless conference room off the lobby. It’s bland, impersonal. There’s a phone on the wall, a small kitchen with a sink, a refrigerator, a flat-screen TV, a large oval conference table with black vinyl chairs.

The Greywinds are supposed to arrive at noon. By 11:45 Norberta hasn’t called. Maybe they got delayed because of the storm? Maybe they just drove straight to the hotel because they were running late? Time crawls. At 12:30, Norberta sends me a text. “Sorry but we decided not to meet with you. Brings up too much now.”




Chapter Twenty-One MAMA

ON MAY 13, 2018, THE one-year anniversary of the day Ashton and Savanna learned they were having a daughter, Ashton wrote on his Instagram account:


“I would like to wish a Happy Mother’s Day to this beautiful woman who blessed me the best child on this earth. To this day, i can’t imagine all the love you would’ve gave to our precious daughter, Haisley Jo.”



Recalling their excitement, he noted how the love they shared for her then was already unconditional. How, once they learned of Savanna’s pregnancy, it was all they could talk about. He had often relayed to Savanna, he recalled, how he hoped their little girl would grow up exactly like her mother. Then he made Savanna a promise. “I’ll do my best to make that happen, my love.”

He adorned the post with a photo of him kissing her temple, Savanna holding a sonogram with the words “It’s a Girl.”



“THAT MAMA? THAT MAMA?” ASHTON said.

One day in late June, Haisley Jo sat on the floor, her chubby legs spread out, staring at a photo of Savanna. Her other tiny hand gripped a wallet. In the background people were talking. She was ten months old, her mahogany hair short and fine, her eyes huge like she was absorbing something. She wore a diaper and an ivory T-shirt with a bunny, the pink stitching spelling out “Grandma’s Fabulous!”

“Haisley grabbed my wallet and took her mother’s picture out,” Ashton wrote next to the video. A crying emoji followed, the words “we miss you.”

There are pictures of Savanna wherever Haisley Jo goes, whether it’s Grandma Candace and Papa Nate’s in Utah or Joe and Norberta’s in Oberon or Ashton’s in Devils Lake. Her late mother’s memory is ever-present, as steady as the seasons turning on the plains. Soon it will be a year since Savanna was murdered.

As the summer passed, Ashton emerged from his grief. His friendship with a young Spirit Lake woman named Gerianne Brunelle had bloomed into love. She lived in Devils Lake, and was raising two little boys on her own. She had long auburn hair, dimples, a wide, sunny smile. She seemed sweet.

Ashton was also finding solace in music. As a teenager he used to post videos of himself rapping in his bedroom. He had uploaded songs on SoundCloud under the moniker Ash Groove, had performed at clubs in Minneapolis. He still held fast to his dreams.

On a warm late July afternoon, Ashton performed outdoors in a grassy field flecked with trees. It was a small crowd. He stood on a flatbed truck, a mike in his hand, in shorts, slip-on sandals, a baggy white T-shirt, a backward baseball cap. A couple of guys stood near him, part of his tech crew, and a small boy. “Here’s an a capella I did over the weekend,” Ashton said. It was his first time onstage in more than a year, It was incredible to be doing what he loved again. He gave a nod to a Native American rapper named Stuart James, for inspiring him to make music.

He hesitated. Then a female voice urged him on. Under a blue sky, he rapped energetically, pacing, flinging one arm:


Look me in my eyes and tell me that I ain’t shit.

I’ll probably look you back in your eyes and tell you why I believe it.

Cuz lately I’m havin’ a hard time tryin’ to find out what I believe in.

So much heartbreak and anger tryin’ to find out your true meanin’.



His lyrics went on, veering between despair and hope. He poured out his feelings, his struggles, mentioned his prayers to God to heal him. How being able to write kept him from feeling crazy, or trapped, or becoming “an alcoholic.” His music consoled him, kept him going.

When he was done with his song a girl laughed in appreciation. People clapped.

In his post Ashton explained that people had been asking him how he was doing. It felt so amazing to be expressing himself again. He thanked all those “who actually listen to my music.” Then he asked them to “like” his video, and share it.



August came. A month of anniversaries, of heartache. On August 9, Savanna would have turned twenty-three. On her birthday, Ashton posted a cute photo of the two of them grinning, his head on her shoulder. He wrote: “happy birthday @s.lafontaine [image: heart emoji] I miss you more than you could ever imagine. I hope heaven is enjoying your company. [image: face blowing a kiss emoji]

Love, haisley jo & i [image: heart emoji]”

A couple of days later, Ashton traveled to Proctor, Minnesota. His brothers Mark and Dayton were playing for the championship in their semipro football league. On the back of their helmets Savanna’s full name had been inscribed in flowing letters. Ashton’s other brother, Hadley, had died three years ago in May, on the Spirit Lake Reservation. When Ashton alluded to the “shit” he’d been through, this was partly what he meant.

The football game, his brothers’ support, visibly moved him. “The moment the clock stopped ticking, my brother ran up to me in tears,” he wrote in a post about the game. As they hugged, Ashton teared up too. He was “so proud” of how his sibling had played, giving it his all. After the team won, they dedicated the championship to Savanna, and to Hadley. Ashton posted a heart emoji, writing that he loved his brothers “with all my heart. [image: heart emoji]”



August 20, the day before Haisley turned one. Kayla awoke unsettled, upset. Savanna’s sister didn’t often reveal herself, but today she unleashed on Facebook. She wished she could be brutally honest about how things were related to Savanna’s murder. She was fed up with reading “bullshit” articles. What she detested more than anything were people who claimed that the Fargo police had done “the best they could.” How did they know? None of them had been there! [image: frowning face emoji]

On August 21, Ashton threw a birthday party for Haisley Jo. The partygoers were mostly relatives; his mom and dad, Candy and Mark, who had each remarried. The Greywinds were not present. Everyone was excited, chattering. Little kids ran around in the warm grass. A boy in an Air Jordan basketball jersey looked on. It was time for the cake.

Topped with a birthday candle of the number one, it was lavishly decorated. Bubble-gum-pink frosting, four roses, a Disneyesque image of Pocahontas. The words “Happy First Birthday to our Princess Haisley Jo” were drawn in icing. Ashton held the baby snugly around her tummy, facing out, and raised a finger to indicate her age. She held up a finger, too. As she stared out in a T-shirt with flowers, gold moccasins on her tiny feet, “Happy Birthday” was sung. After they finished, Ashton helped her blow out the candle. Pictures were taken. There were claps. Nestled in her father’s lap, the baby devoured a fistful of cake.

It was time for presents. Ashton sat on a brightly colored quilt, cross-legged, facing Haisley Jo. She squatted inside an opened Fisher-Price box, idly tearing the paper. Surrounding her bobbed a sea of presents. A big fuchsia gift bag with pink tissue. One of her new toys was a “gallop and learn” rocking pony.

As her granddaughter bounced and smiled, Grandma Candy shot a video. At one point Haisley Jo tried to stand. When people laughed, she mimicked them. Which made them laugh harder. “Oh my gosh, she’s so adorable,” a woman said. As she struggled, people watched, commented.

“Cake’s kickin’ in. Yep. Cake’s kickin’ in.”

“Sugar rush.”

“She’s going to hate the crash.”

“Don’t tip over!”

Leaning forward, Haisley Jo grabbed the edges of the box. Then suddenly she sprouted up like a cornflower. Ashton, who’d been watching her, reached out, ready to catch her. She waved, fell on her bottom.

The next day Ashton posted five photos of the party on Facebook. “Oh boy was yesterday such a fun day,” he wrote. “Haisley had the time of her life being the center of attention.” He thanked those who’d helped organize and make her party such a success, posting happy emojis.

“HAISLEY JO’S FIRST BIRTHDAY [image: heart emoji]”

Ashton’s mom also posted a video. “Our BIRTHDAY GIRL, she sure let everyone know it was all about HER and ONLY HER,” she wrote. Haisley’s “amazing” daddy had pulled off a great event, especially considering it was his first birthday party. As for Haisley, she’d opened her presents with Ashton “like a pro.” She adorned the post with a hashtag: #andbesttinytotactressawardgoesto

#HAISLEYJO.”

A week later brought another milestone. Haisley Jo’s first day at Early Head Start in Devils Lake. Ashton had started attending a local college for business administration, to improve himself, to move forward for his little girl. At a year, Haisley was starting to walk, shook her head no, babbled a few words. Her first word was “Dada.” She said “Mama,” too. She was quiet when she didn’t know someone. When she was comfortable around people, she talked a lot and released a happy scream when she was excited. Sitting on the rug her first morning in childcare, she gazed up at Ashton with her dark round eyes, her mouth slightly open.




Chapter Twenty-Two MEMORIAL

THE DAY SAVANNA’S GRAVESTONE WAS set in the Dakota earth unfolded quietly. It was a Tuesday, the late August skies above Fargo soft blue. Sunshine spilling over the grounds of Sunset Memorial Gardens. The breeze, a whisper. The year before, crowds had gathered to search for Savanna, mourned the young Native woman at marches and memorials. A media circus trailed her from disappearance to death. She had become famous, a symbol of the crisis plaguing missing and murdered Native American women. Now she lay in peace, a final marker of her life about to come.

In August 2017, a Fargo resident named Dustin Anderson was traveling when he heard about Savanna’s murder. Anderson worked as a sales representative for Dakota Monument Company, which produces cemetery memorials. Founded in 1911, the company had been run by Anderson’s family ever since. Now he wanted to create a memorial for Savanna. He reached out to the Greywinds.

Over the next year they mapped out the details for Savanna’s headstone. It would be meaningful, simple, uncluttered. They settled on a gray marble stone. An image of Savanna, an engraving of the dream catcher inked on her leg, framing her dates of birth and death. Now, on August 21, 2018, the stone was placed in the cemetery. It was Haisley Jo’s first birthday.




Chapter Twenty-Three WILLIAM

ON THE SCREEN ABOVE WILLIAM Hoehn’s head floated a picture of Savanna Greywind. It was an image that had become iconic: She wore a striped dress, her hair falling down. Silver sparkled her eyelids. She smiled radiantly. It was Wednesday morning, September 19, 2018, in courtroom 302. Hoehn sat at the defense table, impassive as a stone. One hand cupped his chin, a finger rested on his cheek. He did not whisper asides or pass notes much to his defense attorney, Daniel Borgen.

For trial, Hoehn had been cleaned up. The short beard was gone, the hair cut close. He wore a gray button-down shirt, khaki slacks, and loafers. Not exactly the look of a pot-smoking roofer prone to profanity, a thirty-two-year-old man who, prosecutor Ryan J. Younggren noted in his argument, had fathered four kids. Younggren also noted the ropes found in their apartment. “You’ll also hear about their sexual relationship, and that rough sex, even choking of Brooke, was part of their rocky relationship,” he said. “Both were drug users.”

Hoehn had pleaded guilty to two counts: conspiracy to commit kidnapping and lying to law enforcement. Now he was facing conspiracy to commit murder. He pleaded not guilty. There was surprisingly little interest in his trial. The wooden benches in the courtroom held maybe thirty spectators. Mostly Fargo police officers, local media, and a few of Savanna’s relatives were in attendance. An elderly Native woman with white hair, tiny, frail, sat across the aisle from me. A middle-aged Native woman with short brown spiky hair in jeans and Uggs sat next to her. Tanya Martinez walked over, shook her hand. There was far more fascination with Brooke Crews. The thirty-eight-year-old aspiring psychologist with a string of debts, bad relationships, and abandoned children. A woman who committed the crime of fetal abduction.

The courtroom was as silent as a tomb. The jury, all white and mostly middle-aged, six women and six men, filed in, took their seats. “What would you kill for?” asked Younggren, in his opening statement to them. “A significant other? A child?” He addressed the couple’s motive. “She was murdered so they could steal her baby and raise it as their own.”

The North Dakota prosecutor then revealed the horrifying new detail about Savanna’s death. She was found with a rope around her neck, strangled. Younggren pointed to the crime’s savagery: Savanna’s belly was cut open. “She was left to bleed to death on the floor,” he said. Meanwhile, the baby was given the name “Phoenix,” after the Greek mythological character. She received her real name six days later after being rescued. Now the jury swiveled in unison, gazed at Hoehn. “You’ll be unable to make sense of this senseless crime,” said Younggren.

The timeline would be crucial. January 2017 was a tipping point. That month, Hoehn moved out of the apartment after he and Crews had an argument. To get him back, she concocted a stunning lie, stunning because it was so clearly preposterous. Crews, who’d had her tubes tied, claimed that she was pregnant with his child. She sent Hoehn a fetal heartbeat downloaded from the internet. Showed him a fetal ultrasound from a previous pregnancy. The ruse worked. Hoehn came back home. He told his coworkers at the roofing company the happy news: Brooke was pregnant. He was going to be a father.

On August 6, the couple had a terrible fight. For some reason, Younggren didn’t elaborate. He skipped to Saturday the nineteenth, the afternoon Savanna vanished, unspooling what happened that day. Savanna going upstairs at 1:30 p.m. The missing person report Norberta filed at 4:34 p.m. The search of Crews’s apartment by a police officer at five. “There’s no Savanna anywhere,” said Younggren. The return of that officer and a detective to apartment 5 at 10:28 p.m., where they looked around again, saw nothing. Savanna’s friends and family anxiously gathered in the front yard. “You have to be thinking the worst,” said Younggren. “You’re looking for a twenty-two-year-old missing pregnant girl.”

He continued. On August 20, shortly after 6 p.m., Detective Philip Swan did a third search of apartment 5. Hoehn was not there. At 1 p.m., he was at ACE Hardware buying duct tape, trash bags. Younggren noted that when Savanna’s body was discovered, she was wrapped in black garbage bags.

The next day was Monday. That morning Hoehn’s boss, Jesus Rios, picked him up as he usually did, drove them to work. Hoehn told him the baby had arrived over the weekend. After work Hoehn went to a liquor store, bought some alcohol. He was drinking heavily.

On Tuesday night, about 11:30, a series of events ensued. After Hoehn bought some newborn diapers at Walmart, he got into a hit-and-run, was arrested for an outstanding $300 warrant, taken to a police station. There, at a table in a small room, Hoehn gave his first account to the police.

In the courtroom, a video of Hoehn’s interview played on a screen. He still had his full beard, wore a white long-sleeved T-shirt, jeans, tennis shoes, a blue trucker’s cap. He told the detectives, both white, in their late thirties, in street clothes, something extraordinary: When he got home from work that Saturday, he saw Savanna. There, with Brooke, working on the sewing project. Hoehn also said he was taking a shower when he heard Joe Greywind knock on the front door, peeked out of the bathroom.

“Where is Savanna?” asked one of the detectives. “Where has she gone?”

“Don’t ask me,” Hoehn said.

That day Rios bailed him out. He was free.

Now, as he watched himself dissemble on the screen, Hoehn chewed on his fingers, fidgeted in his chair.



On Thursday, based on the diapers Hoehn bought at Walmart, a search warrant was executed for Crews and Hoehn’s apartment. When police broke in, they found the infant, wrapped tightly in a blanket on the couple’s bed. There was no trace of Savanna; it was as if she’d never entered the apartment. They arrested Crews on the spot, arrested Hoehn that afternoon at work. This time, when police interviewed Hoehn, his story of what occurred that Saturday changed. When he encountered Brooke in the bathroom with a lifeless Savanna and a newborn girl, he said she responded: “This is our baby.”

When the detectives asked where Savanna was, where she could be, Crews and Hoehn insisted they didn’t know.

Five days later, when her body was found in the Red River, on the Minnesota side of Harwood, she was wrapped tight, rope around her legs. After being submerged in the foul river water so long, she was nearly unrecognizable. She was partly identified by her two tattoos, the dream catcher on her thigh and the tribute to her grandmother on her ankle.

Now, in court, Younggren pressed the jury to consider something inconceivable: the absence of a bloody crime scene in apartment 5. He filled in the blanks. “If people are of a twisted mind and a drug user, what are you going to do for six days?” he asked. “Clean. Clean. Clean.”

There were other discrepancies. The rope around Savanna’s neck. Younggren maintained that it was used to restrain her, squeeze the veins in her neck until she passed out. “Brooke will tell you a different story,” he said. “She said they got into an argument. She shoved Savanna.” The young pregnant woman then supposedly knocked her head on the bathroom sink, collapsed to the floor. “You know Savanna’s fighting back,” Younggren went on. “She’s got a baby. How do you subdue her? The subduing is done pretty quickly, and she was kept subdued.” As evidence, Savanna had bruises on her arms.

He pivoted to the conspiracy element. “Crews didn’t do this alone,” Younggren told the jury. After her baby was cut from her womb, Savanna was fairly heavy, 155 pounds. “How do you get the body out of the apartment?” he asked. Hoehn’s account of that day “doesn’t make sense.” Crews’s account of the murder was also flatly unreliable. After Hoehn opened the bathroom door and saw Savanna, asked, “Is she dead?” Crews replied that she didn’t know. Now Younggren’s voice grew soft, almost inaudible, as he described Hoehn’s role. As Brooke was cutting the baby out, her boyfriend retrieved the rope, strangled Savanna. As he heard this, Hoehn ran his fingers across his mouth.

Conspiracy can be exceedingly hard to prove. As he closed, Younggren pointedly noted that “you won’t find a contract or a detailed plan.” But by the end of the trial, “you’ll know this was done together. William Hoehn was willing to break the law and our oaths as human beings that we won’t kill each other.”



During the twenty-minute break, Clarence LaFontaine, Savanna’s maternal grandfather, stood in the hallway, the light from the windows washing over him. Tall, lean, his gray hair trimmed short, his face creased. I asked if he would mind talking with me. He told me he’d lived in Fargo many years, once owned a large white clapboard house on University Avenue that was “haunted.” He sold it when he got cancer. He was dressed in jeans, a gray T-shirt with the words “ND Motorcycle Club.” A handmade wooden cane steadied him. Quiet, soft-spoken, he offered snapshots of his late granddaughter.

In the first story, he thought Savanna was four or five. They were driving on the highway near Dickinson, a small North Dakota city near Theodore Roosevelt National Park. Suddenly, a tornado barreled across the sky toward them. The twister was fierce, dangerous, but there was nowhere to hide. They sheltered at a rest stop to wait it out. Was Savanna scared? I asked. LaFontaine couldn’t remember. Then he skipped to something far more recent. He’d cosigned a loan for Savanna’s car. Now he said that Joe Greywind had the vehicle, wouldn’t return it to him. “He says it’s his car.” Then Savanna’s grandfather told me, “I don’t care for him.” It was time to go back into the courtroom. Before we did, LaFontaine said one more thing about Savanna. He called her a “good girl.”



Daniel Borgen was up next. Thick and middle-aged with a bristly mustache, he looked slightly disheveled in his baggy gray suit, wide tie, and aqua shirt. His booming voice was scratchy from a cold, and occasionally he coughed, flinging an arm over his face. Borgen had the unenviable task of trying to make Hoehn seem less evil than Crews, a feckless victim, saving his client from life in prison.

Standing at the podium, Borgen laid out his defense. He began by sketching a timeline. At the end of December 2016, Hoehn left Crews. Crews wanted him back, so she tricked him into thinking she was pregnant. “She was doing everything she could to have William home,” said Borgen. He jumped to August 19, 2017, the Saturday Savanna disappeared. When Hoehn got home from work about 2:30, he argued, Crews wasn’t expecting him. When he looked in the bathroom, he saw a “baby wrapped in a towel in the bathtub.” At the defense table, Hoehn took a sip of water. Borgen continued, louder, more animated. The prosecution’s story about how Brooke and Will subdued Savanna? “Will admits he helped,” said Borgen. “But there was never any agreement” to a murder. Savanna, he insists, was already dead when Hoehn entered the bathroom. Although Brooke was going to testify otherwise, the jurors should be wary. “Her story changes,” said Borgen.



The next witness was Jesus Rios, “Jesse,” Hoehn’s ex-boss, the owner of a local roofing company. He was tall, slender, middle-aged, and Hispanic. He’d lived in Fargo for twenty-five years. As Younggren questioned him about August 19, he fumbled. It was so long ago, he protested. He couldn’t summon dates, times. Will had been working for him for a month. What time did they usually work to on weekdays, on Saturdays? Younggren asked, trying to establish when Hoehn arrived home. Rios thought he dropped him off at two, but maybe not. The prosecutor was getting exasperated. “Now’s the time to tell what you know,” he said, his voice rising.

Younggren tried another tack. Rios asked Will about the baby, right? What did he find out? “They had a baby girl,” said Rios. He was curious about her name, so he asked Hoehn, “ ‘Phoenix, like the bird?’ I thought it was a unique name.”

Younggren continued. “Did he say how the baby was born?”

“I remember him saying how he was tired because the baby had been crying and was up all night.”

On the Monday after Savanna vanished, Hoehn asked to borrow his boss’s maroon pickup truck. Why did Rios loan it to him? Younggren asked. “I did it to be nice,” Rios said. “That way I wouldn’t have to pick him up.”

On Wednesday, Hoehn was arrested on the outstanding warrant, questioned about the hit-and-run. What was Hoehn’s demeanor like that day? Younggren asked. “He was pretty quiet,” Rios said. “He normally smokes cigarettes. He wasn’t smoking.”

Shortly after, Crews texted him; Hoehn was in jail. Could Rios bail him out?

“Why did you bail him out?” Younggren asked.

Rios sighed. “At the time he was my employee.”

After Hoehn was released from jail Wednesday afternoon, what happened next? Younggren asked. Hoehn told his boss he wanted to take the rest of the day off “so he could be with his girls.”

Did Rios have any perspective about Will and the baby?

“I feel he was misled.”



A skinny guy with black hair, a loose sweater, was called to the stand next. A strong odor of oily chemicals rolled off him as he walked by. He was one of Hoehn’s coworkers. They’d known each other four or five years, and had lived in the same apartment building in Moorhead, Minnesota, at one point. He’d helped his buddy get the job. Tanya Martinez dispatched him quickly. The most salient thing he revealed was Hoehn’s mood change. Before the baby, Will was a pretty happy guy. After, he was a mess. “A different person.” Normally, the men smoked weed at work. On Monday, his first day back, he “didn’t want to smoke pot that day.” Hoehn was “distraught.”




Chapter Twenty-Four FARGO

SEPTEMBER DAWNED. THE TRIAL OF William Hoehn loomed, three weeks away. Ashton had been asked to testify and would probably be called during the second week. He was anxious, but hopeful. Maybe his testimony would make a difference, bring justice for Savanna. He thought about her every single day.

On September 4, Hoehn pleaded guilty to kidnapping and providing false information to authorities as they investigated Savanna’s death. In a rebuke of his criminal involvement, he also pleaded not guilty to conspiring to murder Savanna.

Two days later, Ashton posted a photo of Haisley Jo from Devils Lake. She was seated on the ground in a T-shirt and jeans, her head turned toward the camera. Sprigs of short hair feathered her head. It was impossible to know what was going through her little mind, but she looked wistful. “I love you sooo much [image: heart emoji] you taught what strength and hope means,” Ashton wrote. “You may not know this, but I learn from you everyday just like you learn from me.[image: face blowing a kiss emoji]



“HELLO?” SAID NORBERTA GREYWIND.

It was Friday morning and we were on the phone. I had called Norberta to try, again, to arrange an interview with her and Joe. I reminded her who I was, said that I would be coming to Fargo for William Hoehn’s trial. She listened. She was gentle, polite. She said she would talk to her husband, call me back.

A few minutes later, she phoned. She and Joe would definitely meet with me. They were no longer living in Fargo but in a house in Oberon, a rural community on the Spirit Lake Reservation. But they’d be in town for the trial, which was expected to last two weeks. “I’ll speak with the kids,” Norberta said of Savanna’s three siblings, whether they wanted to participate. “It’s still painful for the kids.”



