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For Joel Gotler, who always has my back.





EL PASO TIMES, ONLINE EDITION, 01.14.2023: BODY OF SLAIN MURDER SUSPECT DISAPPEARS FROM CITY MORGUE; POLICE, CORONER BAFFLED


In a bizarre echo of a cold case from 2007, the body of a woman has disappeared overnight from the morgue at the El Paso Office of the Medical Examiner. An autopsy was due to be carried out this morning, but when forensic techs arrived to prepare the corpse of Rebecca Carter for the medical examiner, it was missing. A search of the building on Alberta Avenue was carried out immediately, but no trace of the body was found. Officers of the El Paso Police Department, the El Paso County Sheriff’s Office, and agents from the Federal Bureau of Investigation are currently scouring security camera footage.

The body’s disappearance is eerily reminiscent of a related event of over fifteen years ago: Rebecca Carter’s daughter, Monica, 12, was found brutally murdered in a park in their home city of Madison, Wisconsin. Like her mother’s, Monica Carter’s body went missing before an autopsy could be performed. Rebecca Carter disappeared from her own mother’s home shortly after, and was declared legally dead nine years later. Madison police investigators at the time assumed Rebecca Carter had somehow stolen her daughter’s body before going on the run. Investigators theorized that, in a state of grief, Rebecca Carter might have taken Monica’s corpse to an isolated location and committed suicide. Then, on the evening of December 24, 2022, Rebecca Carter was apprehended at a crime scene outside Flagstaff, Arizona. That arrest was the first in a series of events that resulted in Carter’s death as well as that of FBI agent Marc Donner in northeast El Paso yesterday evening.

The FBI has been reluctant to share information on the case, but it is believed that Agent Donner had been investigating a series of killings across the western United States, the victims all adult males. A source revealed that many of these men had previously been charged with or convicted of crimes against minors, but an FBI spokesperson refused to confirm or deny this assertion. On December 24, 2022, an interagency team of FBI, Flagstaff PD, and Arizona State Troopers arrested Carter at the scene of one such killing and brought her to the FBI’s Flagstaff field office for interrogations. A source stated that a child had been sighted at the scene but ran into the forest. Again, an FBI spokesperson refused comment.

At some point in the early hours of December 25, 2022, Rebecca Carter escaped from custody, killing one agent and seriously wounding another. She was immediately placed on the FBI’s Most Wanted list with a $200,000 reward offered for information leading to her capture. The same source stated that Agent Marc Donner was placed on administrative leave pending disciplinary proceedings. It is unclear how, almost three weeks later, Agent Donner and Rebecca Carter came to be in a disused auto shop on Mohair Drive. Eyewitnesses saw Agent Donner fatally shoot Rebecca Carter before he was in turn shot by officers of the El Paso Police Department. The FBI has stated that Agent Donner was not acting in any official capacity, but both they and El Paso PD refused to comment on rumors that a child was being held hostage at the scene and subsequently escaped. Until it was deleted in the early hours of this morning, the FBI’s Most Wanted listing for Rebecca Carter stated that she had been traveling with a young girl whom she claimed was her daughter.

Our source, on condition of anonymity, said: “This whole thing’s a mess. There are so many things that don’t add up, and so many people and agencies involved, it’s practically impossible to say what exactly happened.”

The source refused to speculate on the presence of a child at the scene of Carter’s and Donner’s deaths. The investigation into these deaths, and the disappearance of Rebecca Carter’s body, is ongoing.







One

Knock, knock, knock.

The noise woke her.

‘Housekeeping,’ a voice called.

Rebecca’s stomach lurched as her consciousness fell into place then slipped away again. Cold tile against her back and shoulders. Something hard against the side of her head, hurting now, as if it had been pressed there a long time. She forced her eyes open.

Blood, everywhere.

She couldn’t focus, but she could see the red well enough. A sickly ball of gas bubbled up from her belly, into her throat, then bile filled her mouth. She coughed it out, red sputum, letting it spill down her chin and onto her chest. The toilet bowl right beside her, her head propped against the side of the cistern. The water nearly black.

Knock, knock, knock, knock, knock.

Ringed fingers on wood.

‘Good morning, hello, housekeeping.’

A woman’s voice, cracked and heavily accented, sing-songing the words as if she’d called them out a thousand times before.

Rebecca saw the man opposite her, slumped against the bathtub. Legs outstretched as if reaching to her, hands loose in his lap. His head against the side of the bath, his neck at an unnatural angle. The gash beneath his jawline. His clothes soaked red.

Fragments of mirror lay scattered over the floor, the largest of them coated in blood. Rebecca looked down at her right palm, the memory of pain there. A wound not long healed. Another phantom ache at the back of her head.

An image flashed in her mind: the man, looming over her, her throat in his hand. Him pushing her head back again and again, smashing it into the mirror over the sink. The rage in his eyes, his teeth grinding together, spit at the corners of his mouth. Then his face went loose, his eyes and mouth wide with shock. The mirror shard embedded in the folds beneath his chin, hot blood cascading over Rebecca’s wrist.

The urge to vomit came upon her. Her jaw dropped as she breathed deep through her mouth, fighting to hold back whatever her stomach wanted to expel.

Knock, knock, knock, knock.

Two voices now, speaking to each other in Spanish.

They’ll come in, Rebecca thought. They’ll come in and find me here with him. Get up. Get up now.