In mid-September I flew into Fargo to attend Hoehn’s trial. The afternoon I arrived it was sunny and cool. A white man in his thirties picked me up at the airport, drove me to my hotel. On the way we chatted. A lifelong resident of Fargo, he was ambivalent about the demographic changes the city had gone through. The gentrification of downtown with its hip coffee shops, pubs, juice bars, and restaurants had made it more appealing to people in their twenties, the legions of students attending NDSU. But it was less affordable now for older residents. Many of the town’s nineteenth-century brick buildings had been revitalized. Baskets of pink flowers hung from wrought-iron posts, dotting Main Street. Fargo’s old movie theater had been restored; at night I could see its neon sign from my room. There was a good independent bookstore. In recent years the population had also, notably, become more diverse, with an influx of gay entrepreneurs and African refugees. Most of the ride-share drivers who ferried me to the courthouse and back were from Somalia and Tanzania. None of them liked the winter cold.

After I checked into my hotel, at eighteen stories the tallest, most modern building for miles, I went for a walk. Despite Fargo’s quaintness, there remained a seedy element. Like many towns across Middle America battered during the recession, several storefronts were empty. A giant construction project was under way on the lot next door to my hotel; towering cranes shot into the sky. The streets were deserted, save for knots of wandering drunk men, a few students in backpacks and coats. At one point a scruffy-looking man on a corner said hello, started following me. I quickened my pace to catch up with a young guy in glasses who looked safe.

The next morning, Tuesday, was jury selection. At eight the courthouse was still closed. It was chilly, the sky lead gray. Stately, beautiful, two stories of red-rust stone, the courthouse had been built in 1904; a wing had been added on seven or eight years earlier. A manicured lawn and rows of graceful trees framed the entrance. Inside were marble floors, high ceilings, photographs of the building through the decades. Once the doors opened, a dark wood staircase took me to the second floor, to Courtroom 302.

The process was tedious. Time crawled. A mention was made of Dexter, the serial-killer protagonist of the hit Showtime drama, in relation to the scrubbed bathroom and bizarre absence of evidence. A catchphrase called “Dexter the crime scene.” Would the lack of DNA at a crime scene be disqualifying to them? asked assistant state’s attorney Ryan Younggren. Questions were posed to potential female jurors about their childbirth experiences. One of them, an ICU nurse, was pregnant. “Is the pregnancy going okay?” asked Younggren. Conspiracy was essential in this case, an agreement. How would they define it? William Hoehn, wearing office attire and brown loafers, sat at a table next to his defense attorney, Daniel Borgen. “Has anyone here been wrongfully accused by the police?” Borgen asked. The defendant listened passively, a finger on his clean-shaven cheek. After listening for most of it, I snuck out. The Greywinds were meeting me at 4 p.m. “We’re all coming,” Norberta had told me on the phone.

When I saw them together in the hotel lobby, my breath caught. The baby was with them. Joe Jr. and Casey, their sons, had come, too. But not Kayla. It was still too hard for her to talk.

We sat around a black conference table in a private room off the restaurant. The manager supplied coffee and water. But the Greywinds took nothing. Norberta, wearing a faded pink sweatshirt with the words “SPIRIT LAKE” on it, sipped a Monster Energy drink. Joe, a barrel-chested man of forty-one, had a goatee and wore a blue-and-white-checked shirt, a Bud Light trucker’s cap. Haisley Jo was planted on his lap. She was thirteen months old, with shiny mahogany eyes and a thatch of glossy hair. She had on a party dress with a crinkly skirt, white pantaloons, sparkly plastic shoes. She looked like her mother. Joe Jr. was twenty-one, big like his father, in jeans and a brown T-shirt, a trucker’s hat. A tattoo in large block letters—CBCS—covered his arm. It stands for Country Boy Can Survive. Casey was seventeen, a handsome kid with black hair. He wore a black Hurley T-shirt. The Greywinds were reticent, the boys shy, but they wanted me to know about Savanna’s life, not just the circumstances of her death.

Norberta briefly described Savanna’s early years, the move to Fargo after she was born in Belcourt. The move to Tokio, a tiny community on the Spirit Lake Reservation, when she was ten. “She was a good kid,” a “normal girl,” her mother said. They were a “normal typical family,” Joe said. As Savanna entered her teens, Joe and Norberta were, admittedly, pretty strict with her. She was not allowed to have sleepovers at her friends’. She was not allowed to date. “When she started dating Ashton, it had to be at school,” Norberta said. When she was eighteen, Savanna was finally allowed to bring him home to meet them.

As a girl, she was “very caring,” said Joe. “She liked to smile. She liked to laugh.”

Could they give me an example?

“She was always taking care of somebody,” said Norberta.

“How she interacted with her family,” said Joe.

Would she do favors for people?

“Always,” Norberta said.

I asked if they could tell me a story illustrating her kindness. They were both quiet. Joe sipped a can of Coke, rubbed the top of his head.

“I don’t know,” Norberta began tentatively. “An example would be Odessa, Savanna’s second cousin.” As she talked, the baby made noises, pounded on the table. “When her mother was pregnant with her, Savanna was the first one to hold Odessa, at the hospital. Instantly, they had a bond. Savanna had her every weekend. She made sure Odessa had everything. She always took her shopping.”

Haisley Jo was getting restless. She stood up on Joe’s lap, swayed, babbled in a high voice.

“She was very caring, very loving,” Joe continued. “She had a good sense of humor.”

“She was always pulling pranks,” said Norberta. “She enjoyed her home. She enjoyed a lot of things. Riding a horse.”

All this time the boys were as silent as fawns in a forest, their heads lowered. Now Haisley Jo started to fuss, to cry. Joe set her gently down on the carpet. But she did not stop.

“Haisley!” Norberta said sharply. She seemed puzzled by her granddaughter’s sudden burst of tears. I thought of my own daughter at that age, how mercurial her moods could be. “Want to walk her?” Norberta asked Joe.

Joe scooped the toddler up in his big arms, took her out of the room.

“You said she liked to play pranks?” I said to Norberta.

“The one thing I can think of, her aunties and uncles, they were always playing pranks on each other, scaring each other.”

Joe and the baby came back in. She had settled. “She would put things in people’s shoes,” Joe said of Savanna. “Household stuff, whatever would be laying around. She played with kids a lot. She really interacted with her brothers and sister. She was very caring. She was a good kid. I had no complaints. Very kindhearted. That’s why when we say that they took an angel, she really was an angel.”

Savanna’s father paused. His brown eyes looked weary. “It’s hard to talk about it. I can’t really remember situations, you know, when you ask for details. I can’t really remember details.”

“It’s hard to put into words,” said Norberta.

The room emanated a heavy sadness.

Why did she want to work as a nurse’s assistant? I asked. How did that come about?

“She graduated from high school,” said Joe. “She just figured out… She just did it. I don’t know what made her do it.”

“She wanted to be a nurse,” said Norberta. “She was actually going to start nurse’s school in October of last year, or take a test, right? To get into nurse’s school.”

When I asked them to share a memory of her, of a family event or a holiday, something that showed her place in their heart, they faltered.

“I don’t know,” Norberta said softly.

“A memory,” said Joe. “We can’t really remember because…” He shrugged.

I looked at Casey, who was sitting on the other side of the table at the far end, next to his brother. “Do you have anything you’d like to say about your sister?” I asked.

“No,” he said. He shook his head. “It’s hard to talk.”

Did he look up to Savanna?

“Yeah,” he said.

Casey started to cry. He wiped his eyes. His admiration for his sister was simple. “She was the oldest out of all of us,” he said. It struck me then that the dark gray room, with its stiff gray-and-white chairs, large lamp fixture, impersonal atmosphere, was a terrible choice for a meeting with them. We should have been somewhere cheerful, warm, outdoors.



When they lived in Tokio, Joe and Norberta both worked full-time at Sioux Manufacturing Corporation in Fort Totten. “Savanna always had more responsibility because she was the oldest,” said Norberta. “When they’d come home from school, she’s the one who had the key, to take care of the younger ones until we got home.”

Could they say anything else about her role in the family? I asked. Did she like to cook?

Norberta laughed. “No. Not at all. Kayla and I did the cooking. On holidays she didn’t really help, I guess.” She laughed again. “She loved holidays, though. She did.”

After graduating from Warwick High School, about ten miles from the Spirit Lake Reservation, Savanna got a certified nurse’s assistant certificate. She worked at Eventide, a senior living community in Devils Lake. “Her life was just normal until she found out she was having a baby,” Joe said. “Just a kid. Out partying. High school. She had a job. She supported herself. She enjoyed everything that was going on in our lives. She was very, very caring. Very thoughtful with everybody. If she thought you were doing something wrong, she’d tell you straight up. She was very vocal.”

“Oh, yeah. She was very vocal,” said Norberta.

Could they give me an example?

“There were many times,” said Joe. We laughed. “There were many times I would tell her, no, she can’t do that. She’d tell me, ‘I’m eighteen.’ ”

Because he was protective of her?

“Very protective,” Joe said. “She’d say, ‘I’m doing this. I’m going out.’ ”

Savanna was strong-willed. She also sweet-talked certain family members to get her way. Joe’s father, who lived on the reservation, close by. “She’d go to my dad and say, ‘My dad said I can’t do this.’ My dad would tell her, ‘If you don’t want to, tell him you don’t have to.’ ”

I asked what Tokio was like, where they lived.

“It looks like a reservation,” said Joe. “I don’t know how reservations look like in California. But here they’re very poor.”

“Yep,” said Norberta. “Very rural.”

Joe kept stressing how ordinary their lives were. “We lived a decent life,” he said. “We had jobs. We raised our kids, expected them to get decent grades. Savanna got decent grades, you know. She did her school. She did everything she was supposed to.”

“She wanted a better life,” said Norberta. “She wanted…” She paused. “She wanted—”

Joe interrupted. “She was set to move away from the area.”

Spirit Lake couldn’t hold her. “She didn’t want to live there,” said Joe.

In January 2016, the Greywinds returned to Fargo for Savanna. When they resettled, Savanna transferred to the Eventide facility there. At first she got her own apartment. She worked hard, had a taste for expensive things, loved to shop online. “There was always a package,” said Norberta. Savanna and she enjoyed shopping together. Sometimes they’d sneak off to Minnesota and buy scratch lottery cards.

Ashton was living in Minneapolis off and on, working. Savanna often went there to see him. “There was times they took off,” said Joe.

“She always wanted to travel,” said Norberta.

During their recollections the conversation drifted, like the moon pulls the tides. Savanna was a “country girl,” too, they emphasized. “She had her cowboy boots,” said Norberta.

When Savanna turned sixteen, Joe’s parents gave her a gelding. His name was Speedy. “He was kind of a bad horse,” Norberta said. She laughed. “When she was learning how to ride, her horse kind of took off on her. She was hollering for her dad.” When she was seventeen, Savanna broke her wrist when Speedy got spooked by a fox and threw her. “I had to take her to an ER,” Norberta remembered. In the beginning, “we had no idea how to care for horses,” she recalled.

Joe took the reins, teaching Savanna and her siblings. His father had some land, and the Greywinds leased ten acres of pasture from him. They built a fence for Speedy, added a mare named Penny Lou to the fold. They fed the horses, hauled water out to them. Out on the northern prairie, blizzards would rage, howl, the temperature sometimes plunge to fifty below. “Joe and the kids did a lot of work in the wintertime with the horses,” Norberta said. She smiled at the memory. “The first year was a little learning experience.”

For a time Savanna reveled in that isolated rural life. The land, the wide iridescent sky, were part of her. But she yearned for something more. When Savanna found out she was pregnant, she was overjoyed, eager to start a life of her own with Ashton and Haisley Jo. “We were pumped, too,” Joe said. “Our first grandchild. Everything was looking good for our family.” Savanna wanted to get a big house on the outskirts of Fargo, where they all could live and get horses again. Norberta smiled. “She found a few houses that were way out of our budget.”

Norberta sat at the head of the table, her hands in her lap. Occasionally she took a sip of her drink. She looked much older than her forty years, her face bare, shadows rimming her eyes. The face of ineffable sadness. Tomorrow she and Joe were testifying. I asked what her relationship was like with Savanna. “She was my firstborn daughter,” said Norberta. “I was very close to her.”

The baby squirmed on Joe’s lap. She was walking and babbling now. “Mo, mo, mo,” the toddler said. “Mo is ‘no,’ ” offered Norberta. “That’s her new word.” She had a few other words: Grandma, Grandpa, Auntie, Joe, Casey.

I observed that she was very active.

“Oh yeah,” Norberta said. “Very active.”

“She’s very spoiled,” said Joe.

“She is,” said Norberta fondly.

“She’s Grandpa’s baby, though. She knows it, too.”

We laughed. “Yes, don’t you?” Norberta smiled at her granddaughter.

The Greywinds were cordial, straightforward. There were some questions that were plainly hard for them. When I asked if there was anything they wanted people to know about Savanna, they politely demurred. “We try to keep our memories because it’s so public,” said Norberta. “We try to minimize that, you know?” The room fell quiet. Did the boys have a memory they wanted to share? “I don’t,” said Joe Jr., who was holding Haisley Jo now.

What was she like as a sister? Did they fight like brothers and sisters do sometimes? “You didn’t have to do a lot,” said Joe Jr. “You’d chew loud in front of her.” She hated the way her dad ate chips.

In certain ways, Haisley Jo echoed her mother.

“Her sense of humor,” said Joe.

“Her mean looks,” said Norberta. “She gives a little mean look like Savanna. The eyebrows. I think she’s going to love clothes and shoes like her mom. She’s always in the clothes.”

At one point, Haisley Jo squealed to be put down on the carpet. As Joe set her down, she banged her head on the table, but she didn’t cry. She stood up on her chubby legs and stared at us. “She’s waiting for claps,” Joe said. We clapped. The baby beamed.

“She knows who her mom is,” said Norberta. “We have a picture of her.” She pointed to the wall, as if a photo of her daughter appeared there. “You ask her where Mama’s at. She points at the picture. She kisses the picture.” They’ve been doing this since Haisley Jo was tiny.

Joe’s phone rang. It was the prosecutor. He and Norberta excused themselves to talk to her and slipped out into the hallway. While they were gone, their sons spoke haltingly. Casey, the younger brother, held Haisley Jo. She was bouncing, squealing, wiggling. “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” one of the boys asked her. They liked taking care of her, but “she’s a handful,” said Joe Jr. We laughed. She reminded him of Savanna. How so? “Just her personality.”

He looked at Haisley Jo. “You’re ready for a nap,” he said to her.

She squealed louder. “Holy smoke! What’s wrong with you?” one of the boys said.

Just then Norberta and Joe came back into the room. The baby immediately quieted down. “Look right there. See that?” said Joe of her response to them.

Norberta took the baby in her arms, then sat down. She offered her a bottle, but Haisley Jo wasn’t interested. She wailed for the bag of Ritz Bits crackers on the table.

“Oh my gosh, Joe, open those!” said Norberta. After he did, he fed crackers to the baby.

At one point, Joe Jr. was hoisting the baby high in the air, rocking her. Now, as the Greywinds were recalling Savanna’s pet peeves, Haisley Jo threw up. “She just spit her crackers all over me!” said Joe Jr., somewhat mortified. Once purged, the baby seemed fine. Her grandfather put her down and she crawled on the carpet, making cheerful sounds.

The Greywinds see Haisley Jo often, but Ashton has sole custody of her. “That’s the way Savanna would want it, so we didn’t contest that at all,” Joe said. “Her dad is wonderful with her.” They had asked him if the baby could be with them during this awful first week of the trial. It would be a comfort. Ashton said yes.



After Savanna was buried in Sunset Memorial Gardens in Fargo on September 7, 2017, several tribes held vigils and ceremonies, gave donations. A few weeks after her mother’s funeral, Haisley Jo received her Indian name at a prayer ceremony in Standing Rock. In English, it means “survivor.” The Greywinds declined to describe the ceremony; it was sacred, private. “I don’t know if that would be appropriate,” said Norberta. There was also a time not so long ago when Native Americans were forbidden to practice their traditional ceremonies and practices, were punished if caught. Starved, imprisoned, fined. And Christianity forced on tribes by the federal government. It wasn’t until 1978, when the American Indian Religious Freedom Act, passed by Congress, was signed into law by President Jimmy Carter, that tribal religions were protected.

Since Savanna’s murder, the Greywinds endured a torrent of attention. It’s been unnerving. Strangers coming up to them in public, for instance, especially when they have Haisley Jo, to express their condolences. They don’t know how to respond. “We get people that email us and make offers to do this, do that, watch Haisley,” said Norberta. “Haisley doesn’t go with anybody. We have her at all times. We’re very protective of her. We’re very protective of each other. We’ve always been like that, in a way, but even more so now. Especially with Kayla being pregnant.”

Kayla was nineteen, due in February. The father was a young, dark-haired guy with a goatee named Chance Champagne. There were a few photos of him on Kayla’s Facebook page, but not much about their relationship. The next day Kayla had a doctor’s appointment and they’d learn if she was having a boy or a girl. Since Savanna’s disappearance, Norberta’s anxiety about her children had soared. “If she doesn’t answer the phone I kinda get in a panic,” she said of her second daughter. “Or any of the kids, I guess. They understand. We always know where each other is.”

To make sense of Savanna’s murder, to heal, the Greywinds were getting therapy. “It’s up and down,” said Joe. “There’s no end. When you think that it’s progressing and healing, you realize you haven’t even gotten that far. I don’t even know if time can do it.”

Norberta was quiet for a moment. Then she said: “I think it really just hit me a few months ago. I thought I was okay. I realized I wasn’t. I realized she’s not coming back. She’s gone. It was so public. I don’t think I had time to grieve. And then try to make sure these guys were all okay. Trying to get my family back to the way we were. I was telling Kayla, ‘I want to get back to normal.’ And they kind of opened my eyes and said: ‘It’s not going to be. We’ve got to figure out how to live without her.’ ”




Chapter Twenty-Five I HAD HOPE

AT 1:30 THE NEXT DAY, Norberta Greywind walked quickly into the courtroom, averting her eyes. As she settled into her chair, began to testify, I thought of the chilling new detail Younggren had revealed about Savanna’s death. The ligature cinched around the young woman’s neck. Her mother looked so tired. The look of unending grief. She dressed in jeans, a maroon sweater with gray and white stripes, her hair in a ponytail, her face bare.

Her answers were brief, as if she could barely utter the words. Sometimes she paused, sipped water. When prosecutor Leah Viste asked her if Savanna would have been twenty-three, she answered, then started to cry.

There were questions about the birth order of her children, the date they all moved into the basement apartment, her contact with the occupants of apartment 5. Two to four times a week, Hoehn and Crews would wander into the dollar store where she worked full-time. They chatted, but Norberta never invited them to her home. She was asked about the night before. What her family did that evening. They went out to eat, then were hanging around the apartment. She and Joe left at six to go have a beer, stayed out pretty late. Now Viste gently led her through the Saturday her oldest daughter disappeared, now more than a year before.

“Did you see Brooke?” she asked.

“Through the doorway. The door was open. I saw she was talking to Savanna.”

“What did Savanna tell you?”

Norberta recalled Crews asking Savanna if she could help her with a sewing project. Did she want to do that? Viste asked.

“Yeah,” said Norberta. “She didn’t say no. She told me she was getting twenty dollars.”

At about 1:30, Savanna texted her mom. She’d ordered a pizza for the family and it was on its way. It’s the last time Norberta would hear from her daughter.

Savanna was supposed to drive Casey to work at 2:30. But when the time came she didn’t turn up, didn’t answer her phone.

“So did Casey go upstairs?” Viste asked.

“Yes.”

“And what did he report?”

“That nobody answered.”

“So what was the next step you took?”

“I believe Joe—we sent Joe up there, her dad.”

“And did Joe go up?”

“Yep.”

“And did he come back with Savanna?”

“No.”

“And what did you learn?”

“That she said they weren’t done yet.”

At about 3:30 p.m., after dropping Casey at work, Norberta went upstairs to apartment 5, knocked on the door. Brooke answered. Was Savanna still there? Norberta asked. No, she wasn’t, and Brooke didn’t know where she was. Maybe the young, heavily pregnant woman had gone for a walk? “I knew she wouldn’t go for a walk,” Norberta testified. “She was very cautious.”

Just to be sure, Norberta drove around the neighborhood looking for her. Instead, she ran into William Hoehn. Did he see which direction Savanna went after she left their apartment? she asked him. Did she have her cell phone with her? He shrugged, didn’t know. Shortly after, Norberta’s brother and sister-in-law came over. Joe got on the phone, called around to relatives, people his daughter knew. None of them had seen or heard from Savanna.

“I think we all kind of knew something was wrong,” Norberta said in court.

At 4:27 p.m. Norberta called the police to report her daughter missing. It seemed forever before Officer Samuel D. Bollman showed up. She told him about the events leading to Savanna’s disappearance, her unshakable fear. “I thought they had done something to my daughter, or knew something,” Norberta recalled in court. After a cursory search, Bollman came downstairs. There was no Savanna. No evidence of her anywhere. After he left, Savanna’s mother went back upstairs.

When Brooke opened the door, saw Norberta there, she was irritated.

“I asked her, begged her, to just look in the apartment,” Norberta said.

“Did she let you in?” Viste asked.

“No.”

“Are you starting to feel frantic or panicked?”

“Very. Very.”

“What’s going on in your household?”

“Calls.”

“Are you going to go to work the next day?”

“No.”

“What is your plan?”

“Look for my daughter.”

Finally, Viste came around to Thursday, August 24, the confusing, bittersweet day when police emerged from Crews’s apartment carrying a newborn girl.

“I knew it was my granddaughter,” Norberta said.

And Savanna? “Did you think she’d be found alive?”

“I didn’t think so, but I hope—I had hope.”

Now, Norberta Greywind’s voice broke. She started crying, took off her glasses, wiped her eyes with her hand, with tissues. The courtroom was silent. A few questions later, Norberta rose from the witness stand, hurried down the aisle and out the door.



Joe Greywind testified next. Sitting in the witness chair, Savanna’s father was tight, contained, his broad face a stone. He chewed gum, his answers clipped. He’d been smoking pot, he told prosecutors beforehand, to allay his anxiety.

Viste went over some of the same material she did with Norberta. Would Savanna have taken off for a few days, a few hours? the prosecutor asked.

“No, she was scared,” said Joe. “She wasn’t going anywhere. She worked. She didn’t go anywhere alone.”

“So what are you thinking?” Viste asked.

Joe didn’t really answer. “Called Ashton. Police came.”

“During the weekend, after you found out Savanna was not coming home, do you call relatives from all over the place to help find your daughter?” Viste asked. “Would that sense of urgency be because she was so pregnant?”

Joe didn’t really answer again. “Somebody took her. Somebody did something to her.”

He described his feelings. “I had a lot of anxiety and a lot of anger.”

It did not surface at trial, but Joe was working hard to be calm. He had a temper, had been in trouble with law enforcement at various times in the past. Mostly for minor things. Driving without a license. Driving with expired plates. Jaywalking. Failure to register a motor vehicle. But some were more serious, and involved drugs. At one point Joe received treatment at Spirit Lake Wellness Center. In January 2017, he was arrested, jailed, after he and two other males broke into a neighbor’s apartment, assaulted the couple who lived there. After being positively identified, Joe pleaded guilty to criminal trespass, acknowledging a jury could find him guilty. He was sentenced to 360 days, served seven, then was given credit for seven days. Subsequently, his felony was reduced to a misdemeanor because he avoided trouble.

When Savanna disappeared, continued to be missing, Joe was acutely mindful of his history. He told people he regretted how he’d behaved in the past. So he waited, tried to let the police do their job. He didn’t go upstairs, break down the door, try to force Crews and Hoehn to tell him where Savanna was. “Even though he fully believed his daughter was inside,” a source told me. “Because he was trying to change his ways.”



Officer Samuel D. Bollman, who twice searched Crews’s apartment on August 19, walked to the witness chair. Tall, lean, his brown hair buzzed short, he wore his dark blue uniform. Thirty years old, he’d been on the force for eight and a half years, described his duty as a “canine handler.” As Viste questioned him, his answers were crisp. A call came in on the computer screen in his patrol car: a twenty-two-year-old woman was missing. “I believe the dispatch said she was pregnant.” There had been yelling between Savanna’s parents and occupants of apartment 5. He spoke with Joe and Norberta in their front yard. “They were very upset. I could tell they were very anxious or distraught about what was going on.”

When Bollman tapped on the door of apartment 5, it flew open. Crews was standing behind it. “It was almost like the person inside was waiting for me to knock so that she could answer.” He asked if Savanna had been there, if she had mentioned where she was going when she left. She didn’t. Bollman asked for permission to look around. He was there fifteen, maybe twenty minutes. He never sensed something was “off.” Because he didn’t have a search warrant, and there was no probable cause to believe that a crime had taken place, he didn’t open drawers. Didn’t do a thorough inspection of the bathroom, enter the kitchen. When he poked his head into the bedroom, Hoehn was lying on the bed, playing a video game.

“All I said to him was, ‘Well, you’re not Savanna,’ ” Bollman said.

“Did he make any response to that?” Viste asked.

“He said, ‘Nope.’ ”

The apartment was “very tidy, very neat,” Bollman recalled. “They were very calm.”

We know now: As Bollman was walking through the apartment, the baby was on the bed next to Hoehn under the covers. Savanna’s body was stuffed in the bathroom closet. The officer left the apartment and then spoke with Joe and Norberta. He asked them more questions and then filed a missing person report.

Bollman recounted his second trip to the building, at about 10:30 p.m. To answer a disturbance call. Huddled in the front yard were about twenty to twenty-five of Savanna’s family and friends. They were angry. People had been trekking up the stairs, banging on Crews’s door. Crews and Hoehn had shoved a couch behind it. “To keep the Greywinds out,” Hoehn later told police. After Bollman and a sergeant went upstairs and knocked, they could hear noise, the barricade being removed. Crews opened the door. She was indignant.

As Bollman recalled, Crews said something along the lines of, “What do I have to do to show you I don’t know where that girl is?” They looked around the apartment again. The baby was hidden among blankets, beside Hoehn, on the bed. When Bollman came back downstairs, he told the crowd they hadn’t found Savanna, hadn’t seen any signs of “foul play.”



After his testimony, the jury was dismissed for the day. I walked into the hallway, where Bollman was sitting on a wooden bench. After I approached him, he readily agreed to speak with me. I asked how often his department gets missing person calls. “People call almost every day because they don’t know where their friend or family member is.” In Savanna’s case, he had thought maybe there was some miscommunication, and she’d be back.

When another officer called days later to tell him that Savanna’s baby had been found, it didn’t make sense to him. He’d been looking for a twenty-two-year-old pregnant woman. He seemed rattled. “Nobody wants to hear that,” he told me. “To think that you were in there, you naturally think over everything you did. Did I ask everything I should have asked? I think we did. It’s just unfortunate that we didn’t hear anything. I wish the baby had cried or made a noise.” He shook his head. “I think about it fairly regularly,” he said. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget this as long as I’m alive.”




Chapter Twenty-Six THE DETECTIVES

A LITTLE AFTER FOUR ON Thursday afternoon, August 24, 2017, Hoehn stretched out his legs in a windowless interview room. Detective Josh Loos, a fourteen-year veteran of the Fargo Police Department, sat on Hoehn’s left around a small table. He was thirty-five, balding, wore a baseball cap, a blue zip-up jacket, jeans. A binder lay open in front of him. Detective Nick Kjonaas, a child crimes investigator with the Fargo Police, was on Hoehn’s right, his arms propped on the table. He was thirty-five, beefy, with bright blue eyes and a long nose. His hair, the color of wheat, was buzzed short. He wore jeans, a short-sleeve button-down shirt.

Meanwhile, prosecutors Leah Viste, Tanya Martinez, and Ryan Younggren were camped out with several cops in the detectives’ office, anxiously watching Hoehn’s interview on closed-circuit TV. When the detectives left Hoehn, went to talk to Crews in another room, they watched, too. Their hearts in their throats. The tension in the room was excruciating. Their thoughts on Savanna, they silently repeated like a mantra: Just tell us where she is.

At first the detectives were genial, low-key. They called Hoehn “Will.” They were glad to see someone brought him a Sprite. They took off his handcuffs after he asked them to.

Hoehn was friendly, too. He fished a tin of chewing tobacco out of his pocket. Plugged some in his cheek. Thanked them for letting him have his chew. The officers who arrested him were “cool,” let him sit in the front seat. “I told them they looked like a vice movie, man. The one guy is bald with a beard and looking pretty sharp.” The other one “kind of like he’s got a Paul Walker thing going on, man. You know, handsome, strong.”

Loos also looked “sharp.”

Loos ignored the flattery. “I want you to understand that we’re concerned for Savanna’s safety,” he said. They’d like to have the “best possible resolution.”

“He’s really the talker in this relationship, isn’t he?” Hoehn said. Over the next several hours he repeatedly deflected, tried to change the subject.

Loos continued. “Let’s get ahead of this thing. I don’t think it needs to get worse for anybody else.”

“Well, it’s not going to get any better for me, man,” Hoehn fretted. He ticked off a list of his woes: They were going to charge him. Cuff him. Take him right back to jail. Loos countered that the judge and jury would be considering what happened that bewildering Saturday. He wanted to give them a “reasonable explanation.”

The detectives flattered him. Hoehn seemed like a “pretty decent guy.” He was agreeable to chatting with them. “You’re obviously a pretty smart guy,” Loos said. And the thing about life was, “Shit happens.” So how did Will Hoehn end up in this position?

Hoehn grumbled. He was going to go to jail no matter what explanation he gave, so what was the point of answering? “Like, you guys have no power to fucking make any of this go away or fucking send me home at the end of the day.”

He wasn’t, he clarified, trying to be an “asshole.”

“You’ve never been an asshole to us,” said Kjonaas. They only wanted to hear his side of the story. “Like—you told us—you told us the other night that you’re the guy with the big heart, right?”

When Hoehn couldn’t recall mentioning that, Loos helpfully reminded him. “You like to cuddle. You cry at fucking movies.” He had feelings.

“Yeah, I do got feelings, man,” Hoehn said. After he was done here, he was going to sit in his “fucking” jail cell and cry because he knew he wasn’t going home for “a long fucking time.”

Loos offered sympathy, raised Hoehn’s hapless past. “Certainly, some cards that you’ve been dealt along the way have not been the best hands.” Some people were lucky, others “inherently unlucky.” All Loos asked was for Hoehn to make things right.

Hoehn seemingly acknowledged this. “I understand that you want to give the Greywinds as much as you can give them.”

Kjonaas brought up what Hoehn said about them during his interview three days before. “You didn’t give me the impression that you guys were like a really friendly building.”

“Yeah. Or no—”

Hoehn had been squirming in his chair, sweeping his hand across the table, picking at it with a finger. Now his racism, his grievance against Savanna’s family, exploded. “Fuck, yeah,” he said. “A hundred percent honest, man.” He accused them of terrorizing him and Crews after Savanna disappeared. “Like in a fucking ugly ass way.”

He called the Greywind men a “fucking gang of, like, five fucking big ass fucking Indians.” Contended bitterly that they were drinking for days in front of the building while he and Brooke were trapped inside.

They returned to Brooke and Will hiding in their apartment. Loos commiserated. He also seemed to intentionally disparage the Greywinds. When the officer entered their building that afternoon, the whole place “smelled like—”

“Pot,” Hoehn said, finishing his sentence.

“Boulder, Colorado,” said Loos.

After the news vans left the crime scene on Saturday, the pot smoking allegedly resumed. Hoehn contended that “the whole place was cheeched up, man.”

It was a strange remark for a guy who was an avid user of weed himself.

Loos steered the subject back to Hoehn’s involvement in Savanna’s disappearance. But Hoehn rebuffed him. “I have to cover my ass, man,” he said. Referring to himself in the third person, he was uncharacteristically honest about his motivation. “It’s what’s in the best interest for Will at this point.”

Loos got more direct, asked about the baby. Was she Savanna’s?

“I don’t think so.”

“Whose baby is it?”

“I couldn’t tell you for sure, man.”

“Well, that seems ominous.”

“No, that ain’t. I don’t know. Like, I can’t tell you for sure.”

When Loos persisted, Hoehn descended again into self-pity. His life was “over.” When Loos asked if Savanna was still in the apartment building, he got irate. If she were, he taunted them, they’d have “fucking” discovered her by now.

Unrattled by Hoehn’s challenge, they stuck with their strategy, tried to placate him. “I don’t think it’s fair to you if Will’s story comes from everybody else but Will,” said Loos.

Hoehn took the opportunity to bemoan Crews, how his girlfriend had deceived him. For months he was under the impression she was pregnant. Even though he knew she’d had the tubal operation. Then again, those can be reversed, right? “Sure can,” said Loos. Because of the child abuse conviction trailing him, he and Crews were “scared shitless” after the baby was born that she was going to be taken away from them. But then he also was wondering, was Crews really pregnant? “I don’t fucking know.”

Loos helpfully noted there were “signs.” But then sometimes, Hoehn argued, women, especially if they’re big, were pregnant and didn’t know.

Brooke did tell him she was expecting in January. And nine months later, in August, she “produced” a baby. But Hoehn wouldn’t say when he first saw the infant in their apartment. He was loyal to Brooke, loved her “dearly.” “I promised to have her back a hundred percent to the end, guys,” he said.

The detectives suggested that Crews could turn on him. He had no way of knowing. Again, he underscored his love for her, his misery. “I’ve been fucking looking over my shoulder for the last fucking six days,” he lamented. Soon he’d turn thirty-three, and look how dreadful his situation was.

“It’s no way to live, Will,” Loos said.

So where was Savanna? Whenever the detectives asked, Hoehn repeatedly lied, contended he didn’t know. “Excuse me, guys. I’m not trying to be a dick,” he said.

“I can’t imagine what it’s like for you sitting there,” said Kjonaas.

It was now 4:35 p.m. Since the interview began it had been only about twenty minutes. Watching the video of Hoehn, it felt like hours.



In the interview, Hoehn reminisced about the “girl of his dreams.” This time it wasn’t Crews but someone named Angela. He didn’t call her by her name, but she was “beautiful, smart, sexy.” They had an “awesome son” named Alex. He “busted his ass” for them. Then he screwed up, lost it all, was “terrorized the way I’ve been fucking terrorized by the Greywinds.” Hoehn didn’t elaborate, but presumably it involved his guilty plea, in 2011, to child abuse in Grand Forks County. Because of that notoriety, he complained, he was now a pariah in Grand Forks, could never return. “Can you guys comprehend that?” Hoehn asked. They couldn’t, but it would “suck.”

All he’d ever wanted was a family. So when Brooke announced her pregnancy, he gamely believed her. Besides, she was smart, college-educated, able to “convince me of just about anything.”

He thought Crews wanted a baby again. “It’s like we’re more traditional than like most people, dude,” he offered. He began ranting about the women’s movement; everything wrong in this country was because women didn’t stay home with kids. As for men’s roles, he aspired to be that “strong guy” who “fucking builds a house every day to bring home the bacon.” He didn’t want to be the guy forced to “argue with his lady about who’s going to drop the kid off at daycare.” So she could go to work for a measly $11 an hour, pay $10 of that to childcare. Let someone else raise their kid.

“It’s like, what the hell’s the point, guys?” Hoehn asked.

Apropos of nothing, Hoehn made a sarcastic remark supposedly peddled by feminists. “All sex is rape,” he said. “You know, that shit’s ridiculous.” On the other hand, he mused, he probably shouldn’t have said that; people were going to judge him for it.

“That’s not outlandish at all, Will,” Loos said, trying to curry favor. “I completely understand and agree with a lot of the points that you just made.” Like the “fantastic benefits for moms staying home with kids instead of going to some daycare.”

Hoehn veered off on another tangent, bashing public schools, their “rewriting of history.” Nobody could say anything these days for fear of being called a racist. White men were a minority because “we’re regular, right-handed white guys with average height and average build and we’re supposed to feel bad about that.”

Loos brought it back to Savanna. Were he and Crews worried she’d teach her child that kind of dogma? Hoehn was blunt. “I didn’t fucking think twice about Savanna.”

Doubts about Crews’s pregnancy aside, the couple planned to have a home birth. That would have been Hoehn’s “dream,” “bringing in a midwife and me delivering my baby.”

When he got home from work that Saturday and discovered a baby, he was stunned. He definitely had questions, but Crews admonished him not to ask. He didn’t want to start a “big fuss,” so he didn’t press her. For the first time in the interview, Hoehn showed a sliver of self-awareness. He felt like an “asshole,” a “beast,” a “monster.” But he hoped the situation would “die down” so the couple could calmly talk. But that never happened; they were barricaded in the apartment, focused on keeping “the fucking Greywinds out.”

Lucky for the besieged couple, Haisley Jo was an angel. “She wasn’t a wailing baby,” Hoehn recalled. Just like his first daughter, whom he hadn’t seen in years.

They bonded over fatherhood. Loos chimed in that one of his children was a “good baby,” too.

“My last one was not,” said Hoehn.

“Yeah, yeah,” said Loos.

“You sound like me, man. Just sit there and hold him with his hands here, and belly there, and an arm and a leg.”

“Football.”

“Yep, football style.”

He mourned having his son taken away by the state, but didn’t mention cracking the infant’s skull. He saw his child only once after that. To cope, he was drinking heavily, just “pouring it fucking down my gullet so that I could like sleep.”



Kjonaas steered the interview back to the days the couple were holed up inside their apartment. Were he and Crews afraid? “We were fucking being held prisoner, man,” Hoehn said.

The night before, someone slipped a note under their front door saying: “We know you did it.”

Crews was terrified, wanted to call one of the detectives, grabbed their business cards from Hoehn. But Hoehn dissuaded her.

Loos asked again. Did Hoehn know where Savanna was?

“No.”

“Do you know if Savanna is okay?”

“No.”

“Does Brooke know where Savanna is?”

Brooke had given him the same answer every time: she left.

Hoehn continued to lie. When Loos asked him whether the baby was there during the three separate visits by police officers, he said, “I’m not sure.” He suggested maybe Savanna “ducked down in somebody’s apartment.” The detectives were losing patience with him. They were desperate to find her. That was their problem, Hoehn insisted. “Well, you guys have searched the whole damn apartment, and you haven’t found her.”

They repeatedly tried to turn him against Crews, get him to reveal what happened. He wouldn’t. He loved her, promised to protect her.

“You don’t owe her shit,” said Loos.

Remember Monday night, the first time the detectives interviewed him? Hoehn sat there in the room, his hands visibly trembling. That must have been awful.

“It was horrible hanging out with you guys,” Hoehn said. Even though he liked them.

One of the detectives noted that Hoehn had done a good job of covering for Crews. But then came the information that triggered the search warrant of their apartment, and her story collapsed.

Loos had rarely seen criminals who were plain “evil.” Mostly just “regular dudes” who made mistakes. Why, even he and his partner screwed up. Loos could see the agony on Hoehn’s face, the visual manifestation of his concealment. It wasn’t fair to him or the Greywinds. “Even with difference of opinions being in place, that’s their daughter and their granddaughter.”

Hoehn threw out something absurd. Did we know the baby was their granddaughter? Or were we assuming she is?

Loos didn’t react. Instead, he dryly noted that here was Savanna, eight months pregnant, “and all of a sudden you’ve a little tiny appearing Native American baby at your house.”

“Right. A little five-pound baby,” Hoehn said.

And Savanna was gone. It was “probably a safe assumption,” Hoehn conceded.

They revisited his relationship with Crews, how she manipulated his “ideal” of a family to get what she wanted. He was the victim.

For the moment, Hoehn was more concerned about something else. “I’m gonna fucking miss dinner at the jail, dude.”

For a while, the detectives hammered the inconsistencies in Crews’s story. “You’re right. That—that doesn’t add up to like kosher,” said Hoehn. But then he veered off on a tangent about women and childbirth. “Dude, my stepmom told me that—this is back in the day before they held babies in hospitals for seventy-two hours. You know, they do that now. And she was up and showered the next day.” Hoehn rambled, cast back to a rosier period in his life. “When Angela gave birth to my son, man, amazing trouper at birther. It was her first kid. They told her, ‘Okay, take a break.’ ” She wouldn’t. “She grabbed a bar and she beared down and—and pushed.” Kept on pushing because “she could feel it was time because I told her it was time.” After giving birth, she asked Hoehn to go get her a Pita Pit. “Like, I never woulda thought that was possible either, man.”

In his mind, it was also possible that Crews gave birth alone. But he couldn’t focus on that now. He was worried there was a “fucking posse” out in front of the police station, waiting for him. After Savanna vanished, the Greywinds had stationed “scouts” on each corner of the apartment building. He’d spent the last few days looking over his shoulder to make sure that if the Greywinds “roll up in a fucking truck full of Natives that I gotta out plan.”

He couldn’t explain leaving for work Saturday morning, returning home to discover a new baby that afternoon. So where did he and Crews stash the baby when the cops showed up?

“The baby was right there,” Hoehn said.

“They just didn’t see it?” asked Kjonaas.

“That baby was like right there. In a little bed.” Brooke fashioned one out of a suitcase. Hoehn mused: “You think back a hundred years, how many babies slept in dresser drawers.” Besides, he didn’t want to spend “a whole bunch of money on a crib right now because we can’t afford it.” Especially given that a newborn couldn’t appreciate it.

“You know, we can get by on something piddly. You know, do I want to go out and buy a whole bunch of toddler toys right now? Hell, no.”

Kjonaas stepped in. “So did you close the suitcase when the cops came?”

Hoehn acted offended. “Absolutely not, no.” The lid was open. Haisley Jo was hidden under a blanket.

They rehashed the timeline that Saturday afternoon. Savanna going to their apartment. Hoehn coming home, finding the baby. Savanna going missing. “I’m again urging you, asking you, please, help us understand from your perspective what went on,” Kjonaas said.

Hoehn wouldn’t. He was sitting there in his long-sleeve T-shirt, “fucking freezing.” The detectives cuffed him, left the room. About fifteen minutes later they returned. “Hey, guys,” said Hoehn. Did Hoehn get his bathroom break? He did.

They resumed trying to persuade Hoehn to turn on Crews. Consider his future. “Honestly, I don’t see no future right now,” he muttered.

“Is there any more or less of a future if you maintain allegiance to Brooke?” Loos asked.

“I still got my girl.”

The problem, they reiterated, was that nothing made sense. “I think you saw Brooke doing some things. And instantaneously you’re in way over your head and you don’t know what to do,” said Loos.

Instead of answering, Hoehn initiated a weird conversation: “Where’s the baby?”

“The baby’s safe,” Loos said.

“Is it with the people still?”

“We have the baby.”

“Have you guys talked to the baby?”

“Yeah, the baby’s safe.”

Loos returned to the prevailing question: What did Will see when he came home from work on Saturday? Hoehn finally relented. The baby, a “big mess in the bathroom,” and “heavy fucking blood.” Brooke was there, trying to clean it up. When he walked in on her, she supposedly told him: “This is our baby. This is our family.” He responded with an expletive.

He helped her wipe up the blood, “tossed a lot of shit out.” At first Hoehn said he didn’t remember where he dumped the bloody rags and towels. Then he admitted he stuffed them and a pair of his bloody white tennis shoes into two big garbage bags, got in the car, drove around, threw them into two separate dumpsters in West Fargo.

Was Savanna in those bags? “I mean, I don’t know how big Savanna was, but she wasn’t in there.”

“Will, Savanna was at your house when you got there,” Loos reminded him.

Hoehn shook his head, begged the detectives five times: “Don’t ask me anymore.”

A few minutes later, Kjonaas confronted him again. About seeing Savanna. About the young pregnant woman leaving while he was taking a shower. As Savanna disappeared, that gave him time, didn’t it? A couple of stolen days with Haisley Jo. “That baby made me a happy little family man,” Hoehn said without a sliver of irony. “I never thought I would ever experience that again, man.”

Unfazed, the detectives returned to the timeline. When he got home from work, Savanna was definitely in the apartment. “Will, you told us that, and that was the truth,” said Kjonaas. Now Hoehn taunted them. “That’s only half true,” he said.

What was he implying? Loos wanted to know what kind of shape Savanna was in.

“Did you try to help her?” asked Kjonaas. “Or was it too late?”

Hoehn wouldn’t say. He rambled, changed the subject, talked about himself in the third person. “I don’t care about Will,” he said at one point. When Loos tried to dissuade him, Hoehn whined, “Why bother? Will’s lost.”

They were getting nowhere. Kjonaas returned to his previous question, presented three possible scenarios Hoehn encountered. Savanna was dead, so there was nothing he could do for her. He had to choose between tending to the baby or Savanna. Or he tried to help the young woman.

Hoehn dodged the question, asked, “Is Brooke dying?”

“Why would you say that?” said Loos.

He gave some nonsensical answer, spit out a series of self-pitying questions. “Did I make her crazy? Did I make her think that I wouldn’t be there for her if like she didn’t give me a baby?”

He was fixated on protecting Crews. Lied again that Savanna left, refused to reveal where she was. Loos challenged him again with Crews’s fantastical story: that she induced Savanna’s labor, took the newborn, and Savanna “walked outta there, went for an ice cream cone.”

“Uh-huh,” Hoehn said.

“So the baby was out when you came home?” Kjonaas asked.

“Uh-huh.”

“Because that was about an hour after Savanna came over to your house,” Loos pointed out. Now Hoehn couldn’t remember. He tried to claim that the tiny newborn was Brooke’s. But that flatly contradicted what he’d told Loos earlier: about arriving home to discover a baby that wasn’t “Caucasian, a bloody mess” in the bathroom.

Loos unveiled a shocking new detail. “What about the blood and the black hair that’s stuck to the ceiling in the bathroom above your bathtub? What about the black hair?”

“Damn. I just seen—I saw a baby. I saw a baby.”

“And Savanna,” Kjonaas added.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You told us that.”

“I lied.”

They tried to reason with him. He deftly steered the conversation away, bemoaning his fate. “You’re booking us for murder.”

“Nobody said that,” Kjonaas told him.

No, he didn’t, but Loos did.

“No, I didn’t say that. I’m waiting for you to tell me what you know.”

Hoehn insisted the detective was lying about the murder charge. When he was arrested, he thought he was “going down for kidnapping or something like that.”

They were losing patience again, sick of his stonewalling. “Well, you’re not telling me what happened,” said Loos. “The only people that know what went on in your apartment that day is you, Brooke, and Savanna.” And they couldn’t find Savanna to ask her.

A few minutes later, after Loos remarked that they’d gathered a “fact pattern of irrefutable things, physical evidence,” hoping to pressure him, Hoehn lied again. “I can’t tell you where Savanna is, man. I hope she’s all right.”

After another round of futile questions, Kjonaas announced he was going to “talk to Brooke for a little bit.” It was 7 p.m.; they’d been at it now for about three hours. Loos was going to join him. They put the handcuffs back on Hoehn. He’d be okay while they were gone, right? Sure, but he was going to need to eat pretty soon because his blood sugar “is going to drop off pretty dramatically before morning.”

“Yeah, me too,” Kjonaas said.



Two hours later, the detectives returned to the cramped interview room, removed Hoehn’s cuffs. “Oh my god. That was a long ass time, you guys,” he said.

They got right to it. They wanted to recover Savanna’s body. They appealed to his feelings as a parent. “I can’t help you there, man,” he said.

After the detectives left Hoehn, they talked with Crews. She told them there was one thing they should ask Hoehn about: the dumping of Savanna’s body. “She said you took care of that,” Loos said. They all just wanted this nightmare to be over. The Greywinds deserved resolution, deserved closure. Hoehn feigned sympathy. “They don’t even know where their daughter is, man.”

A little after 9 p.m., Loos mentioned some incriminating evidence. Their internet search of Crews’s phone. Two weeks ago, she’d asked Google: If a pregnant woman holds her breath, does the baby keep breathing? She’d searched “home birth” and “emergency birth,” “baby things” and “asphyxiation.” The investigators were meticulously combing the apartment even now. “The evidence speaks for itself,” Loos asserted.

“I have her back,” said Hoehn.

Loos tried, unsuccessfully, another strategy. He knew Hoehn was scared of Crews. There was no doubt that “she’s the ringleader.” And Hoehn was like a “little puppy dog following her around.” He was thirty-two, a grown man; he didn’t need to be afraid of her anymore.

Kjonaas tried something else, appealed to Hoehn’s hunger for respect, for dignity. Savanna deserved that, too. Maybe not for Hoehn or the detectives but for her child?

Instead, Hoehn showed himself, again, to be astoundingly obtuse. “We called the baby Phoenix. Phoenix Siri.”

The detectives looked incredulous. “Maybe we’d call the baby by her name in here?” Kjonaas suggested evenly.

“No,” said Hoehn.

Resuming his self-pity routine, he claimed he was just a “case number” to them, an “inmate number now.” Although the detectives remained cool, their voices level, they were clearly frustrated. Why wouldn’t he tell them what happened? “I’m afraid of going to a prison full of Greywinds and LaFontaines,” Hoehn asserted. That he wouldn’t survive “another round of being in trouble, man.”

Now he became melodramatic. “That’s why I’m ready to go into the torture chamber, man. The torture farm. The torture cell.”

They tried to appeal to Hoehn’s self-interest again. “I’d rather tell the prosecutors we found Savanna with your help,” said Kjonaas.

The deputy police chief texted Loos; he was with the Greywind family now. “They’ve accepted the fact that Savanna is gone,” he told Hoehn. They wanted to give her a “proper burial.” “They’re pleading with you, Will.”

“I don’t wanna talk any more.”

“Tell me where to go, Will.”

“The three of us jump in a car,” offered Kjonaas. “Just tell us where to go.”

“You couldn’t help her on Saturday,” Loos pressed, “but you can help her now.”

“No, I can’t. Ain’t no way. I can’t help me. I can’t help her. I can’t help Brooke.”

They kept trying. He lied, mumbled, whined. Crews was his “last safe place.”

Kjonaas pointed out that Savanna deserved a safe place, too. “What do you think when you look at that, when you look at Savanna?” he asked, showing Hoehn a picture of the young missing Native woman.

“She’s a really pretty girl.”

They continued to try to summon his empathy. Her family was in anguish. Hoehn could make it stop.

“I can’t help you, man,” he said.

After at least six grueling hours, he never did. A few minutes later, Hoehn shut down. “I’m freezing. I’m starving. I’m probably in shock.”

Savanna’s body would drift in the Red River, at the mercy of the current, for four more days.




Chapter Twenty-Seven DAY THREE

ON A CHILLY THURSDAY MORNING in Courtroom 302, Hoehn stared at an image of himself on a TV screen. He was in street clothes, sunglasses propped on the cap on his head, being interviewed by Detectives Joshua Loos and Nick Kjonaas after his hit-and-run fiasco at Walmart. Savanna was still missing. The baby hadn’t been discovered.

It was September 20, the third day of Hoehn’s trial on conspiracy to commit murder. Despite a flurry of media attention, the courtroom in Fargo was half-empty. The spectators mostly law enforcement, reporters, a smattering of Savanna’s relatives. Her parents, siblings, and Ashton were noticeably absent. Loos sat in the witness box, in a dark gray suit and light blue button-down shirt. After asking about his police background, his experience as an adult crimes investigator, prosecutor Tanya Martinez came to Hoehn’s early morning interview. “Our goal was to get Mr. Hoehn to get a story line on the record,” Loos said. “Explain what he knew. Let him talk, give us details.”

They prepared to play the interview. When the audio and video didn’t sync up, the bailiff handed out copies of the transcript so jurors could read along. In the video, Hoehn was asked about the protective order he violated against Crews, the circumstances of their domestic violence dispute in March 2017. “The way it went down,” he began, fidgeting, waving his arms, talking fast, “she sustained an injury. But she smacked me up.” They got into a “fucking argument over something stupid.” He immediately turned to his plight. “I’m going to lose everything I’m working for. Let me just work with the D.A. If I plead, what’s the recommendation going to be?”

Soon after, the detectives asked a series of questions about Crews. Did she work? Did the two of them have children together? Hoehn’s answers were brief: Nope. Nope. Separately, they had “a bunch of kids,” had been together four, maybe five, years. He shrugged when asked about her previous jobs. “I don’t know exactly what she did,” he said indifferently. Sitting hunched over at the defense table, Hoehn looked down, didn’t pay attention.

He was asked about the day Savanna disappeared. When he got home, Crews and the “Savanna girl” were in the living room. Brooke introduced the young woman. Then he went into the bedroom to get undressed, “fired up his computer.” Took a shower, came out. When Detective Kjonaas asked him to slow down, be more specific, Hoehn got agitated. When asked if he did drugs, Hoehn threw his hands in the air, became defensive. “I smoke pot. I drink beer. I work hard,” he railed. “I don’t get drunk. I’m home. I think it’s my fucking duty.”

He was vague, elusive. He didn’t know Savanna. Never had a conversation with her. “I don’t know none of their names,” he said of the Greywinds. He didn’t “really know” what Crews and Savanna were doing that afternoon. Couldn’t recall if Crews had any sewing supplies lying around. Did he ask what they were up to?

“No. No. No.”

The detectives, he thought, were trying to trick him. He leaned forward in his chair, his hands raised in frustration. Kjonaas just wanted him to relax, “help us find this poor girl.”

He didn’t know where Savanna was. She’d left their apartment shortly after her father knocked on the door. When Hoehn emerged from his shower, the young woman was gone. Pivoting, he resurrected the three police visits, how intrusive they were. One of the times they came by, he thought, Fuck this, went for a walk.

He kept deflecting, changing the subject. “I got this job, and I’ve been working my ASS off,” he said, in response to a question about Brooke.



After a short break, the trial resumed. As the interview of him unwound, Hoehn sat impassively, his expression blank.

Now Loos asked the questions. He sipped a Mountain Dew, occasionally writing in a black notebook on the table. Did Hoehn remember what Savanna was wearing? Was she sitting down or standing up? He couldn’t say. “I don’t even remember noticing she was pregnant.” He veered off. Got riled up again about the Greywinds, how Crews had to tolerate them “harassing her.” Ranted about the police, how they were combing their apartment, “peeking through everything.” Suddenly, Hoehn jumped up, walked over to the sink, washed his hands. He continued to ramble, seethe. When he sat back down, he recalled how Norberta was “up here looking for her daughter.” He rapped on the table, mimicking her knocking on the door.

After another detour by Hoehn, Loos steered the conversation back to Savanna, tried to nail down when Hoehn last saw her before that Saturday she disappeared. Hoehn couldn’t recall. Did he ever hang out with her? “Nope. Nope. No. Never. I have just learned the lady’s name.” He reverted to talking about Crews, getting visibly emotional. Despaired how she was “the girl of my dreams” and he screwed things up.

At this point, the detectives’ questions had been futile. They had learned nothing about Savanna, whether she was alive or dead, or where her body might be. Loos attempted to mine Hoehn’s sense of empathy. “He was pretty defeated when I talked to him,” he said of Savanna’s father.

Hoehn responded, in his typically oblivious way, that Joe Greywind had apologized to him a few days before for the melee outside the building. “I said, ‘Dude, I totally understand.’ ” He shook Greywind’s hand, said, “Have a good day.” He didn’t really know the Greywinds or interact with them, but he clearly didn’t have much empathy for them. He was “really disappointed in this whole fuckin’ family” the night their relatives and friends descended on the apartment building. There were “40 family cars.” He mocked them, quoting Savanna’s brothers as asking, “Have you seen my sister?”

They were “all fuckin’ red-eyed,” he added.



In court, the bailiff approached the jury, collected the transcripts of Hoehn’s interview on August 23. Then Martinez resumed questioning Loos. Her voice was soft, her manner low-key. Loos clarified that Hoehn was not arrested that night.

“What happened August twenty-fourth?” Martinez asked.

“After this interview we were advised that Mr. Hoehn had been involved in a hit-and-run accident at Walmart,” said Loos evenly. The next day he and another detective went to Walmart and got a receipt of Hoehn’s purchases. Among the notable items was a package of newborn diapers, size 0. With that, a search warrant of apartment 5 was executed, Crews arrested, the baby rescued. Another team of officers picked up Hoehn.

Now Martinez introduced the video of William Hoehn after he was arrested, back in a cramped room at the police station. He was thirsty. “If you’ve got a Sprite or a bottle of water that would be great,” he said to the detectives.



In the courtroom, Hoehn stared at an image of himself in the interview room on August 24, frozen on the screen.

“So, here we are again,” said Detective Loos in the video.

It was 2 a.m. and Hoehn sat at a table, his hands recently uncuffed, his sunglasses still perched on his blue trucker’s cap, as if he were about to stroll into the sunlight. The police, Loos quietly informed Hoehn, had executed a search warrant on the couple’s apartment. Savanna was still missing. The detectives wanted him to understand their concern for her safety. Hoehn immediately avoided the issue.

They tried to get him to take his position seriously, consider his “future.” But Hoehn resisted. At this point, things weren’t going to get any better for him; they were just going to “throw some charge” at him. There was no advantage to talking. They went on like this for a while, the detectives repeatedly asking for his help, Hoehn sipping his Sprite, rubbing his hand across the table, looking intently at Loos. Digging around in his jeans pocket, pulling out a snuff tin, rubbing the tincture on his gums.

They appealed to his self-interest. They suggested that Crews used him, deceived him about her pregnancy. That the best option for him now was to save himself. Hoehn appeared shaken, but didn’t believe Crews would betray him.

“Can you tell us where Savanna is?” Loos asked.

In the courtroom, Judge Olson called for a lunch break. Outside the long glass windows in the hallway, rain crashed down in sheets.



At 1:30, spectators shuffled back into the courtroom, quietly took their seats on the wooden benches. The video resumed. The interview took dizzying leaps, from Hoehn ranting about “hard-core feminists,” to Brooke’s consuming desire to have a baby, to his fantasy of a home birth. When Hoehn was asked if Brooke knew where Savanna was, he shifted in his chair, scratched his ankle, didn’t respond. Officers came to their apartment three times searching for Savanna. When Loos asked if the baby was there during those visits, Hoehn blatantly lied. He was “not sure.”

The detectives tried to get him to see how Brooke manipulated him. Loos was blunt. “I think it should be obvious to you that’s not love,” he said. Hoehn looked at his fingers, said nothing. When asked if Brooke was capable of hurting Savanna, he mumbled. Loos was getting increasingly impatient, and irritated. Hoehn didn’t owe Brooke “shit.” She didn’t love him, even though she may have pretended otherwise. If the detectives talked to her, and she incriminated Will, blamed him for everything, she was “walking out of here.”

Hoehn grabbed the Sprite bottle, sniffed the top, set it down. Picked at the bottom of the table. As the detectives urged him to jettison his loyalty to Brooke, he rested his chin in his hand. Rubbed his face. Looked down. Again, they attempted flattery, called Hoehn a “good person.” The situation wasn’t fair to him, wasn’t fair to the Greywinds. “That’s their daughter,” Loos said. In response, Hoehn floated something preposterous: the baby was not Norberta and Joe’s granddaughter. Loos swiftly derailed that idea. Hoehn had a Native infant in his apartment, and Savanna, who was eight months pregnant, was gone.

They tried another strategy. They understood why he went along with Brooke’s ruse. He was a “father,” a “caretaker.” But the idea he was creating a nice traditional family was a “façade.” Hoehn appeared to mull this over.

At this point, Hoehn did admit something. That the baby turning up in a matter of hours, from the time he left for work to the time he arrived home, was problematic, “weird.” Kjonaas noted there was evidence of what actually happened, stressed that he and Loos and all the “big picture people” would be poring over it. He spoke of the crime only vaguely, omitting any mention of blood or Savanna or Haisley Jo’s violent birth. But, frankly, he didn’t think that Brooke had been able to handle “all that before Will got home.”

He kept pressing. “Please help us understand what went on that day,” Kjonaas said. Hoehn remained mute. Then, abruptly, the detectives rose from their chairs, put the cuffs back on Hoehn. Before they walked out, Loos left him with this: “I don’t think you’re a bad guy.”



Standing in the front of the courtroom, Martinez fast-forwarded the video. As it picked up, the detectives had returned to the interview room, were settled around the table, Hoehn in handcuffs. They’d been questioning him now for at least an hour and a half. As the video unwound, Hoehn, sitting at the defense table, didn’t watch. He glanced down, a fist planted near his mouth.

That Saturday afternoon, Hoehn now astonishingly said, he came home to “a bloody watery mess.” A premature tiny girl in a suitcase on the bed. But then just as abruptly he shut up. He dug into his pocket for tobacco, banged the tin on the table. After they removed his handcuffs, he folded a paper napkin over and over into rectangles. Now he admitted Savanna was in the apartment. But then he dissembled again, mumbling something about a midwife. Kjonaas was taken aback. “I thought we were going down the road to reality?” he said.

After repeated attempts to get Hoehn to reveal what happened, they were nowhere. Paint me a scene of Saturday, Kjonaas asked. Did he try to help Savanna? Hoehn’s answer was unnerving: “She’s dying,” he softly said. The jury watched mesmerized, the courtroom as silent as an empty church. Immediately Loos tried to win Hoehn’s favor. “I don’t want you to blame yourself for things Brooke did.” But he kept on: So where’s Savanna? Once again Hoehn changed his story, lied. Now he claimed she actually left the apartment, was fine when he got home from work. Kjonaas, the more soft-spoken, less confrontational, of the two detectives, put his head in his hands. As time crawled by, and Hoehn denied, once again, that Savanna was in the apartment, Loos got angry. “If you know more, tell us,” he snapped. Hoehn wouldn’t.

They’d had enough. Kjonaas said he was going to go talk to Brooke “for a little bit.” He put the handcuffs back on Hoehn’s wrists. He and Loos walked out. When they returned, they resumed focusing on Saturday, the afternoon Savanna vanished. Hoehn complained he was cold, so a cop brought him a silver emergency blanket. They quickly mentioned that Brooke talked to them, hinted that she gave him up. He could help himself, Loos suggested, if he told them the one thing they don’t know: “Where’s the body?” In the video, Hoehn gazed down, said nothing. In the courtroom, Hoehn didn’t watch the screen, his pale face as blank as a stick of chalk.

Loos appealed to Hoehn’s conscience. He wanted to believe the man sitting across from him felt “bad” about what happened. Again, without referring to Savanna by name, he asked, what could the detectives do to find her? Hoehn shook his head, was silent. He was worried about what Brooke had told them just now. Loos acknowledged that he must be “scared.” When Kjonaas added that the arrested man was not just a “case number” to them, Hoehn veered into self-pity. Said “Will” trailed by a string of numbers, as if he were a prison inmate. They stopped him; they wanted to talk about Savanna. Hoehn shook his head no. The detectives were visibly frustrated. Why wouldn’t he cooperate? Because he thought he could save Brooke? What was he afraid of? Loos wondered.

“That I’m going to prison,” Hoehn said.




Chapter Twenty-Eight DAY FOUR

THURSDAY MORNING, THE FOURTH DAY of Hoehn’s murder trial, began with Hoehn’s second interrogation. It was now five days after Savanna’s disappearance. “Tell us where to go, Will,” begged Loos, as Hoehn sat in the interview room, edgy, unresponsive. “Can you take us to her?”

Afterward, as the jurors looked on, a second, similarly disturbing video unwound. The detectives’ interview with Brooke Crews that same afternoon. Not the entire exhausting exchange, but a highlight reel of sorts of Crews lying. Savanna being unhappy with her life. Savanna not wanting her baby. Savanna still pregnant when she left Crews’s apartment. A grateful Savanna giving her newborn daughter to Crews for safekeeping so she could flee. “As far as causing harm to her, no, I didn’t,” Crews was shown saying in the video.

The prosecution had an admittedly difficult job. They needed to prove Crews and Hoehn had conspired to kill Savanna. Had agreed beforehand, either tacitly or explicitly. Or participated together in murdering her. Now, as part of that effort, the State called Loos briefly to the stand. Were there enough connections between the couple’s stories of August 19, 2017, to establish they’d done that? Loos was asked. Yes, he said. In response, defense attorney Daniel Borgen tried to humanize Hoehn, to sully Crews. During Hoehn’s police interviews, her partner had expressed concern for Crews; he “had her back.” She, on the other hand, had not asked about her former lover’s well-being once.

One of the more shocking revelations was the rope found around Savanna’s neck. On Thursday, an image of the thick ligature, knotted, brown, was shown in court. So far, at least publicly, neither Hoehn nor Crews had admitted to putting it there. The prosecution contended it was Hoehn. He’d helped Crews kill Savanna by strangling the young woman as she lay bleeding on the bathroom floor. In the afternoon, Brandon McCollum, a forensic examiner with the FBI’s DNA Casework Unit in Quantico, Virginia, testified. Hoehn, the jury had already heard, liked to tie Crews up when they had sex, strangle her. Among other items in the couple’s apartment, two ropes had been tested for DNA. Both matched Hoehn’s and Crews’s DNA, though not Savanna’s. The rope on Savanna’s neck had her DNA, but no one else’s. McCollum noted that the lack of other DNA—notably Hoehn’s and Crews’s—wasn’t necessarily conclusive. After ten days in the river, other DNA evidence could have easily dissolved.

When Haisley Jo was rescued by police, ferried by ambulance to Sanford Medical Center, one of the first people to see her was pediatrician Dr. Frederick Kieley. Testifying for the prosecution, he illuminated something many had been privately wondering about: the premature baby’s health. When Haisley Jo was brought in, she weighed a little more than four pounds. Despite the traumatic nature of her birth, the lack of any medical care, her condition was “remarkable.” Normally, Kieley explained to the jury, a Cesarean requires at least a dozen medical staff in a hospital setting to perform safely. When asked if he’d be able to do a C-section alone, without risk to the mother or the baby, he was unequivocal. “It would be impossible,” he told the jury. How much Savanna suffered as she was sliced open, her infant pried out of her, is unknown. She had not had anesthesia. “It must have been horrifying,” Kieley said.

Kieley offered another detail. Savanna’s umbilical cord had also been cut in the middle, not clamped in two places, showing the killer’s indifference to the victim’s suffering.



Monday morning, the second week of Hoehn’s trial, began ominously. With prosecutor Ryan Younggren leading Dr. Victor Froloff, the forensic pathologist, through his autopsy of Savanna. Judge Olson turned to the jurors, quietly warned them of the gruesome images they were about to see. Nearly thirty photographs of her body—her back, her neck, her abdomen—swept across the TV screen. Images of her two tattoos. There were bruises on her left arm, “sharp incisions” to her abdomen. A “strangulation ligature mark” around her neck. Her legs were bound in silver duct tape. She was wearing a gray “sport-type bra.”

Crews claimed that, during their struggle in the bathroom, Savanna had been knocked out. Froloff testified that he had examined Savanna for evidence of head injuries, brain trauma. There was none, suggesting Crews had lied. A significant question now hung in the air, unspoken. Then how had Savanna been subdued?

At the defense table, Hoehn seemed unfazed.



During their search of Hoehn and Crews’s apartment, investigators had scooped up several electronic gadgets. Two HP laptops, one owned by Crews, the other by Hoehn. A Samsung cell phone that belonged to Crews. A ZTE cell phone that was Hoehn’s. There were also thumb drives, tablets, a media player. Now, as prosecutor Tanya Martinez questioned him, Special Agent Jesse Smith of the North Dakota Bureau of Criminal Investigation detailed the links “of interest” he’d carved from Hoehn’s cell phone. Web searches that were “potentially relevant.”

The entries, dozens of them, spanned from December 24, 2017, to August 4, 2017, when Hoehn started using Brooke’s phone because his was broken. Hoehn had stormed out of their apartment after a bitter fight on December 31. Fled to Tanith McCloud’s, a former girlfriend who lived nearby with her mother. Shortly after, Crews had informed him she was pregnant with his child. Soon Hoehn returned home.

As Smith testified about his findings, the jury listened intently. In January and February 2017, someone had searched “home care pregnancy tests,” “codependent personality,” “14 weeks pregnant,” and, on Valentine’s Day, “how to make a noose.” In March, someone had looked up Wikipedia entries for two famous child-abduction cases. In May, there were searches for “unassisted childbirth,” “emergency home birth instructions,” an article on “how to feel confident handling and preventing complications so you can have a safe, smooth home birth.”

At one point, Martinez stopped him. Asked about a letter written to Hoehn that he’d found on Crews’s laptop, created August 7. Martinez didn’t mention the context, but Crews had written the letter, by turns angry, self-pitying, and morose, after another volatile fight, when Hoehn confronted her about her pregnancy, accused her of making it up.

After the confrontation over her pregnancy, the web searches in August became more disturbing, explicit. “Is it bad to hold your breath when pregnant?” asked one. There were also queries on baby names and “how to crochet a baby hat.” On August 16, three days before Savanna’s murder, Smith mentioned this particularly unnerving search: “the anatomy of a human torso.” And after she’d disappeared, a web link for “Fargo woman last seen Saturday afternoon.”

What did it all mean? “When you’re looking at this information, you have no idea who’s actually sitting there inputting this search. Would that be fair to say?” Martinez asked.

Correct, said Smith.

“And so it could have been either Brooke Crews or William Hoehn?”

Correct, Smith said.



Mike Ness, supervisory agent for the North Dakota Bureau of Criminal Investigation, took the stand next. Ness, along with four other agents, had examined the bathroom in Hoehn and Crews’s apartment for blood. As the primary photographer, the first thing he did, on August 24, was take dozens of photos of the crime scene. Wearing a bulky white hazmat suit, double-gloved, he then tackled the bathroom where Savanna had been murdered. Using a hand mister, he lightly sprayed the surfaces with luminol, a blood detection chemical. If there was blood, the chemical would light up, glow blue.

Martinez asked a question. What can make luminol disappear besides time?

Intense cleaning, Ness said. In the sink, the toilet, lots of rinsing and flushing using water.

Martinez got to the point she wanted to make. The search warrant wasn’t executed until Thursday, August 24, long after Savanna’s murder. “Could cleaning have an impact what traces of biological fluid were left behind in the bathroom that many days?” she asked.

Oh, absolutely, said Ness.

On a video screen, Martinez took Ness through a few of the bathroom images. One highlighted a patch of linoleum along the base of the tub. Was this photo capturing anything that was illuminating from the chemical?

“Yes, ma’am,” said Ness.

“These spots here?” Martinez asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

What did it mean that the spots were lighting up? Ness said it could indicate a trace of blood, but the photo alone wasn’t decisive.

Two more photos appeared on-screen, each with tiny dots of luminescence. Those, too, Ness testified, revealed nothing meaningful. Investigators found no blood in the bathroom anywhere. In the courtroom this was clearly jaw-dropping news, and Martinez quickly addressed it. Did that mean no crime had occurred there? “Not to my knowledge,” Ness said. Five days had passed since Savanna’s murder and their forensic search. Could repeated cleanings over four or five days on end, Martinez asked, remove all traces of blood? “It’s possible, yes,” said Ness.



In September 2017, confined in an isolated jail cell, a charge of conspiracy to commit murder on his mind, William Hoehn got on the phone. He called his mother, Carolyn Johnson, in Texas. He hadn’t seen her in a decade, hadn’t spoken to her since she called to wish him a happy birthday that year. On September 16, Hoehn phoned her again, didn’t even say hello. He was angry, ranting. “Don’t keep giving her none of my information. That bitch has gone psycho,” he said.

“Who?” Johnson asked.

He didn’t answer. “She just spent four minutes screaming at me.”

“Okay,” his mother said.

The woman Hoehn was referring to with such vitriol was Tanith McCloud, his former fiancée. After believing Hoehn to be innocent of killing Savanna, being sympathetic in a previous call from jail, she had gleaned some troubling news. She was related, as someone who identified as a quarter Native American, to Savanna’s mother’s family, the LaFontaines. Distraught, McCloud had confronted him just now on the phone. Hoehn, quick to attack others he believed mistreated him, didn’t appreciate it. “She’s not hurt because Savanna left this world,” he asserted in the call to his mother. “She’s hurt because I chose Brooke over her.” He mocked McCloud for her despair, for acting like “Savanna was a blood sister.” Throughout the call, his mother was deferential, barely spoke.



Tall, long brown hair, glasses framing her attractive face, thirty-three-year-old Tanith McCloud sat in the witness box on Monday afternoon, the second week of Hoehn’s murder trial. Her former lover watching from a few feet away. As Martinez led her, McCloud recounted their history.

They met in 2005, working the same training shift for a company that took drive-through orders for McDonald’s on the West Coast. McCloud was twenty. After six months, they started dating, got engaged. For a year, they lived together in Grand Forks, then moved to south Texas, stayed with his mom. “He wanted to work on the oil rigs, have a change of scenery,” McCloud explained. She left him after a year. “He was more interested in working and making money, whereas I was stuck with his mom.” About a year later, when Hoehn returned to North Dakota, eventually she started talking to him again. They became friends.

She met Crews, very briefly, she said. “When I was moving out of the apartment across from where Billy lived.” Who was “Billy”? Martinez asked. Billy was the name everyone called Hoehn until shortly before he met Crews, when suddenly he preferred “William.” It was, he thought, “more adult.” Their friendship ended in 2016, after Crews gave Hoehn an ultimatum. “You can have a relationship with Tanith or you can have a relationship with me,” McCloud recalled her as saying. She and Hoehn still chatted, though. McCloud lived with her mother, a softhearted woman who took in people she considered family in an emergency. Including Hoehn.

On the snowy New Year’s Eve of 2016, after he and Crews had “an altercation,” Hoehn walked to McCloud’s mom’s house in pajamas and moccasins. A day or two later, he got an email from Crews, claiming she was pregnant. McCloud recalled his reaction: “He was kind of in shock because supposedly she had her tubes tied.” Crews apparently explained it this way: they had “slipped” and, somehow, Hoehn had gotten her pregnant. He went home.

In February 2017, the day after Valentine’s Day, they had another brawl. There was a shoving match. Police were called. A restraining order against Hoehn was issued. Again, he called McCloud, fled to her mother’s house. “He showed up really, really drunk,” she testified. He hung around, moped, but soon returned to Crews. After another argument, Hoehn came over a third time. He stayed one or two nights, until there was an “incident” with McCloud’s sister. Hoehn had snuck into her sister’s room while she was sleeping, McCloud testified, reached beneath her underwear, “fondled her butt.” Her mom promptly asked their visitor to leave. As he listened in court, Hoehn was as composed as a mannequin.

What was he like as a person? Martinez asked. McCloud described the man she knew when they were engaged: “open-minded, always had get-rich-quick schemes.” Loved his daughter but rarely contacted her. He was close to his sister, Christine, and his mom. Although when interviewed by Fargo police, Christine Bailey seemed to suggest otherwise about their relationship. During one fight he’d gotten physical, struck her in the head.

Hoehn also had a bad temper when he drank. A “racist side.” He’d crack jokes about Blacks, people of Middle Eastern origin, Native Americans. When he tried to ridicule Indians, McCloud would quickly shut him up. “Sometimes I would have to smack him upside the head because I am a quarter Native and that is my culture,” she testified.

Martinez got to another explosive topic. Did Hoehn have any “unusual fantasies” that surfaced during their sexual relationship? “Once in a while he would try to strangle me,” McCloud said evenly. Martinez wanted more specifics. “What point did that serve?”

“To get him off,” McCloud said bluntly. She got more explicit. “To make my vagina tighter around him so that he could have a better erection.” Was that something she was willing to engage in? Martinez asked. “Not really. I was uncomfortable with it. I was sexually abused, so that kind of brought flashbacks of that.”

The jurors were still. It was hard to tell what they were feeling after this disturbing testimony. Knowing Savanna had been choked, too.

In late 2017, before and after the trial, McCloud spoke with Hoehn twice on the phone, twice in person at Cass County Jail. In court, recordings of their conversations were played by the prosecution. In the second call, McCloud could be heard screaming obscenities at Hoehn, over Savanna’s connection to the LaFontaines. Even so, perhaps seeking resolution, she drove the eighty-one miles from her home in Grand Forks to Fargo, to see Hoehn in jail on September 30.

How did that visit end? Martinez asked.

“I hung up and I left very upset,” she said.

“Why were you upset?”

“He kept changing the subject and going around. He wasn’t listening.”

And her last visit? The part where Hoehn told her to “shut up and listen.” Was that how he typically spoke to her? Yes, said McCloud.

One section of their September visit was not shown to the jury. As he sat across from McCloud, a thick sheet of plastic separating them, Hoehn unraveled about his fate. “I didn’t help plan this shit,” he insisted. “I made some poor decisions after I found out what was going on. But I didn’t kill anybody. I didn’t make any plans to keep this baby as my own.” He made those poor decisions, he said plaintively, out of “caring” and “fear.” He couldn’t “bring himself” to turn Crews in. That was his downfall. “It’s like, ‘Here, honey, get in the car now, I have to take you to the police department.’ ” He was emotional. “I wouldn’t do that.” McCloud, he told her, had been right about Crews. He should have just walked out on her. His lawyer had finally convinced him of something else: “That no matter how this pans out, I’m never going to see Brooke again. I’m never going to wrap my arms around her again. Ever.” He was crying.




Chapter Twenty-Nine THAT GIRL

ON FRIDAY MORNING, A LITTLE before lunch, the jury was shown part of the detectives’ interview of Brooke Crews on August 24. She sat at a round table in a small interview room. Her hair scrunched in a ponytail, wearing a baggy T-shirt, shorts, and sandals, like a girl dressed for summer. Her hands were cuffed. She was alone.

Nearly an hour and a half later, Detectives Nick Kjonaas and Josh Loos appeared, escorted her to another cramped room. Kjonaas apologized for the long wait. Crews complained. She was feverish, not feeling well, thought she might have pneumonia. Had Crews been to the doctor? he asked. The wan thirty-eight-year-old, who rarely ventured outside, told him she didn’t see doctors.

There were questions about her relationship with Hoehn, whether they were on “good terms.” They were, though Crews did have issues with him. Mostly his neglect of his kids. Other than that, she found him to be “a pretty good guy.”

Prompted by Kjonaas, Crews asked about the search warrant, what was happening in her apartment. Investigators were there now, he offered, would be for a while. Their concern at the moment was Savanna. “My question to you is, where is the baby’s mom?” he asked.

Crews was insistent. “All I know is I was asked to take care of the baby for a short period of time,” she said. At this point, she thought it might be good to talk to a lawyer. Okay, said Kjonaas mildly. Then Crews repeated herself. She’d been taking care of Savanna’s newborn, she asserted, until she didn’t “have to take care of this infant anymore.”

Would Crews be willing to talk more about that? Or was she asking for an attorney? She seemed torn. Maybe she was. She also wanted to be as cooperative as she could without jeopardizing herself. Kjonaas had one request: help them find Savanna. It seemed Crews couldn’t; she had “no idea” where the young woman was. The account she gave police on Saturday and Sunday? It was “absolutely true,” she said, her voice rising, getting loud. When Savanna left about 2:45 that Saturday afternoon, she was well and healthy, “walking on her own two feet.”

Kjonaas pushed back. If Crews wanted to talk to an attorney, not say anything else, that was certainly her right. But he couldn’t emphasize strongly enough how worried they were about Savanna. If she could help them resolve that dilemma, she might help herself. “Absolutely,” Crews said. But was she under arrest? she asked again. Not technically. She was being detained because of evidence they’d found in her apartment. As for the circumstances of her arrest, they’d be talking with the state’s attorneys. They’d also be, Kjonaas casually dropped, continuing to talk with Hoehn.

“Can I get a cup of water?” asked Crews. Kjonaas said he would get one for her. Then the detectives left, shut the door.



Nearly two hours later, a detective checked on Crews. When she asked him the time, it was 5:40 p.m. She let out a gasp. A few minutes later, she called out for help. An officer in the hallway came, loosened the handcuff on her right wrist, arranged the chairs so she could lie down. She wasn’t feeling well, she told him. An hour and a half went by. She coughed, yawned, breathed heavily.

Forty more minutes passed before Loos and Kjonaas came back. Crews immediately raised a question: What charges was she facing for having “that baby” in her possession? That would depend on the state’s attorneys, their recommendation, they said ambiguously. Also, their conversations with Hoehn, and evidence investigators were unearthing in her apartment. They couldn’t be finding much, she shrugged, because there was nothing to find. One of the detectives promptly corrected her. He also insinuated that Hoehn had caved, told them a few relevant things. When Crews spoke again, she sounded mad. “Okay, what would you guys like to know?”

They wanted her perspective because it was going to be different from Hoehn’s. “Absolutely,” Crews said. Perhaps she should begin her story at the beginning, they suggested, tell it chronologically? With that, she unspooled a riveting tale.



When Crews first met Savanna, in the sweltering North Dakota summer of 2017, she was striving to be neighborly. Her contact with Savanna’s family had, for the most part, been extremely unpleasant. They’d come banging on her door, accusing her of stealing their fishing poles, their mail. Crews wanted to improve the dynamic. One day she went downstairs, knocked on the Greywinds’ door. Joe and Norberta weren’t home, but Savanna and Kayla were. Crews dispensed an invitation to come upstairs, smoke some pot. A gesture of goodwill. They could look around, see she didn’t have their stuff. They weren’t interested.

Soon after, Crews encountered Savanna, didn’t say where. Savanna was crying. She confided to Crews that she was unhappy, tired of carrying the baggage of her hapless family. She didn’t go into detail, but her boyfriend had also cheated on her. Savanna was “sick of it,” wanted to get away. And Crews, sympathetic, was eager to assist her. After that initial talk, they had a few more brief conversations. “I wanted to let her know that she could trust me,” she told Loos and Kjonaas, her tone utterly sincere. “That I wasn’t going to tell her mom and dad what happened.”

On Saturday, as planned, Savanna came upstairs. She had already told Crews she didn’t want her baby. Now Crews instructed the pregnant young Native woman how to break her amniotic sac, induce labor. With no baby to burden her, she could escape. “I told her I can only do this for a couple of days,” Crews said to the detectives of her role. “You have to find somewhere else to go.”

Crews prattled on. For a moment, after Savanna went missing, she mused: What if the young woman didn’t return? In that improbable event, she might claim the baby as her own. Other than that, she said to the detectives, there was nothing else she could provide. “I’ve just been watching this little baby, hoping this girl comes back. She didn’t tell me anything about anybody she was involved with. She kept it short and sweet.” She recalled Savanna saying to her: “I’ve got to get the hell away from here. It was a mistake moving back in with my mom and dad. I don’t know what I’m going to do with this baby.”

“And so you helped her have the baby?” one of the detectives asked.

She didn’t. She stumbled over the timeline. Savanna left, came back Saturday, no, probably Sunday. No. Monday morning before dawn. “I met her outside and I took the baby and then she left and that was it,” Crews recalled.

Did Savanna call or text her? Crews was asked. Savanna didn’t have her neighbor’s number, but knew where she lived, how to find her. “I never leave my house.”

She kept a lookout for Savanna, peered out her windows day and night. When Savanna suddenly materialized in the back of the apartment building, it was Monday, 3:30 a.m. Crews rushed downstairs, collected the infant. The baby looked “real good.” Before she ran off, Savanna begged, “Please don’t tell anybody. I’ll try to be back sometime next week.”

Crews couldn’t describe how Savanna had given birth. “I would not know about that,” she told the detectives. She’d had some nursing training, knew “a little” about labor from her own experiences. She’d told Savanna, “You know you can break your own water, right? And it will bring on your labor. She said, ‘No, I didn’t know that.’ ” She offered additional guidance, told Savanna to “get a long hook, and you guide it up your cervix, and you break your water.”

She didn’t know what kind of hook Savanna had used. “I told her to use a long shish kabob. Like a long shish kabob stick.” She vehemently repeated her one offense. “The only thing I have done is take that baby and watch that baby.” She wanted countless times to take the infant downstairs to the Greywinds. But she was scared, frankly, of them harming her. She didn’t call the police because they’d already been to her apartment. “I felt I was in too deep at that point.”

Then there was Hoehn’s outstanding warrant. He wanted to avoid jail. Still, she wasn’t sure why she didn’t “come clean.” But she was telling them the truth. Police didn’t find Savanna in her apartment on Saturday and Sunday, didn’t find the baby, because they weren’t there.

“What you told us is just completely untrue,” one of the detectives said.

Crews reacted angrily. Women leave their babies all the time, she said.

Loos challenged her. “That’s not what happened in this case, Brooke. We’re not here to argue. We go by the facts.” Hoehn had told them a lot.

He couldn’t have shared much, she asserted, because he didn’t know much.

Soon the detectives turned to another puzzling issue. Was Crews pregnant? She wasn’t, she conceded, but thought she was several months ago. Did she tell Hoehn she was pregnant? Could she recount their conversation? Why? she asked defiantly. Because it was pertinent. They had, they said vaguely, “information, timelines.”

Now they were toying with her. Here she was, cooperating, describing her involvement in the baby’s disappearance, and they weren’t being fair. She was starting to get anxious. What were the detectives implying? “What do you guys think? I hurt this girl?” she asked.

Hoehn had revealed certain things. Now they wanted her perspective. As Loos put it, “Will’s story is right here, and your story is across the street.”

“My story is not out across the street,” Crews protested.

“It’s completely out of left field,” said Loos. “It makes no sense with what the evidence is telling us.”

She didn’t know about that. But police had searched her home three separate times. “And there wasn’t nobody there except for Will and I.” She was insistent. “Nothing happened.”

They laid out the inconsistencies in her account. After Savanna vanished, the Greywind family enlisted about twenty people to watch the apartment building. So how could they have missed Savanna walking up with her baby in her arms at 3:30 a.m.? Crews laughed bitterly, was adamant. When she met Savanna outside, the place was deserted.

They revisited her pregnancy. They’d talked with Hoehn’s former coworkers. For months he’d told them she was pregnant. Why would he do that? “Because he thought we were having a baby!” Crews said defiantly.

She was pregnant, she explained, until “just recently.” When asked what that meant, she didn’t answer, dissembled. She was sick, needed to see a doctor. For all she knew, she had a “dead fetus” languishing inside her. She’d told Hoehn she wasn’t well.

“But he also knew that you were no longer pregnant,” one of the detectives noted.

Crews lashed out. “No, he didn’t. No, he didn’t. Because I didn’t! And I don’t now.”

The detectives were incredulous. “You just told us you thought you were pregnant,” said Kjonaas. The first question they’d asked her, was she pregnant? Nope. “Brooke, this is a house of cards in a hurricane,” Kjonaas said mildly.

All the Greywinds wanted was for Savanna to come home.

“I don’t know where she is,” said Crews.

“Brooke,” Loos said quietly a few minutes later, trying to reach her, “this girl is gone. She’s gone.”

“Yep.”

“You have her child.”

“Yes, I know that. I was horrible.” She understood there were “serious, serious” consequences. “I get that.”

Loos then suggested something remarkable Hoehn had revealed. Savanna’s blood was in their apartment before he got home.

She snapped to attention. “What?” she cried. “No. No. I disagree!”

The only question regarding the crime now, they proposed vaguely, was, how much did Crews do? How much did Hoehn do? Did they do everything together?

She was incensed. “Do what?” Crews shouted.

Loos answered. “Take the baby.”

“You think I took her baby?” Crews asked, incredulous.

“I think you took her baby.”

They argued, traded accusations, over whose story of Savanna’s disappearance was believable. The detectives’ thinly veiled suggestion certainly wasn’t, Crews said. That, in a matter of less than two hours, she’d done something “horrible” to Savanna, taken her infant, cleaned her up, hid her. “What am I?” she shouted angrily, “super-freakin’-human?”

She repeatedly challenged them. “Why am I not free to leave?” she asked.

Instead of answering, Loos continued to press. “Where is Savanna? We want to know where Savanna is.”

Crews yelled, “I don’t know where Savanna is! Who does? Give me a polygraph test.”

Who did know where Savanna is? they asked.

“Savanna knows where Savanna is!”

They went through, again, Savanna’s supposed appearance in the dark of night, outside the apartment building, her handover of her baby. They wanted to know what the newborn was wearing. A towel, Crews said. What kind of towel? “Just like a regular towel,” she said. “I didn’t look at it. I was really scared.” They asked her, sarcastically, to be more precise. A washcloth? Hand towel? Bath towel?

A few minutes later, they casually mentioned the results the forensic detectives were dispatching around her internet searches. Loos and Kjonaas were concerned. “Are you concerned that I listen to Alex Jones?” she asked, referring to the right-wing media conspiracy personality. They elaborated. There were searches on her phone, her computer, involving “unassisted home birth instructions, emergency childbirth manual, unassisted baby.” There were, they emphasized, a lot. Crews laughed. “Whatever,” she said dismissively. Those searches were made “months and months ago,” she asserted, “before Savanna even moved into that building.”

One of the detectives introduced a more recent Google inquiry, on August 9, 2017, at 8:54 p.m. “If a pregnant woman holds her breath does the baby keep breathing?” it read.

Crews maintained she wasn’t the one who searched that. Suggested, without naming him, that Hoehn had. In any event, she was done, wasn’t going to say anything else. She asked, nicely, to be taken to county jail. The detectives appealed to her one more time to tell them her story. “All I can tell you is I don’t know what happened to her.”

Hearing Crews claim this again, after countless times, Loos lost it. “Brooke, they’re going to find her blood in your goddamn apartment!” He slammed his hand on the table.

“No, they’re not!” Crews shouted.

“Yes, they are!” Hoehn had told Loos and Kjonaas “the whole damn story,” said Loos. He seethed with contempt. Will was “visibly sick telling us what happened.”

“I don’t know what he told you,” Crews said indifferently.

Nearly three and a half hours had gone by since Crews had been detained. During that time, she repeatedly maintained she had been pregnant. Now the detectives confronted her with their own theory. Will was going to leave her for good, Crews believed, if she couldn’t give him a baby. So she lied to him about being pregnant. She laughed hysterically. “I thought he was going to leave me because I couldn’t give him a baby?”

Shortly after, the detectives confronted her with more evidence, all the “bloody towels and things that Will threw away.” Crews seemed, finally, to apprehend her predicament. She definitely needed a lawyer now “because I don’t know what’s going on.” Loos and Kjonaas left the room without saying a word. “Oh, shit,” Crews murmured. Minutes later, Detective Phil Swan entered, asked her to stand up. Placed her under arrest for attempted kidnapping. She went, as docile as a lamb.




Chapter Thirty THE SENTENCE

ON THE COLD MORNING OF October 29, 2018, Norberta Greywind stood in front of a Cass County courtroom. Reading a victim-impact statement before Hoehn’s sentencing. Her hair pulled back in a ponytail, she wore a loose dark wrap over a floral blouse and pants. People sitting in the gallery turned their heads toward her, silent, mesmerized. He’d treated Savanna with so little care, her grieving mother wouldn’t say his name. “This man took something that can’t be brought back,” she said quietly. “He devastated our family.” She paused to wipe tears from her eyes. “I don’t think this man should ever walk free.” She spoke of his betrayal. “He looked us in the eye with a straight face as our daughter lay dead in her apartment.” Her family, she went on, lives in “constant fear of being preyed upon.”

She turned to his kidnapping of Haisley Jo. “This man tried to take her and raise her as his own. He said the days he spent with my granddaughter were the happiest days of his life. How sick is that?”

Borgen proceeded cautiously. It obviously was a “very horrendous crime,” he told the jury. But Hoehn was “not part of the murder.” They needed to focus solely on the kidnapping charge. He emphasized Hoehn’s lack of prison time, his good behavior on probation for the child abuse incident. In light of this, he recommended what he called an “appropriate sentence”: seven years, five years’ probation.

Speaking in his own defense, his beard back, hair long, wearing orange prison clothes, Hoehn professed to the Greywinds, to Ashton, to Savanna, to the community, how sorry he was. His efforts to conjure empathy, “to try and feel the feelings they must feel every day.” He realized his “sorrys” wouldn’t heal their wounds. But he regretted his actions, felt “terrible remorse.” He blamed his “terrible choices” on “stupidity.” Intended to change, do his “best to add good back into this world.”

Moments later there was an outburst. “You’re still a monster, and you still have blood on your hands, and it will never go away!” screamed a woman in the courtroom.



The prosecution asked that Hoehn be sentenced as a dangerous offender, the harshest penalty, in light of his 2011 guilty plea to child abuse. As she addressed Judge Olson, Viste’s tone was grave. She pointed to the “horrific and brutal manner” of Haisley Jo’s birth, four weeks early, by an out-of-hospital C-section. “It’s a miracle that this child survived without any harm,” she told the court. There was no way of knowing if she’d suffered birth trauma, “any kind of defects,” “breathing issues,” “lung issues.” There was no effort by the couple to determine her medical condition.

Conceding this was an “extreme sentence” for a felony that would typically bring twenty years, Viste maintained: “If there was a case ever that dictated an extreme sentence, it is this one.” Emphasizing “a family was disrupted. A community was disrupted. A nation was disrupted.”

Minutes later, Cass County District Judge Tom Olson sentenced Hoehn to life in prison with the possibility of parole. He’d be eligible for release in twenty-five to thirty years.

Few were satisfied. Standing beside Norberta Greywind, attorney Gloria Allred chastised the Fargo police again, their failure to find Savanna’s body and her infant sooner. Many in Native American communities felt that violent crimes against Native women weren’t considered as seriously as those against Caucasian women, she noted. Savanna’s case only reinforced that “mistrust” in law enforcement. Norberta spoke briefly, praised Savanna’s Act as a positive step against the national crisis of violence. But also noted the failure of Fargo police and state law enforcement, the desperate need for change.

Hoehn was upset with his sentence, too. It was, he believed, too harsh, unfair. Almost immediately, he filed an appeal with the North Dakota Supreme Court, prolonging the notoriety of Savanna’s murder and her family’s heartache.




Chapter Thirty-One RED DRESSES

THEY FLEW IN THE FREEZING winter wind, flapping like birds’ wings. Forty red dresses. They hung from bare tree branches, along pale limestone walls, stood in pools of clear trickling water. As people walked past, bundled in scarves, knit caps, heavy coats, they glanced at the silhouettes outside the curvilinear National Museum of the American Indian, in Washington, DC. Some young women, arrested by the eerie display, stopped, took the dresses in. Touched them.

It was March 2019, Women’s History Month, and an installation called “The REDress Project” was premiering in the United States. Curated by Canadian artist Jaime Black, who is Métis, the dresses represented missing or murdered Indigenous women. Rich in meaning, the color red was “our sacred lifeblood,” Black told an interviewer. “It’s where our vitality comes from and our energy and our power as human beings.” It also alluded to the loss of that lifeblood through violence.

Since Black had begun soliciting dresses for her project, hundreds had poured in. Isolated, shed of women’s bodies, they were meant to command attention, elicit awareness of the MMIW issue in Canada and America, stir discussion. To offer a healing space for Native women who’d suffered violence, for families with missing or murdered loved ones to grieve.

A few blocks away on Capitol Hill the same week, awareness of MMIW and its complexities seemed to be regressing. A bill to renew the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA), which expired in 2018, was being discussed in a hearing by the House Committee on the Judiciary. At issue was the groundbreaking 2013 provision that allowed tribes to prosecute non-Indians for domestic violence on tribal lands. Although it didn’t extend to other violent crimes like sexual assault, rape, and sex trafficking that Native advocates wanted, it was viewed as a crucial step in protecting women in Indian Country. After VAWA13 was put into effect by certain tribes, prosecution of non-Indian men who’d committed domestic violence against Native women rose significantly. But there were also acquittals, indicating the tribal justice system worked for non-Native defendants.

As he addressed the judiciary committee, Representative Jim Sensenbrenner, a Republican representing Wisconsin, appeared not to know, to comprehend, this. He argued the reauthorization bill was unconstitutional, wanted to scrap the tribal jurisdiction provision entirely. To that end, the white-haired conservative proposed an amendment to H.R.1585. “I have been on this committee for forty years,” he said emphatically. “We have never had a hearing on whether we should take away the constitutional rights of non-Indians who ended up being charged in tribal court.”

Representative Jerry Nadler, the chair of the committee, a Democrat from New York, urged bipartisan support. But every GOP member sided with Sensenbrenner, voting for his amendment. Native advocates were blindsided. Juana Majel-Dixon, the secretary of the National Congress of American Indians and cochair of a national task force to prevent violence against American Indian and Alaska Native women, told reporters, “I was disheartened, and frankly appalled, to see an amendment offered that would have stripped tribal governments of their inherent authority to hold non-Indians accountable for domestic violence crimes on tribal lands.”

In the end, Democrats had the majority, so Sensenbrenner’s amendment failed, and H.R.1585 was approved. But not a single Republican voted for it.



Two days later, a historic event occurred in Washington, DC. The first-ever hearing in the House of Representatives on the “hidden” MMIW crisis. It had been called by the House Subcommittee on Indigenous Peoples of the United States.

At 9 a.m., about two dozen people gathered in a room in the Longworth House Office Building. The mood was quiet, somber. Representative Deb Haaland of New Mexico, a committee member, had made MMIW her signature issue. Recently elected, one of only two Native female members of Congress, she had already helped push two bills that addressed the crisis: Savanna’s Act and her own measure, the Not Invisible Act. Her presence was strong. In honor of missing and murdered Indigenous women, she told her colleagues this morning, she had worn red.

Within minutes, Representative Ruben Gallego of Arizona, the committee chair, mentioned the murder of Savanna, the fate of other Native women and girls. There were some expert witnesses testifying, including Sarah Deer, a citizen of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation of Oklahoma, the professor of women, gender, and sexuality studies at the University of Kansas. The lawyer also served as chief justice for the Prairie Island Indian Community Court of Appeals. In her prepared statement, she thanked the committee for inviting her in the Mvskoke language.

Sitting at a table, she emphasized the historical underpinnings of the MMIW crisis. “Native women and girls have been disappearing since 1492,” she said, “when Europeans kidnapped Native people for shipment back to Europe. The targeted killing of Native women is also not a new phenomenon.”

She highlighted the stunning lack of numbers, the absence of any “formal government-funded national database” that tracks cases of MMIW. There was, she noted without irony, an Indigenous-led organization doing precisely that: the Sovereign Bodies Institute (or SBI). Since 2015, the nonprofit had been culling data from family members and through open-source reporting, trying to grasp the problem’s scope. She relayed some of the group’s findings: more than 1,870 MMIW cases in the United States. An average age of twenty-six, but more than one-third under eighteen. More than 437 of the nation’s 537 tribes were affected. More than 85 percent were mothers.

She unveiled reasons for the astonishingly high rates. The “complicated jurisdictional scheme that applies to Indian Country.” The drill, when a Native woman goes missing, of trying to answer a thicket of questions. “Did they disappear from the reservation? Did they disappear off the reservation? What agency has jurisdiction?” The indifference from law enforcement and government officials. Deer referenced a hearing on missing and murdered Native women, held by a Senate committee in December 2018. Several family members, including Kimberly Loring Heavyrunner, spoke to the utter lack of police concern they encountered. When her sister Ashley went missing on the Blackfeet Reservation, Kimberly recalled, “no one took it seriously… They just said: ‘She’s of age, she can leave when she wants to.’ When we talk to other families whose girls went missing, they say that’s what they got from law enforcement, too.”

Then there’s the chronic underfunding of tribal justice systems. A situation that is “not new news to this Committee,” Deer said dryly. In December 2018, the United States Commission on Civil Rights detailed that gap in a scathing report, Broken Promises: Continuing Federal Funding Shortfall for Native Americans. The first study the commission released was, incredibly, back in 2003. Since then, there had been “reports, commissions, and hearings about the failures to fund tribal nations properly” galore, Deer noted, but “little progress toward change.” Despite its extraordinary crime rates, its vast rural stretches, Indian Country had only 1.91 police officers per 1,000 residents. In 2016, an analysis by the Bureau of Indian Affairs found that it would take $337 million more to make tribal law enforcement comparable to county law enforcement nationwide.

As the committee listened, Deer’s other point about the MMIW crisis was shocking. Though not necessarily to Native women. They knew already, had talked and organized, marched and prayed over it. “There is sufficient evidence that there are predators who target Native women and girls for trafficking,” she said, citing several investigative stories, reports by law enforcement officers. As FBI agent Jolene Goeden told the Anchorage Daily News about a sex trafficker in Anchorage: “Native girls are targeted in part because they’re considered ‘versatile,’ meaning they can be advertised on the Internet as Hawaiian or Asian.”

Yet, in cases where perpetrators are non-Indian, tribal nations couldn’t protect their people because of jurisdictional barriers. This was something “legislative-savvy predators” know, Deer explained, what enticed them to Indian Country. “Because there is less likelihood of being caught and prosecuted.”

Another horror. There was “some evidence” that drug traffickers and sexual predators were informing each other about the weak, lackadaisical enforcement response. In 2011, the US Government Accountability Office issued a report on criminal justice in Indian Country. A report Deer called “alarming.” She read aloud a couple of examples, one involving a Mexican drug trafficker who’d “devised a plan to sell methamphetamine at several Indian reservations in Nebraska, Wyoming, and South Dakota.” He would do it, Deer noted, by building relationships with Native women.



Representative Ruth Buffalo from North Dakota testified next, introducing herself in her native language. She described her tribal heritage, the Hidatsa being a matriarchal society, “so the women carry, pass on the clan.” A tradition that had profound implications. “When we lose our women, it is a huge hit on our entire community.”

Since I last saw Buffalo, in the summer of 2018, she had been in office, the first Native American Democratic woman elected to the North Dakota legislature, for nearly a year and a half. She sat next to Deer. A beautiful beaded medallion nestled against her blazer.

As she anticipated the congressional hearing, Buffalo considered doing something meaningful. Not long after Savanna’s body was recovered, she had asked a friend, a female veteran from Standing Rock, to sew her a red skirt. To honor Savanna. At the hearing, she was dressed in the traditional garment. After talking it over with the other panelists, she had also brought a second skirt. That morning, she spread the garment out on the table. “Deb Haaland asked what the meaning of the skirt was,” Buffalo told me later. “I was kind of nervous to share.” She spoke, she recalled, from the heart. As she did, Haaland’s eyes filled with tears. “It was hard not to be emotional because we’re taught in those spaces not to show emotion. It was very powerful.”



Since her election, Buffalo had launched four bills dealing with missing and murdered Indigenous people, or MMIP, and human trafficking. In a legislature controlled by staunch Republicans, they were all pragmatic, modest, uncontroversial. One established a database for missing persons in North Dakota, asked for $75,000 to fund it, to update software in the Criminal Justice Information System. Two others provided awareness and prevention training on human trafficking to hotels, establishments, schools.

At the hearing, Buffalo delivered a statement containing various statistics on the MMIW crisis. But, she noted, the figures were incomplete. She wished she had more data to share. “But the fact I do not is part of the reason why I am here.”

She described the day she led a search for Savanna, how it moved her to find solutions. To create an MMIW task force in Fargo to prevent similar crimes. If such a tragedy were to happen again, “we did not want to waste time in having to convince law enforcement that we are human beings and that we deserve justice.” She recalled attending Hoehn’s 2018 trial, its emotional imprint on her. “One thing that will ring in my mind… is hearing what one of the murderers said that day to police.” Savanna, he claimed, “is always taking off. Her parents were just here last week looking for her.” Her loved ones, those who knew her, “knew this statement was false.”

She wondered if Fargo police were unduly influenced by Hoehn’s assertion, the specter of racism. In her written statement to the committee, Buffalo asked: “Are the stereotypes of our Indigenous people perpetuated into implicit bias?”

Savanna’s story spread far that sweltering August in 2017, rippled out from Fargo, across Indian Country, the Great Plains, to California, New York. An “entire Nation was affected,” Buffalo wrote. But the experience also shook her personally. Certain moments, a memory, continued to surface like a dark dream. “From time to time, I can still hear one of my friends calling Savanna’s name during the search as we combed the shoreline of the Red River.”



Another witness was Mary Kathryn Nagle, legal counsel for the National Indigenous Women’s Resource Center, the national nonprofit in Lame Deer, Montana, devoted to keeping Native women safe from violence by restoring tribal sovereignty. Since earning her law degree from the University of Tulane, Nagle, a citizen of the Cherokee Nation in Oklahoma, had specialized in the intricacies of federal Indian law. To that end, she had filed briefs in federal courts, including the US Supreme Court, published journal articles, testified at government hearings. Eloquent, fast-talking, Nagle was also a well-known playwright. She radiated the energy of a storm.

Sitting next to Buffalo this morning, in a plain black dress and crimson coat, she singled out Montana, its high number of MMIW cases, where “our staff directly experienced the losses of both Henny Scott and Hanna Harris. This is a crisis that strikes at home, and it strikes deep.” NIWRC had played a pivotal role in generating national awareness of the MMIW crisis through research and policy development, candlelight vigils, marches and social media campaigns, briefings on Capitol Hill. Working with other grassroots organizations, in 2017, the NIWRC got Congress to do something symbolic yet potent: establish a national day of awareness for Native women who’ve been murdered or disappeared.

She mentioned her legacy, her great-great-great-grandfather John Ridge. In the 1820s, as speaker of the tribal council, he helped found the Cherokee National Supreme Court. He also, significantly, helped pass a law that “criminalized the rape of any woman on Cherokee lands regardless of the identity or race/citizenship of the perpetrator.”

Today, because of the 1978 Supreme Court decision, tribes had no such authority to prosecute non-Natives for rape or sexual assault. Which Nagle called a “major source of the high rates of violence against our women and the lack of a response.” She raised the disappearance of Olivia Lone Bear, on the Fort Berthold Reservation in North Dakota, in fall 2017. The confusion over which law enforcement agency had jurisdiction, the haphazard reaction. The repeated efforts of Olivia’s brother, Matthew, to compel federal officials to comb the reservation’s deep bodies of water. Months went by. On July 31, 2018, Olivia was finally located. But her discovery was largely because of the diligence of Lissa Yellowbird-Chase, a member of the MHA Nation and creator of the Sahnish Scouts, a group that searches for missing people. “They found her deceased in her truck at the bottom of Lake Sakakawea,” Nagle said of Olivia at the hearing.

Her written statement went deeper. Described other haunting, infuriating cases. The disappearance of Ashley Loring Heavyrunner, a twenty-two-year-old Blackfeet woman who vanished two months before Savanna. According to Nagle’s account, evidence her family uncovered was never processed by law enforcement, the scene itself never examined. When the family sought information, Blackfeet Tribal Law Enforcement and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the investigating agencies, made it extremely difficult. It took nine months for the FBI to join the case. Because of the delay, Nagle wrote, “leads were dropped early on.” As of January 2022, Ashley was still missing.

There was fourteen-year-old Henny Scott, a Northern Cheyenne girl who last spoke to her mother, Paula Castro, on December 7, 2018. The Bureau of Indian Affairs didn’t log her name into the missing person database for nearly a week. The Montana Department of Justice did not release a Missing and Endangered Person Advisory until December 26. When her body was found two days later, it was by a search party of mostly volunteers.

When a Native woman went missing or was murdered, there were obstacles to even reporting. Out of the 573 federally recognized tribes, only 47 had access to the National Crime Information Center in 2018, “a critical tool,” Nagle told the subcommittee. The NCIC contains information essential to protecting Native women—files on sex offenders, national protection orders, missing persons. For years, tribes appealed to federal agencies for easier access, to make it possible to report missing loved ones, to glean information on possible violent perpetrators. This would also, crucially, alert federal and state authorities when a Native woman disappears, increasing the chances of finding her. In 2015, the Department of Justice finally acted, launched the Tribal Access Program, or TAP. While only a few dozen tribes had the resources, the infrastructure, to use the computer program, the results were quickly apparent. Nagle ticked them off in her statement: “Nearly 600 sex offender registrations and over 550 sex offender check-ins, nearly 300 instances of data entry that would prohibit someone from being able to purchase a firearm, over 1,000 orders of protection entered or modified, and over 4,200 fingerprint-based record checks.”

Even so, TAP still didn’t have reliable funding. In the meantime, tribal nations had to manage crimes against women on their lands with minimal resources. Funding for Native victims of violence continued to be fitful, severely inadequate. The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) and the Family Violence Prevention and Services Act (FVPSA) had been absolutely critical, helping tribes create programs for domestic violence victims. Yet, as Nagle pointed out, under VAWA, less than half of all Indian tribes receive funding to help crime victims. While more money is available for programs in urban areas, most Native women, especially those in remote areas, lack any services at all.

The question is, why? Native advocates have been telling Congress for years about the need for permanent funding for victim services in tribal communities. For shelters, housing, culturally appropriate counseling, victim specialists. For resources for local tribes to respond to MMIW, such as a permanent tribal Victims of Crime Act (VOCA). Yet little has changed. In the hourlong hearing, it was a point they repeatedly raised, through their voices, through data, through written appeals. “Without adequate federal assistance through resources for Indian tribes, Indian women will continue to go missing and be murdered at the highest rates in the country,” said Nagle.



In the hearing, the reauthorization of VAWA loomed. The intensely partisan battle in Congress hinged on one provision: returning tribal jurisdiction over violent crimes committed against Native women by non-Indian men, including rape, sexual assault, stalking, and sex trafficking. Six years earlier, VAWA13, which restored tribal jurisdiction for domestic violence, gang violence, and violation of protection orders over non-Indians, “was a huge step to saving more lives,” Nagle told the committee.

At one point, Representative Raúl Grijalva of Arizona, a Democrat who chaired the Natural Resources Committee, brought up the House Judiciary meeting the day before. The astonishing effort by Sensenbrenner and his Republican allies to gut VAWA13. It had clearly rattled Native advocates, angered them. Nagle noted that support for the amendment had sprung from the idea that tribes shouldn’t have criminal jurisdiction over non-Native men. Incredibly enough, it was the “same rhetoric” opponents of VAWA13 had used. A “prejudicial view” that tribal courts are too inept to give non-Indian defendants a fair trial.

Contrary to that opinion, a 2018 report by the National Congress of American Indians assessing the first five years of VAWA13, Nagle said, found that not a “single non-Indian, despite numerous cases from numerous tribes, filed a habeas corpus petition or lodged any formal complaints about any rights violations in tribal court.” The same report also showed five acquittals.

Representative Haaland, a member of the Pueblo Laguna Tribe going back in New Mexico thirty-five generations, was blunt, indignant. She called the amendment “corrosive.” Striking in red, with her long black hair and deeply lined face, she wondered aloud: How could any congressional leader try to remove protections “not only for women, but Indigenous women, at a time when we are just beginning to understand how deep-rooted and serious” the MMIW issue is? As it is, the lack of protections for Native women was “an abomination.”

There is much emphasis in the MMIW movement on data, on getting more accurate numbers of the women and girls who’ve been murdered. Or never recovered. Or who continue to disappear like dust scattered in the wind. How many are there? While the federal government and various states are trying to develop ways to determine that, keep track, their efforts need to be led by Indigenous people. In part to respect cultural traditions. It is a point Sarah Deer raised. “If someone is going to add a name of a missing loved one to a data set, there is sometimes the need for ceremony,” she told the committee. There was also, even more elemental, the need for families to feel trust. As Deer asked: “When you are a Native woman and your sisters and your aunts and your mother and your grandmother and your great-grandmother have all been victims of violence and nobody has done anything, why would you come forward?”




Chapter Thirty-Two A BABY

IN A SUBURBAN MALL IN Fargo, nearly four years after Savanna was murdered, Josh Loos and Nick Kjonaas swing into the parking lot in an unmarked blue sedan. It is late June, hot, suffocating. It’s my first time back in North Dakota since the pandemic. Outside the Caribou Coffee where we’re meeting, SUVs and pickups idle in the drive-through line. A sign on the door advises that vaccinated people need not wear masks. During my stay in North Dakota, except for people on the reservation in Spirit Lake, pretty much no one does. That week, according to the state’s COVID-19 data, only 44.3 percent of North Dakotans over twelve years old are fully vaccinated.

On this Thursday afternoon, the two Fargo detectives have agreed to talk with me about Savanna, the case. Amid the roar of blenders, the hiss of espresso machines, the shouts of baristas, they sit at a corner table by the window, side by side. Looking like brothers with their blue eyes, broad builds, balding hairlines. A year apart, Kjonaas is thirty-nine, Loos forty. There’s a reason they have an easy camaraderie: they’ve been buddies since high school, played hockey together, been on the police force for nearly seventeen and fifteen years. They’re friendly, eager to talk, though Loos is the more garrulous one. “Even today we live eight blocks from each other, and our kids are the same age. Which is a very Fargo thing,” he tells me.

Another very Fargo thing: Loos grew up on the north side, in a house a block over from the apartment building where Savanna once lived. He attended the neighborhood public school, McKinley Elementary; his four children did, too. During the seven years he lived on Tenth Street, he walked his dog past Savanna’s every day. “And so, that’s my ’hood. You know what I mean?” he explained. “I’m intimately familiar with every house.” Even as a patrol officer, the north side was his beat.

Loos first became aware that Savanna was missing when he got to work. That Monday morning, Detective Philip Swan, who’d done two consensual searches that weekend of Crews’s apartment, briefed him. Back then, if you were a property crimes investigator and caught a missing person case when you were on call, it didn’t matter. You were automatically a missing person investigator. That weekend, Swan just happened to be on call. “For obvious reasons we’ve evolved,” Loos said of the policy.

Swan normally handled financial crimes, stolen property. In the town’s small law enforcement community, the father of five was especially known for his sweet disposition, his love of kids. An attorney told me he’s “the nicest guy you’ll ever meet.” There’s a story about Swan, apocryphal, some former colleagues like to tell. One time the investigator was at an arrest scene when he ordered the suspect: “Get down on the ground on your tummy!”

On Monday morning, after hearing the crime had occurred in his old neighborhood, Loos grabbed Kjonaas. “And I said, hey, let’s go poke around.” When they got to the apartment building, Norberta quickly approached them, recounted the story of Savanna’s disappearance. As they listened, they heard something new. After Norberta first called the police, over an hour went by; no one showed up. She called again. The dispatcher, apparently, had rerouted the officer to a higher-priority crime than missing persons.

Loos and Kjonaas vividly remember Norberta’s certainty. She was adamant that Savanna was upstairs. “It was almost like you grab somebody by their collar and shake them, ‘You guys need to listen to me,’ ” Loos said. “So Nick and I picked up on that right away.” Since it was garbage day, they promptly had a city garbage truck haul the building’s dumpsters to a secure location. Dug through them. There was nothing of interest. “Which is still a bugger, knowing what we know now,” Kjonaas said. “You would have thought there would have been something they would have missed, cleaned up or had disposed in there. A weapon or bloody rag or bloody clothes.”

I asked about the searches of Crews’s apartment, a particular point that had been bothering me. Given that Crews consented, that she never withdrew it, why weren’t the searches more thorough? Loos offered it was hard for people to understand who’d never been in that situation. Although he wasn’t present during the searches, he didn’t want to second-guess his colleagues. He repeated the rationale Fargo police had given for their failure to find Savanna. “I think it’s important for everyone to know that we’re looking for a twentysomething, nine-months-pregnant girl.”

He wasn’t going to speak for Swan, who left the force in 2018. “He doesn’t want to talk to anybody, and I get it,” Loos said. I had left a message for Swan at Gate City Bank, where he works as a fraud manager, requesting an interview. When he called back, Swan was cordial but politely declined. The soft-spoken former officer didn’t want to talk about that time, “relive it.” He seemed shaken. He hoped I got what I needed from the other detectives.

Loos offered some context. “Phil had a very emotionally intense law enforcement career and he got out.” Before Savanna, Swan was involved in another traumatic case. In early 2016, a Fargo police officer named Jason Moszer was shot in a standoff over a domestic violence incident. His wounds were grave; he died in the hospital after being removed from life support. “Phil was on the phone with the shooter and the dispatcher for hours that night,” recalled Loos.

Incredibly, it was almost by happenstance, it seems, that Crews and Hoehn got caught. During their initial, late-night talk with Hoehn, a patrol sergeant knocked on the window of the interview room. Revealed that Hoehn had been linked to the Walmart accident. Loos thought, “So you bumped into a parked car? Who cares?” The next morning, the detectives decided to follow up anyway, went to the location. At this point telling the story, Loos got excited, pointed out the window. “You can see it from here!” he said of the store. Sitting in the chain’s loss prevention office, a wall of monitors blinking images of shoppers, they watched as the security guys rewound the tape that night. And there it was, the pickup truck Hoehn had borrowed from his boss.

They wondered what he bought, perused Hoehn’s receipt. Two items stood out: tennis shoes, diapers. But what kind of diapers? Trailing the loss prevention employee, who had a printout of the receipt, they wandered through the gigantic store. Got to the baby section. “And he goes all the way down the row of diapers to, like, preemie size zero. And he’s like, ‘Here it is!’ ” recalled Loos.

At that moment, Loos had one thought: “We got him.”

Before she was recovered in the river, I asked what they thought had happened to Savanna. Loos believed she was alive, being held captive somewhere. “Maybe they’re trying to induce labor and take her baby,” he said. “We really thought that was a possibility.”

Did he mean Crews and Hoehn specifically? Or that her kidnappers could have been anybody? “Well, anybody,” he said. “But we were clearly focused on Brooke and Will.”

Kjonaas weighed in. “I remember just feeling they knew what happened to Savanna.” But he didn’t necessarily share his partner’s suspicions. He never could have fathomed the couple could have pulled off a crime “where they deliver her baby and she doesn’t survive.”

Early that week, Kjonaas stumbled across another piece of stunning information, almost by accident, when he went to talk to Jesse Rios, Hoehn’s boss. “I was trying to nail down Will’s schedule,” he recalled. Rios gave the detective a lengthy list of every roofing job Hoehn had done, houses he’d been to that were under construction. Loos jumped in: “They were doin’ a roof every two days, so we were thinking, ‘What if they’ve got her chained up in a basement?’ ” The pressure was intense. He remembers thinking if Savanna was alive, they had to hurry, “keep making traction.”

As Kjonaas was questioning Rios about his employee, Rios casually dropped some news Will had shared. Over the weekend, he and his girlfriend had had their baby. It was that, along with the Walmart receipt, that ultimately allowed police to get a search warrant. Still, they didn’t obtain the warrant until the next morning, didn’t arrest Hoehn and Crews until the next afternoon, choosing instead to surveil them. A delay that astonished the family’s supporters. Why did the police wait?

On Thursday about 2 p.m., Kjonaas was among the half dozen or so officers dispatched to apartment 5. At first they knocked, announced themselves several times. Trying to get Crews to come to the door. “She did not come to the door,” wrote Detective Sara Cruze. Their knocks grew louder; they noted they had a search warrant. They counted to thirty, then burst through the door, shattering it to pieces. Crews was standing in the entryway to the living room.

Detective Phil Swan was there, too. He and another officer went into the bedroom. Swan was walking around the bed when “out of the corner of my eye I saw a small amount of movement.” He looked over, could see “part of what I believe was an arm moving on the bed.” In the middle, near the headboard, between two pillows. He hurried over. This is what he saw: “a small infant baby which in my opinion did not appear to be much older than a newborn baby.” Swan called out to the others.

It was, needless to say, an extraordinary moment. I asked Kjonaas what their reaction was. “Oh my goodness, there’s a baby!” he said. Quiet, still, she was swaddled in a blanket. In his career as a police officer, it was one of those moments “that just hit you like a ton of bricks. Never in my wildest dreams did I think we’d find a baby.”

“We had to help Phil down the stairs and get him outta there. He was very upset,” Loos said.

One detective went straight to the baby while Kjonaas told the team to call for an ambulance, then talked to Crews, read her Miranda warning. His first concern was Haisley Jo. Had the baby had care? Was she healthy? Had she eaten? Did she have any medical needs they could address right now? Crews waved him off, angry, frustrated. Seemed annoyed the officers were there. “She was like so disgusted immediately with us,” Kjonaas said. She complained she didn’t feel well. “I was like, ‘This is unbelievable.’ I remember like she was so self-centered and not concerned about the welfare of the baby but herself.”

That Thursday afternoon, in the old police station downtown, the detectives talked to Hoehn first. He was more laid-back, easier, they figured, than Crews. “He seemed kind of like a pushover,” recalled Loos. “Kind of beaten down by life. A wet noodle of a guy.” He also seemed to accept that Crews was the boss in their relationship. She had told him she was pregnant. Had declared when he’d come home that Saturday that “this was their baby.” Who was he to dispute that? His denial, obtuseness, repeatedly frustrated them. “I remember thinking, ‘Come on, Will, you know better,’ ” said Kjonaas.

As he headed into the cramped interview room, Loos was intently self-aware. The room was being recorded from different angles. The entire command staff and “thirty other cops” were watching them live. “Before you hit the door, take a deep breath,” he told himself. He also mused: “Well, this is going to be on Dateline.”

For hours, Loos and his partner focused on getting Hoehn to give up Crews, reveal Savanna’s location. “We tried everything. Draw us a map. We threw everything at the wall with him.” Hoehn would seem about to fold, his head down, his shoulders slumped. But then he’d conjure some improbable scenario, toss it out, see if they took the bait. At one point Loos, sitting close to Hoehn, caught him staring at his gun. “And he said, ‘I’m thinking about it.’ I mean, he told me that. I was like, ‘Come on, Will.’ ” Was Hoehn going to shoot him? Loos shrugged. “Or do something.”

Hoehn never gave her up. “He wasn’t willing to risk not being loyal to Brooke,” Loos said.

“Somehow, some way, he thought this was going to work out, and they were going to be together again someday,” said Kjonaas.

For Loos, the memory of that ordeal is bitter, echoes of failure. “When it was all done and they went to jail, I was so mad that I couldn’t get William to break.”

The next morning, another officer, one Loos didn’t work with closely, approached him. “And said, ‘Hey, you know what I would have done? I would have tried this, that, and the other.’ And I just about lost it.’ ”

Crews was challenging in a different sense. “She was combative from the beginning,” said Kjonaas. At one point, Loos can be heard screaming at her, arguing with her about blood evidence. Officers were constantly texting him with incriminating stuff culled from her phone. In some ways, that made their interview of Crews simpler. As Loos told me, “Once I got stuff like that, I thought, ‘You’re done.’ ”



The Broadway Bridge in Fargo is closed indefinitely, its concrete structure unstable. But that’s how you get to the bridge overlooking the Red River where Hoehn likely threw Savanna’s body. From Savanna’s old apartment building, it is maybe a ten-minute drive. First you go north on Broadway, follow the curve, hang a right by the water treatment plant, and then over the Broadway Bridge. Now you’re in Minnesota. “You just go straight up that country road, and you’re at the bridge in five minutes,” Loos told me.

That’s the route the detective took on Sunday night, August 27, 2017. It was after dinner, still light out. He hadn’t been home long when Lieutenant Jason Nelson called. They’d found a body. “I didn’t even ask. I just said, ‘I’m going.’ ”

When he got to the area he parked on the bridge. Another Fargo police officer was there, too. Standing outside, they could see the Clay County law enforcement cars lined up near the abandoned farmstead. See the media crews scrambling to set up. He knew the body was going to be Savanna’s, felt somewhat relieved. But the scene was incredibly jarring, belied the tragedy. “It was just the most peaceful, perfect summer night.”

As he waited for authorities to get a rescue boat, Loos couldn’t help but envision Savanna’s journey north, the pace of the river. “I remember thinking she would have gone this many days, the water temperature is this,” he told me. “It would take this many days for the body to resurface. It makes sense she would have come up and got hung up on that curve.”

It was pitch-dark when the rescue team and law enforcement officers gathered at the farmstead. When the firefighters and water rescue crew carried Savanna from the riverbank up the hill and gently set her down. She was completely bound in plastic. They needed to identify her as quickly as possible. A brief discussion ensued. Should they unwrap her here? Take her somewhere else? They decided, in the interest of time, to go ahead. Loos knew that Savanna had a large dream catcher tattoo on her right thigh. They felt along her body—“this is a hand, this is a foot”—trying to locate it. Someone took out a pocketknife. In the black summer night, someone else shone a police flashlight on the suspected area so they could see. A tiny slit was made. “And there was the tattoo.”



In August 2019, the North Dakota Supreme Court threw out Hoehn’s sentence of life in prison. Explaining its decision, the court ruled that Judge Tom Olson had wrongly considered Hoehn a dangerous special offender because of his previous crimes. Moreover, that Olson should have stuck to the maximum allowable sentence of twenty-one years. The decision ignited shock and anger from Savanna’s supporters. Speaking for Savanna’s family, attorney Gloria Allred said they were “disappointed and upset.”

Before its ruling, the Supreme Court asked prosecutor Leah Viste a key question: How was kidnapping Haisley Jo related to Hoehn’s crime of child abuse? Why, in other words, was he sentenced under the special dangerous offender statute? Viste believed it was entirely justified. As she explained to me later, “He had hurt his little baby in the past. If you look at what they did, they took a premature child from her mother’s womb in a nonsurgical environment. Had the procedure not gone as they thought, Haisley Jo would have been in the Red [River] with her mother. She’s alive in spite of what they did.” The court, unfortunately, disagreed. “They said, ‘Not close enough.’ ”

On the first Monday in October, Hoehn appeared in a Fargo courtroom, waiting to hear his new sentence. Dressed in orange prison clothes, he looked like his old self, his beard bushy, his hair untrimmed, long. This time, as Hoehn asked for clemency, there were few spectators in attendance. The Greywinds had stayed away. “I believe they’re probably just tired,” Viste told reporters. So Savanna’s grieving family did not hear him when, in a five-minute appeal, Hoehn said: “I think about and pray for them every single day.”

Hoehn had hired a new attorney, Scott Brand. Standing before Judge Olson, Brand now recommended that his client receive a lenient sentence: seven years in prison, five years’ probation. Olson promptly rejected that. “I want to sentence you as long as I can by law,” he told Hoehn. Thinking of Savanna’s daughter, her well-being, he gave her confessed kidnapper twenty years.

Even so, it’s hard not to worry. When he gets out, Haisley Jo will be twenty years old.

When I spoke with Viste nearly three and a half years later, the memory of that day was still raw. “The resentencing of William Hoehn was a hellish day,” she told me. “I knew it was a distinct possibility, but it felt like such a disservice. He deserved life for what he did.”




Chapter Thirty-Three WHAT REMAINS

QUESTIONS REMAIN, A WELL OF mysteries, around Savanna’s murder.

While Hoehn was acquitted of the murder conspiracy, many adamantly believe he was involved. Was, in fact, the “mastermind.” They point to how physically difficult it would have been for Crews to kill Savanna, deliver her baby, alone. The lack of blood in the bathroom. In the cracks of the linoleum floor, the grout, the porcelain, the tile. As Loos put it of the crime scene experts: “They luminoled the hell out of that place.” Suggesting the couple must have prepped it, lined the floor, the bathtub, the walls, with trash bags. As Loos told me, “After the jig was up, he talked about driving around all night and throwing away various garbage bags at various dumpsters in west Fargo.”

The absence of head injuries in Savanna’s autopsy, debunking Crews’s story that the young woman hit her head, got knocked out. Even if she was unconscious, the level of pain as Crews cut her open would have been so excruciating it would have jolted her awake. At one point, Crews revealed, Savanna did reach out. There was Hoehn’s admission that he carried the dresser with Savanna’s body down the stairwell, drove to the river, dumped her in. If he could do that so blithely, this line of thinking goes, he was also eminently capable of murdering her. Then there was Crews’s testimony: that he’d put the ligature around Savanna’s neck, pulled tight.

Kjonaas is also convinced that Hoehn participated. “Because I don’t think Savanna went down without a fight. And I think that it would have taken two people to complete that crime,” he said during our interview in June 2021. Also, neither of them had physical injuries. If Crews killed her alone, he thinks, it’s likely she would have had cuts, scratches, something.

Viste, who bluntly described Hoehn as a “classic narcissist sociopath,” believes he was instrumental. Specifically, that he helped hold Savanna down during her savage C-section. “I think all of us felt there had to be somebody else to manage that.”

For a long time, Loos was certain that Hoehn helped. Although he still does, mostly, he has a different view now. The more he learned about Crews’s past—her escapades in Australia, her many kids, her obsession with serial killers—the more he wondered: Maybe he didn’t give her enough credit? “Maybe she could have done it,” he told me. Calling her crazy seemed like a “cop-out word” to him. Still, “whatever she is, she is a lot of it,” he said emphatically.

I asked about the dresser, which, oddly, was never found. It would have been nearly impossible for the two of them to lug it down the narrow stairwell, Savanna’s body inside, without banging into the walls, causing a racket, waking someone. Did it even exist? Loos offered another slightly shocking scenario: “I think Brooke or William killed her immediately, as soon as the door closed behind her,” he said. “And I think as soon as it got dark that night they dumped her. I think she was probably still in the bathroom the first time Phil walked through, and she was probably gone that night.”

When I saw them this June afternoon, the Fargo detectives, as always, were busy. They’d gotten two murder cases that week. One, a fourteen-year-old trans girl. Early one morning, she’d been walking from her dad’s house to her mom’s, her backpack on, when a stranger viciously attacked her. The town was reeling. It was way too close. Martinez’s daughter knew her.

Some were blaming the vicious crime on her identity as a trans girl. Loos didn’t agree. “People are going to talk about it like that has anything to do with anything,” he said. “It just doesn’t.” He raised how people had ascribed a similar motive to Savanna’s murder. She’d been killed because she was Native American. Loos didn’t believe that, either. Her slaying was, instead, a confluence of a “thousand little things.”

I told him I had a different perspective. I mentioned the couple’s flagrant racism toward Native Americans, toward the Greywinds. For several reasons, I don’t think they’d have picked a white girl, I said. A few minutes later, Loos came back to the subject. “I think about what you said, about the cultural thing, because Savanna was so pregnant and so right in [Crews’s] face.” There were “certainly seeds of the racism there” about the Greywinds being Native American, the “dehumanizing part of it.”

Still, he wondered: How much did racism play a role in enabling them to justify doing what they did?




Chapter Thirty-Four SPIRIT LAKE

THE SIGN SPRINGS OUT OF the rolling grasslands: “Welcome to Spirit Lake Reservation.” I’ve been driving three hours, much of it along rural two-lane roads in farm country. Silver silos, bright green tractors, red barns rise up. Endless fields of alfalfa, sunny yellow canola flowers, celery-green pastures ripple by, so beautiful they astonish. There are no rest stops, no gas stations, no billboards. Only the land, feathery white clouds, flawless blue sky. A feeling of loneliness hovers, too. I see almost no one. Twice I get lost, my GPS steering me onto a gravel road, someone’s driveway in the middle of nowhere. I turn up Bruce Springsteen. He’s singing “Western Skies.”

I have come to Spirit Lake on this Friday in June to talk to a few people. To try to find Norberta and Joe Greywind. I’m planning, tentatively, to stop by their house, say hello. But I’m also keenly aware they might not want to see me. I don’t want to upset them. Norberta and I were in touch until a few months ago, when I emailed her to say I was coming to North Dakota once the pandemic eased. Hoped to visit with them, settle some lingering questions. She emailed me soon after. They didn’t want to do any more interviews. They were trying to shield Haisley Jo as much as possible. Soon after, Norberta’s email address vanished.

I’m also looking for Ashton, who apparently lives in Devils Lake. For months I’ve sent him messages on Instagram, on Facebook, but I never hear from him. I’ve tried to reach him through his lawyer in Fargo, his mom’s Facebook account, the Cass County prosecutors. But either no one replies or they don’t have a phone number or address. No one has spoken to him. Public records turn up nothing. He is a ghost.

Standing outside Fort Totten’s community school, I call Jewel Azure, a childhood friend of Savanna’s. She’ll drive over and meet me so I don’t get lost. A few minutes later, I follow her to a low-slung white building where Azure works as a cultural manager for the Spirit Lake Employment and Training Program. Counseling and teaching parenting classes, knitting families back together.

Inside, we sit in a room filled with big comfy armchairs, a kitchen, a play space with children’s furniture, toys, books. Azure is twenty-seven, a year older than Savanna would have been. Quiet, serious, her long dark hair streaked fuchsia, she wears a sweatshirt with the words “Positive Indian Parent.” Azure grew up in a small house on the grounds of Spirit Lake’s elderly center, where her grandmother was caretaker. Savanna’s family, who had moved into a house nearby, had a relative at the center, and sometimes the Greywinds would visit. The two became friends when Savanna was about twelve, and the younger girl asked her to go for a walk. “Us being girls around the same age, we took to each other. I was very shy. We were all kind of shy.” Savanna, she recalls, “had this really innocent, soft personality.” But she was also different than other girls, self-assured, “a go-getter.” The girls both had younger sisters, so in summer they’d all walk down the road to the deep, chilly lake, jump in.

But their friendship was fleeting. One of them—Azure couldn’t remember who—moved away. As she grew older, Azure followed her friend’s life on Facebook. She learned Savanna had disappeared when Kayla posted a flyer on social media. She’d never known of a Native American girl or a woman who’d gone missing, never known about the crisis of MMIW. “Savanna was the eye-opening case to all of it.” What did she think had happened to her friend? “When it all first came out, I thought, ‘She’s doing her own thing, and she’ll come up.’ But as time went on and we knew she was missing and something was terribly wrong, I don’t think I had any details in my head.”

I asked what she remembered about that week in August, what it was like in Spirit Lake as people anxiously anticipated news. “It was almost like everyone was standing still. In our office there was this energy of stillness. Everyone was waiting for the next update.” People in Devils Lake, the nearby town where many Spirit Lake citizens live, were also in touch with Azure. “I was their vessel into what was happening on our rez. There were a lot of people who were concerned. ‘Have you checked this? When is the next search?’ ”

Although she and Savanna were no longer close, Azure and her mother felt compelled to join the search in Fargo. On Saturday, a week after Savanna disappeared, they spread out into dense woods, brushing the trees, combed the riverbank, with hundreds of others. It was a remarkable operation; volunteers you went to for maps, fluorescent clothing, gear, search tips. “It was the first time we ever experienced anything like that, Azure recalls. “Even that was eye-opening. ‘This is happening because it’s a girl from Spirit Lake.’ ”

As people searched, their darkest fears emerged. Was Savanna being tortured? Was she alive? Was she in the middle of “no-man’s-land in some barn?” Azure’s mom, she recalled, was “really emotional because she remembered this sweet face.” During an awareness event for Savanna, they walked to the Red River to listen to some speakers. After the crowd dispersed, Azure and her mom hung back, released some tobacco ties into the water. Murmured a prayer. That wherever Savanna was, “she would be able to come home.”

That night in Fargo, they sat in ceremony at a sweat lodge, about eight people. All along, Azure had not cried, feeling she needed to remain strong. Now, in the sweat lodge, she felt herself becoming cleansed, began to cry. “My heart opened and I was able to release all of my inhibitions.”

Not long after, she and her mother were driving back to Spirit Lake when the friend who’d invited her to the ceremony texted. Savanna had been found.

Before I left, I asked Azure how Savanna’s murder had changed her. “It plunged me into MMIW events,” she told me. “Going on walks. Taking time to listen to others who’ve had relatives who’ve gone missing. It pulled my heart in a direction I never knew anything about.”

A year later, Azure joined the search for Olivia Lone Bear on the Fort Berthold Reservation, after Olivia’s brother Matthew put a call out for help. It was a stunning contrast to the massive outpouring of support for Savanna. Although previous searches for Olivia had generated a good turnout from volunteers, months had passed, interest had waned. Besides Azure’s mother and sisters, only two other people came. “I couldn’t believe we were the only ones there.”




Chapter Thirty-Five THE BLUE BUILDING

THE TRIBAL HEADQUARTERS OF THE Spirit Lake Nation hums in a one-story facility commonly known as “the blue building.” Built in the 1970s, it sits on a low hill, overlooking a windblown landscape of elm and poplar trees, trailers and small houses. The blue building is where the political, social, and community activity in Spirit Lake unfolds. And where Myra Pearson, the former chairwoman of the Spirit Lake Nation, waves to me from the front door.

This summer afternoon the place is buzzing with the chatter of young families. The atmosphere warm, light. Pearson leads me down a hallway, past a warren of rooms and offices. We sit at a table in a long, narrow conference room stuffed with various supplies—bottles of hand sanitizer, a printer, boxes of COVID-19 gear, a flat-screen TV. Over the past year, the tribe’s more than two thousand citizens here were slammed by COVID-19. In the reservation’s multigenerational households, the virus thrived. Jewel Azure’s family was hit hard: her sister had it, Azure had it, her grandparents died of it. When I was still in touch with Norberta, every so often I would check on her. In early 2021, everyone in her family was healthy, safe.

Pearson is seventy, has lived in Spirit Lake most of her long years, served two terms as chairwoman, the last beginning in 2014. Her face is kind, deeply lined. Her voice like a whisper. Her long gray hair in a ponytail, she wears jeans, tennis shoes, a red T-shirt inscribed with the words “Standing Rock Sioux Tribe.” Her phone was on the table, and, as we were talking, it rang several times.

Pearson was chairwoman when Savanna disappeared. She remembers calling her forty-one-year-old daughter, who lived in Fargo. Had she heard anything? She hadn’t. In Spirit Lake, a summer youth program sent a busload of volunteers to look for Savanna, supply searchers with water and food. Pearson was back and forth, visiting the Greywinds. The night after Savanna’s body was recovered, she spoke to the hundreds gathered at a candlelight vigil for the young woman in Fargo: “We want the family to know we are here for them and will continue to come to their aid. The little baby has a lot of relatives here, including a great-great-grandmother, who is the eldest female elder on the Spirit Lake Reservation.” Savanna’s parents stood together, their candles flickering in the night.

Savanna’s funeral service was serene, held in a “beautiful” evangelical church. When Pearson rose to speak, “it was like somebody took my tongue. I remember standing in the church that day, and you can’t find the words to comfort people. I just wanted to cry.” She remembers Norberta and Joe: “You could see it in them. They were just worn out. I felt so bad for them. You’re never going to see your daughter again. Then her baby. They didn’t know what was going to happen to the baby.”

A lunch followed the service; representatives from different tribes attended. It was “very homey,” Pearson recalled. “Everybody got to visit, but it was very quiet.” Seven months later, Pearson, who has seventeen grandchildren, experienced losing her only daughter, too, when she died of sepsis. Her mind immediately flew to the Greywinds, their own particularly wrenching grief. “Goodness, can you imagine a parent going through this, not knowing where their child is, and then finding her? Then when my daughter died, I couldn’t even believe it.”

Before Savanna’s murder, Pearson didn’t know the Greywinds well, in part because they’d been living in Fargo. When they returned to Spirit Lake, she used the tribe’s victims’ assistance fund to help them with expenses, to restore a battered old house in Oberon to live in. “I knew they were having a hard time,” she told me. While Joe worked on repairing the house, Norberta threw herself into the victims’ assistance program, sharing her memories of Savanna, the trauma of her murder, with different groups. Pearson thinks the program coordinator perhaps approached Norberta too quickly. “They should have let her at least try to sit back and let things sink in first.” Then one day Norberta quit. She offered her gratitude for the program’s help, but she wanted to stay home now.

Norberta used to stay in touch with Pearson, but no more. I asked if the Greywinds were still living in Spirit Lake. She wasn’t sure, thought they’d left. Though from Kayla’s posts on Facebook, it seemed at least Savanna’s sister had stayed put. Pearson didn’t know where Ashton was, either. “I didn’t really know him, other than I knew he was one of the Matheny boys. They’re a neighbor to me about half a mile down the road.” A few months back, Pearson randomly bumped into the Greywinds in a sporting goods store in Grand Forks. She said hello, they did, too, “but it was like they scooted on. They were in a rush.”

Savanna’s murder brought an awakening. On the reservation a wave of MMIW activism unfurled. There were walks, red T-shirts bearing the MMIW emblem, events highlighting ribbon dresses. Although Savanna wasn’t killed on tribal lands, her death was an “eye-opener,” revealing the much wider issue of violence afflicting Native American women and girls.

It’s unclear yet whether awareness will lead to significant change, to law enforcement responding more effectively when a Native woman or girl disappears or is murdered. Or whether it will bring solutions to the jurisdictional chaos. Pearson told me one particularly illuminating story. When she was still chairwoman a few years ago, she repeatedly called the US attorney’s office for North Dakota, trying to get answers about some problems in Spirit Lake. After not hearing back, she called North Dakota’s senators to complain. Not long after, at a meeting of several BIA and Justice Department officials in Grand Forks, Pearson was stunned when she felt the state’s attorney general sandbagged her. “He told me, ‘I don’t appreciate you calling the senators and telling them that I’m not reporting anything to you.’ He just went on and on and on.” When he was through, Pearson said her piece. “ ‘You guys don’t even pick up your phones when I call. Maybe it didn’t have to come to this where I have to start calling the senators to make you guys do your job, but you know what? You guys work for the people. When I have my meetings and the people ask me something, I’d better have the answers. If I can’t get them from you, then what do I tell them?’ ”

She pointed out an unsolved rape, where the survivor’s test results had vanished. The woman’s brother had come to Pearson’s office to ask about the progress of the investigation. She couldn’t say. “That was two years ago, and no one’s got back to me,” she told officials at the meeting.

Eventually, Pearson received a thick document detailing crime data she’d been seeking from the North Dakota attorney general. She told him: “All you have to do is send us these things so we know, because some of these families need closure and they’re not getting it. It’s like nobody’s doing anything about it. I want to give them some answers.” She paused. “So he was mad, but I got mad listening to him,” she said, laughing. Nonetheless, she had praise for his successor, Drew Wrigley, who served two stints as North Dakota’s US attorney. “I liked working with Drew because he really pushed those people to get things done,” she said.

Wrigley had helped lead Operation Blue Prairie, a multiagency investigation of a drug trafficking ring targeting three Native American reservations in North Dakota—including Spirit Lake, where drug abuse had soared. The conspiracy was particularly cynical because of how it was done. Using threats, two brothers in Detroit had recruited Natives suffering from addiction—many of them women—to sell tens of thousands of oxycodone and fentanyl pills. In early 2021, twenty-six people were indicted. Before the raid, Pearson had received a call from an official alerting her. As she watched the news of the arrests, she saw “some of our people on there.”

Pearson thinks about Savanna often. “I admired her because she left the reservation, and that’s a big step for these young people to do,” she told me. “I say the same thing to my grandsons: ‘You need to go beyond these reservation boundaries and see what’s out there.’ And this girl had the courage to do that. She lived out in Fargo and worked.”

She imagines what could have been. “I think she would have been one of the best mothers around if she’d been able to survive.”

Someday, Haisley Jo will be of age to hear what happened to her mother, the horror of how she was taken. How are they going to tell her? “To me, I just feel Grandma better be the one,” Pearson said when I asked her. “She’s got that calmness in her. I think she can just take her and hold her and explain to her. But I hope she understands.”

When we said goodbye, it was late afternoon. I had an address in St. Michael’s, a tiny community in Spirit Lake. So I drove for a while, on a faithless lark, trying to find Ashton’s dad’s house. The land was pretty, rolling, the houses and trailers set back, shrouded in trees. These were BIA roads; addresses were elusive. I took one long dirt driveway, quickly turned around, unnerved, when it ended at a run-down house. Ashton’s dad worked at the Spirit Lake Casino and Hotel, a sprawling entertainment complex owned by the tribe on the shore of Devils Lake. That day in late June it looked like the sea, its dark blue waters churning with whitecaps. Boats rocked in the marina like bath toys. I went by the casino, but was told Matheny had already left. I also sent Ashton one last Instagram message, letting him know I was there. I did not expect to hear from him. I was not wrong.

Jewel Azure had suggested I stop by the White Horse Hill National Game Preserve, a wildlife refuge with forested hills, grasslands, and wetlands, before I returned to Fargo. There were, she assured me, bison roaming around. Fatalistic, I did not really expect to see any of the magnificent beasts. Animals that had been hunted to near extinction in the nineteenth century under a merciless campaign by the US government to erase Native Americans of their cultural touchstone, their primary source of shelter, clothing, and food, their way of life.

The turnoff came sharply, at the bottom of a curve. And suddenly there they were, by the water, a small herd of calves and mothers and bulls, their shaggy chocolate heads bowed, their tails flicking, munching on the tall grass. My heart leapt. I pulled over, shut off the engine, rolled down the windows. A few other cars pulled over, too. No one got out. No one made a sound. We all watched in wonder, reverent.




Chapter Thirty-Six THERE ISN’T A DAY

LET’S START WITH THE BABY, the sultry August afternoon she was discovered. Because that is the moment the realization began. This was not going to be an ordinary case.

Leah Viste and Tanya Martinez stood outside the apartment building thronged with spectators, media, freaked-out neighbors. Talking with detectives, distressed. The feeling among the investigators was strong. Savanna had been taken somewhere, but they had no idea where. There was hope she had given birth, was someplace safe. Still, it was evanescent, paper-thin. “The majority of us felt it was not likely she would be found alive,” Martinez recalled. One thing that mystified them, nagged at them: there was no blood anywhere in the apartment. “I was stunned. Leah was stunned. The police were stunned. You would think there would have been something.” At that point, they began treating Savanna’s disappearance as a homicide.

It was now nearly four years later, spring 2021, a lifetime from then. In several phone conversations, Martinez and Viste sifted through their memories for me of Savanna’s murder, their perceptions of the events of 2017, Hoehn’s 2018 trial and resentencing. In their long careers as North Dakota prosecutors, the case was indelible, would live on for them. As would Savanna.

We talked about when the missing young woman was found. On that peaceful summer night in 2017, Viste, Martinez, and their colleagues were meeting at the state’s attorney’s office in Fargo, weighing charging options for Crews and Hoehn, when they heard some unsettling news. An object smothered in trash bags had emerged in the Red River. “I think it was clear it was a body, and it was very likely Savanna’s,” Viste told me. But there was no confirmation yet. Viste went home. Not long after, she got a call. “I remember standing there in my backyard. I felt a degree of shock, a degree of sadness, a degree of relief. The thing we feared the worst had happened.”

We talked about the police interviews of Crews and Hoehn. As Martinez and several others huddled in the detectives’ office, watching the suspects being interviewed by Kjonaas and Loos, it felt to her like an episode of Law & Order, the gritty TV crime drama. The detectives would take breaks, to “let them sweat.” Loos and Kjonaas, meanwhile, would join the prosecutors and police officers watching on closed-circuit TV to get feedback. “It was such a nerve-racking interview,” Viste recalled of their interrogation of Hoehn. “All of us were saying, ‘Break! Break! Break! Just tell us where she is.’ ”

Viste vividly remembers when Loos got fed up with Crews’s stonewalling, her defiance. Yelled, “We’re going to find her goddamn blood!” And Crews shot back, “You’re not going to find any goddamn blood!” Crews was, she recalls, “as cool as a cucumber.” Never strayed from her version of events, never flinched.

They remain astonished over Crews’s cheerful patter, Hoehn’s laid-back manner, when the police first came to their apartment. “How do you go through this horrific experience and answer the door. ‘Come on in!’?” asked Martinez. “You walk into this really clean, small apartment. Everything is calm. There’s no one Savanna’s size they can readily see. How did they pull that together? Then to find out one of them was laying in the bed with the baby nearby? It’s just inconceivable the way things happened.”

During Hoehn’s second interview by the detectives, he repeatedly expressed fear over possibly being charged with the death penalty. For me, this was one of the enduring mysteries shadowing the case. When I met with Martinez in Fargo, in June 2021, she clarified the source of Hoehn’s anxiety: “We have always been suspicious whether he had crossed over the state line, because then it would have been federal jurisdiction and then the death penalty,” she told me. “We had some GPS stuff going on that kind of placed them over on the Minnesota side, but we were never able to definitely prove that. So it got stuck in state court.”

About two weeks after Crews was charged, the defendant made a decision. She did not want to go to trial. Did not want the stress, wanted only to fade into oblivion. She would plead guilty to all three charges. In exchange, Viste insisted on a full debrief from her. In December 2017, as Crews sat in an interview room in Cass County Jail, she dribbled out the events of that Saturday. Sometimes crying, sometimes choked up. Although we may never know, Savanna’s death seemed to have been instigated, set loose, by a shockingly banal event. As Viste told me about Crews, “According to her statement, she and William had a fight.”

During her confession to Viste, Crews admitted for the first time to bringing Savanna upstairs to take her baby. But even so, she assiduously avoided the details. Viste explained: “She had an obvious break from reality, at the jail. One of the things I noticed about Brooke is the first time we talked with her, she would talk about how she got in this fight with Savanna, took the baby. But she was so removed from what she did she couldn’t say the horror of what she did.” Viste thought, Maybe she doesn’t want to say? As the prosecutors continued to meet with her, she slowly revealed she’d cut Savanna open. She described the fight with Hoehn over her fake pregnancy, the confrontation wrenching her out of her fantasy. How he kept saying: “It’s your responsibility to make sure we had a baby.” Finally, she mentioned Savanna. “It was at that point, a week before the murder, she became the focus.”

Even now, it remains hard to decipher truth from fiction. The scenario of the hollowed-out dresser with Savanna’s body. Did it even exist? “It seems pretty implausible to me,” Martinez told me. “I’m trying to picture them in that little building carrying this dresser down in the middle of the night. And with a tiny human being who could start crying and screaming at any time. It just seems so surreal.”

“We’ve never been able to corroborate that part of the story,” said Viste.

This also lingers unresolved: Did Savanna really hit her head on the bathroom sink, fall to the floor, insensible? Or was she subdued some other way? “I don’t have any idea. To this day none of us would be surprised that it was different than what they say.”

Then there are the conflicting narratives from Hoehn and Crews. Did Hoehn strangle Savanna as she lay helpless on the floor, as Crews testified? The hard truth is, as Martinez, said: “Only Savanna knows. They know, too.”

“If we could have definitely proved he walked into that apartment before Savanna was dead…,” Viste said, her voice trailing off.

I wanted to know their impressions of the defendants. “One of the most interesting things about her for me,” Viste said of Crews, “she did seem to have some feelings about what she did. She was unwilling to give interviews. She never tried to make herself look good. She didn’t try to blame William for it. She was like, ‘I did this.’ Where William was the opposite.” Still, she could clearly be disingenuous. At one point Crews professed that if she could give her life for the young Native woman’s, she would. “Do I believe that? I absolutely don’t,” Viste said.

“I think we all had a little bit of disagreement about that,” Martinez told me, of the prosecution team’s views of Crews and Hoehn. “I thought that Will was more the pushover, and that she was very, very savvy. I still kind of think that.”

When I asked Viste how she would characterize Hoehn, she was unequivocal. “I think he’s a sociopath,” she told me. “I think he thinks he can be a charmer. What we knew about his background information… he thought he was a super-good-looking guy. He would talk about Savanna: ‘Why would anyone care a Greywind was missing?’ ” In her closing argument at trial, Viste emphasized Hoehn’s racist statements about Native Americans.

A month or so before Hoehn’s trial, the prosecutors reached out to Crews, requesting that she testify. Incredibly, she refused. I was startled when Viste told me this. “She didn’t want any part of it,” the prosecutor recalled. Undaunted, the attorneys ordered her back to Cass County from Dakota Women’s Correctional and Rehabilitation Center to persuade her. During their meeting, Viste shamed Savanna’s killer into agreeing to testify: If you really care about this family, then you’re going to get on this stand.

We talked about the prosecution’s controversial decision to pursue the murder conspiracy charge against Hoehn. It resulted, Viste told me, after painstakingly combing through his and Crews’s video interviews with police. “One of the things that struck me is that there was a clear story being told, that for me supported the fact that they were conspiring.” Initially, the couple stuck to the same story—Savanna leaving their apartment healthy, fine. Then the baby is found. Hoehn realizes “his goose is cooked and his story changes.” Now he asserts he unwittingly walked into a bloody scene, encountered Savanna on the bathroom floor. Throws his girlfriend “under the bus.”

As Viste argued in her closing statement: “The only person he was covering up was himself. And what did he do? Lie, lie, lie.” Although there was no written agreement between them, no blueprint, she instructed the jurors: “To get to the truth in this matter, you are going to have to do work and decide what is logical. You’re going to have to look at the totality of what you heard. I submit to you that all the elements of a plan were there.”



As they prepared for Crews’s sentencing and Hoehn’s trial, Viste and Martinez began to carefully build a relationship with the Greywinds. There were obvious barriers they had to transcend, particularly Joe’s mistrust of law enforcement, his belief that Fargo police had utterly failed his family. “I can’t imagine what he’s been through in life to put your guard up for everyone,” Martinez told me. “So Leah and I made a concerted effort. I can’t remember what his criminal history is because I didn’t care.”

She said of Norberta: “Everything that I saw of her and about her was kind, gentle. I thought she was—is—a lovely woman. I’m sure there were many trust issues she had to get past in order for her and her husband to work with us, and she did.

“I think they quickly learned our goal was finding Savanna and finding her baby, and getting justice for them.”

“I was not familiar with Joe Greywind or his record,” Viste told me. “I found an incredible family, an amazing support system. They had some walls up; they didn’t necessarily trust us.” But, as Martinez indicated, over time that changed. She found Norberta to be a “kind spirit.” Joe a “no-nonsense guy” who didn’t pull punches. Beneath that hard exterior lay a tender marshmallow. During one of Viste’s meetings with Savanna’s parents, they brought Haisley Jo. She was maybe four, five months old. “I remember Joe looking at her. The proudest grandfather in the world. His face lit up; the one time I saw Joe had joy. You could feel the sadness, the heartache.”

She carries a poignant memory of Norberta. Before Hoehn’s trial, she was interviewing Savanna’s mother, going through her testimony, when it struck her: “This is the last time she saw her daughter, and she didn’t know at the time. That will be forever imprinted on her.”

They spoke fondly of Ashton. In the summer of 2018, as Hoehn’s trial approached, the prosecutors drove to the Spirit Lake Reservation to visit him at his father’s place. To get to know him, to go over his testimony. His dad’s house, like many on Native American reservations, was reached by a confusing tangle of roads. A legacy of the federal government’s mangled layout of Indian lands. Signs and addresses were scarce. “If we’d had to find the address with no Ashton guiding us, it would have been a problem,” Martinez recalled, laughing. “He and I ended up pinging and doing location search. He was able to say, ‘Oh yeah, you just keep going down the road here.’ ”

The house was, Martinez thought, “very nice, well-kept.” Ashton’s grandmother dropped by at some point, left. As they recalled that pretty summer afternoon, their impressions of the young grieving father were nearly identical. “He was just sweet,” said Martinez. “A great kid. He showed us things he had of Savanna’s. He had dreams of Savanna.”

“Such a nice young man,” Viste said. “He told us the greatest stories about Savanna and them dating.” Joe and Norberta were “really strict,” Ashton volunteered. “So it was cute to hear that. He just loved her. He talked about how she wanted a baby. How he was first, ‘I’m not sure.’ Then, ‘Okay, let’s do this.’ How they were excited.” He showed the prosecutors a notebook. He and Savanna had written the baby’s name on it. Ashton was back in school, trying to rebuild his life. “He talked about how he wasn’t going to let this destroy him or his daughter’s future.” There was a sadness, too. “He had a lot to figure out.”

They continue to cherish Ashton’s stories. “We talked about how alive that brought Savanna for us. Of these two kids in love, running and hiding from her dad,” recalled Viste.



At night, Martinez sometimes lies awake replaying Savanna’s murder. “How could it have been prevented? Were there signs? Why her?” She still can’t get past the reality that they picked a victim in the same building. The memories were so vivid, so painful, in all honesty, there were times Martinez avoided me. “It’s hard to talk about. It was just so awful what happened to her,” she told me during one phone interview. “And thinking what her last moments might have been like… It’s just indescribable. She never got to experience the motherhood that she looked forward to.”

When Hoehn was acquitted in September 2018, resentenced in October 2019, the prosecutors were profoundly disappointed. Yet they realized getting a conviction would be tough. “Looking back, people in the community had a real sense this is a slam dunk. Knowing what the law was and the evidence, I knew this was not a slam dunk,” Viste recalled.

When Haisley Jo’s kidnapper received only twenty years, the Greywinds were dumbfounded, shattered. “I think they were very hurt, very upset,” Viste recalled. “We had a very brief discussion that was cordial. They couldn’t believe this man would be free again.”

Viste can’t believe it either, really. “At least for me, there’s no justice. How do you ever have justice for a situation like this? Because there’s no way to restore this.”

Though it’s, admittedly, of little comfort, some good did arise. “Norberta and Joe have highlighted the experience of Indigenous women,” Viste pointed out. “Some legislation has passed.” The young pregnant Native woman with the luminous smile, open heart, remained with her, too. Viste has a memory of Savanna someone sent to her. As she continues to prosecute new cases, it gives her purpose, strength.

In her office at the Cass County Courthouse, Martinez keeps two framed pictures of Savanna’s daughter from the trial. In one Haisley Jo looks back, wears “cute little purple socks.” In the other the baby sits sweetly with her dad. Almost four years on, there isn’t a day she doesn’t think about Savanna. “I probably will for the rest of my life.”




Chapter Thirty-Seven AUGUST

AUGUST ROLLS AROUND, A MONTH of remembrance and ache. Another summer without Savanna.

First comes her birthday, the ninth. When Haisley Jo is three years old, she stands on a chair at a long wooden table, her hair in pigtails. Stirring batter in a bowl. She’s making her mother’s birthday cake. She has done this since she was old enough to sit up by herself, manage a spoon. Her eyes down, her mouth open, she looks determined, like she’s concentrating. Or maybe she’s simply pleased with her efforts? Next to her, a toddler in a high chair gazes across the table. Norberta sits there, too, slightly off camera, her hands folded. Behind them a long window looks out to dense green trees.

The cake is done. It perches on a plate, two dark layers smothered in a field of frothy white icing, big sunflowers, Savanna’s name in bright yellow icing. A bundle of balloons floats above the table. A framed photograph of Savanna, a familiar glam shot, is propped near the cake. She’s unsmiling, her makeup and hair gorgeous, carefully done. Later, Joe and Norberta and Joe Jr. and Haisley Jo, in a red Mickey Mouse T-shirt, stand in a field outside. Release the balloons into the wide sky.

Haisley Jo is growing up. She’s taking dance lessons, wears sparkly tutus, white tights, and ballet shoes. Seeing her affected poses, it’s difficult not to smile, think of Savanna. In one picture, she stands in a roomy kitchen in a ballet outfit, hands on her hips, swinging her hip to one side, her head cocked, mugging for the camera. She loves holidays. Before Easter, she sits at a table earnestly dyeing hard-boiled eggs pretty colors—orange, magenta, pink—adorning them with stickers, Norberta close by. She seems to have a sunny spirit. In the Greywinds’ yard is an old metal swing set. On Easter, she flops over the seat of a swing in her pretty white dress with black stripes, yellow flowers, a cropped yellow sweater, smiling. Kicking her stockinged legs.

On August 9, 2021, Savanna would have turned twenty-six. This year, Haisley Jo doesn’t bake a cake. Instead, there’s a store-bought chocolate sheet cake with white frosting and green icing; green being, of course, Savanna’s favorite color. Sitting at her grandma’s dining room table, Haisley Jo spoons up a square of cake. Savanna’s photograph on the table nearby, in its usual place of honor.

The next day, a post appears on Savanna’s official Facebook page. Only the second one in a year:

“It was Savanna’s birthday yesterday [image: heart emoji] haisley was very excited to celebrate it. When we sang Happy birthday she told us to hold on because she had to go grab her picture [image: frowning face emoji] [image: heart emoji] when we let the balloons go she said mommy savanna will catch the balloons in heaven [image: heart emoji]”

On August 20 comes another ritual, perhaps the hardest. On this unusually cool summer day, the family travels to Fargo, to visit Savanna’s grave. Over time the sultry heat has scorched the grass around the gray marble headstone engraved with her image. As always, Haisley Jo has brought her mother gifts. A pot of yellow chrysanthemums, a stuffed giraffe, a stuffed owl. As always, there are photographs to mark the anniversary.

In one, Haisley Jo stands in front of her mother’s grave. She has grown taller; her shoulders now reaching above the headstone. She’s dressed in a loose sleeveless T-shirt, shorts, sandals, her feet planted firmly on the ground, her hands on her hips. Her expression is fierce, almost silly. Just as her stylish mom used to occasionally do, she’s wearing sunglasses with pink rims.

But it’s another photo, more natural, tender, that touches the heart. As she stands in front of Savanna’s grave, her sunglasses in her small hands, her eyes to the side, her mouth a thin line, Haisley Jo seems lost in thought, far away.




EPILOGUE

SINCE I BEGAN WRITING ABOUT the issue of missing and murdered Native American women nearly five years ago, there has been a semblance of progress. Because of Savanna’s murder, sadly, there is certainly more public awareness about the long-ignored crisis.

There are also efforts by political leaders, law enforcement, and the courts to attend to the issue, to move the needle on policy. A number of states such as North Dakota, Montana, and Minnesota have launched MMIW task forces to get a handle on the number of cases, to see what victims and their families need. This comes, we must remember, only after decades of activism by Native American tribal leaders, advocates, and families. They worked their hearts out. Finally, Congress is listening.

In late 2020, after first being introduced by former senator Heidi Heitkamp in late 2017, Savanna’s Act passed. It calls for the Department of Justice to improve the response by law enforcement and increase coordination among agencies. It will also bolster the lack of data on missing and murdered Native Americans. Lastly, it will also require all US attorneys—not simply those in Indian Country—to develop law enforcement and justice protocols for missing persons.

The Not Invisible Act also passed, in late 2020, largely due to the persistence of former New Mexico Democratic representative Deb Haaland (Laguna Pueblo), one of the bill’s sponsors. An advisory committee of local, tribal, and federal stakeholders will make recommendations to the Department of the Interior and Department of Justice on best practices to reduce violence against Native women and girls, and the trafficking of Native Americans and Alaska Natives. Incredibly, Haaland, the first Native American cabinet member in US history, now oversees the very commission she brought into being. In May 2022, she chose several prominent Native advocates for the commission, as well as tribal members, service providers, law enforcement and federal partners, family members of missing and murdered individuals. She also included survivors, whose voices in shaping policy have been glaringly absent.

In 2021, the interior secretary also announced a do-over of Operation Lady Justice, a feckless MMIW initiative started under former president Donald Trump. Called the Missing and Murdered Unit (MMU), and housed within the Bureau of Indian Affairs of Justice Services, the MMU will provide resources and funding to investigate these cases in Indian Country, so long ignored. If the program works as intended, it could be transformative, allowing families to find closure and a path to justice.

Then there is VAWA. After years of inertia, of objection to certain provisions from GOP senators, VAWA was finally reauthorized in early 2022. For Native women, there was much to celebrate. Most important, it reaffirmed tribal nations’ sovereignty to deal with violence in their own lands, restoring jurisdiction over crimes committed by non-Native offenders—including sexual assault, sex trafficking, stalking, and child abuse. It also extended criminal jurisdiction to non-Natives living or employed on tribal lands, or the spouse or partner of a tribal member.

But those struggling to prevent violence did not get everything they wanted. They did not secure the right for women to be protected from guns. Regrettably, VAWA22 did not end the “boyfriend loophole,” directed at dating abusers who harm women with firearms. The NRA lobbied fiercely against it, ensuring many Republican senators would not support it. Consider this: nearly half of all women killed in the United States are murdered by a current or former intimate partner. A woman is five times more likely to be murdered when her abuser has access to a gun. So, yes, there has been change. But much more needs to happen before Native women and girls are safe.

In May 2022, Amnesty International USA released a sobering report: The Never-Ending Maze: Continued Failure to Protect Indigenous Women from Sexual Violence in the USA. It found that the federal government continued to fail to protect the human rights of Native American and Alaska Native women, calling such violence epidemic. As for why, the reasons were all too familiar. The “steady erosion” of tribal government authority. The “chronic” failure to adequately fund law enforcement and Indigenous health services. The “purposefully complex” jurisdictional process. This “piecemeal approach” to addressing the crisis had not budged the “staggeringly high rates” of sexual violence in fifteen years.

The reality is that Native women continue to disappear, to be murdered, to never be found. In 2019, I wrote about Khadijah Rose Britton, a twenty-three-year-old Wailaki member of the Round Valley Tribes in Covelo, California. She was last seen on the night of February 7, 2018, allegedly being forced by her ex-boyfriend at gunpoint into a car. Although several law enforcement agencies and hundreds of community members have looked for her, she is still missing.

Where is she?
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	When September dawned: People, September 18, 2018.

	On September 4: Court records.
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	lived in Tokio: Ibid.

	Sioux Manufacturing Corporation: Interview with Norberta and Joe Greywind.

	Norberta laughed: Ibid.

	Warwick High School: Ibid.

	Savanna got: Ibid.

	She worked at Eventide: Ibid.
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	flattered him: Ibid.

	Hoehn grumbled: Ibid.

	Loos helpfully reminded him: Ibid.

	Loos offered sympathy: Ibid.

	Hoehn seemingly acknowledged this: Ibid.

	squirming in his chair: Ibid. Details in this section are from the police interview with Hoehn.
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	He didn’t know: Ibid.

	three police visits: Ibid.

	Fuck this: Ibid.
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	Cass County District Judge Tom Olson: Ibid.

	Gloria Allred chastised: High Plains Reader, October 31, 2018.

	Savanna’s Act: Ibid.

	Hoehn was upset: Ibid.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


	freezing winter wind: The details in this section are from a YouTube video, “The REDress Project,” the National Museum of the American Indian, April 8, 2019. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lH7FuxzrFvs.

	Jaime Black: Ibid. Details in this section about Black are from a YouTube interview with her at the museum.

	awareness of MMIW: “ ‘An Abomination’: Republicans Try to Strip Tribal Jurisdiction from Violence Against Women Act,” indianz.com, March 18, 2019. https://www.indianz.com/News/2019/03/18/an-abomination-republicans-try-to-strip.asp.

	VAWA13 was put: “VAWA2013’s Special Domestic Violence Criminal Jurisdiction Five-Year Report,” ncai.org, March 20, 2018. https://www.ncai.org/resources/ncai-publications/SDVCJ_5_Year_Report.pdf.

	Representative Jim Sensenbrenner: “An Abomination,” indianz.com, March 18, 2019. Details in this section about the House vote are from this article.
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	a female veteran: Interview with Ruth Buffalo. Details in this section about Buffalo’s presence at the meeting are from my interview with her.
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