She braced her forearm against the toilet seat and got her bare feet under her, pushing up, but they slipped on the blood-wet tiles. The rear of Rebecca’s head cracked against the wall, and a cry escaped her.

The voices outside were silent for a moment before one called, ‘Hello? You okay? Housekeeping. We come in, okay?’

Rebecca spilled forward onto her hands and knees, her palms splashing in the red. She crawled to the bathroom door and through. Bright burning sunlight cutting through the gaps between the curtains, illuminating a cheap motel room of which she had no memory. She reached the bed and rested her forearms on it, used it to push herself upright.

‘We come in,’ the voice called from the other side of the door.

No, Rebecca tried to say as she staggered around the bed, but it was little more than a hoarse bubbling in her throat. An electronic beep, and the lock’s tumblers whirred and clunked. No, she said as she stumbled toward the door, but still her voice deserted her. As the door began to open inward, Rebecca lunged at it, her hands and chest slamming into the wood, pushing the door closed.

Spanish words hissed on the other side, curses Rebecca didn’t understand.

‘No,’ she said, finding her voice buried deep in her chest.

‘Housekeeping,’ the voice replied.

‘Not today.’

‘You need towels? Toilet paper?’

‘No,’ Rebecca said. ‘No. Por favor. No mol… no molest…’

‘Okay,’ the voice replied. ‘No molestar, do not disturb, okay. There’s a sign. You put it on the door, we don’t knock, okay?’

The two voices again, muttering, whispering. Rebecca brought her eye to the peephole but could only keep it there a moment, the brutal light too hard to endure. In that moment, she saw an older woman and a younger girl, both in pink uniforms, a trolley laden with towels, toilet paper, cleaning materials. Rebecca closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against the door, heard the trolley squeak and rattle as they rolled it away, their voices low and sour with anger.

‘I would’ve killed you,’ she whispered. ‘If you’d come in, I would’ve killed you.’

Wouldn’t be the first. Wouldn’t be the last.

Rebecca pushed herself away from the door and toward the bed. Fell face down into the bunched-up comforter. So tired. Every shred of her being cried out for sleep. It had been days since she’d found rest. Last night, she remembered almost none of it, but she had slept. And she wanted more. She desired the numb darkness, the dreamless black.

But that man.

The man in the cheap suit, the one whose rental car had pulled up alongside her on the street last night and asked her: How much? She had not answered. He had asked her again, leaning down and peering up at her through the passenger window. He had asked once more: How much?

Again, Rebecca didn’t answer. He had reached over and opened the passenger door, said, Get in, think about it while we drive.

Without conscious decision, Rebecca had done as she was told.

She pulled the passenger door closed.

‘What are you on?’

Rebecca looked at him, really looked at him, for the first time. His pudgy face, his thick middle. All those broken capillaries on his nose and cheeks, glowing bright red like neon signs.

‘Meth? Ketamine? I got some stuff back at my motel, if that’s what you want. Or cash money, if that works.’

Rebecca studied him. His gray suit, his fat knuckles, the sheen on his forehead. The low, earthy smell of him, like long-fallen leaves and bitter sweat.

‘How much?’ he asked.

‘How much what?’ Rebecca said.

‘You know, how much? I can give you cash, or I got some supplies back at my motel. What do you want?’

Rebecca looked straight ahead, through the windshield to the street beyond. All the other women in their short skirts and low necklines, standing in groups of three or four, heads together, sharing secrets and cigarettes. She wondered for a moment why he had chosen her over them. Because she looked the most desperate and wretched of all these women. Some men like that. The desperation calls to them, sings to their cruelty.

‘What?’ the man asked.

Rebecca looked at him, this sad and needful creature whose life she would surely take.

She said, ‘I’m hungry.’





Two

Moonflower ran. The pack keeping pace, panting hard, paws drumming on the dirt.

Two coyotes, a Patterdale terrier, and two mutts. Even though his legs were shorter, the little terrier was the fastest of them all, weaving through the scrub like a black missile. The two mongrels scampered after, the taller of them jumping the low bushes, the smaller ducking between them. The coyotes held back, both females, still wary. But they belonged to Moonflower, no question. They would die for her.

Moonflower came to a halt and looked up at the endless expanse of sky. Stars already prickling the deep blue blanket of the new-born night. The pack did as she did. Scant wisps of cloud skated the heavens above as wind climbed the mountain, tearing the evening scents away before she could grasp them. Hunger had wrung her stomach to a dry ball of pain. The mountain scrub glowered all around. How many days and nights? Moonflower had lost count. She was alone now, that much was certain, except for the voice that had been whispering in her ear.

Low and insistent, the voice seemed to speak from somewhere just inside, as if some tiny creature had nested next to her eardrum and spoke to her in the quietest moments, or when she lingered in the strange limbo between sleep and waking. This morning, back in the cave where she had taken shelter, when her mind kaleidoscoped between the real and unreal, the voice had whispered to her that she should take one of the dogs.

They were so devoted to her that they would offer themselves gladly, lie on their backs with their bellies and throats exposed, and allow her to rip them open and feast. They would welcome it, the voice said.

‘Liar,’ Moonflower had said aloud in the dark, causing the dogs to stir around her.

Yes, they loved her, and yes, they would give her anything she wanted, but she would not take it from them.

The Patterdale—Sweeney, she called him, after the villainous barber in a book she’d read—stood erect and sniffed at the air, then gave a stream of yips.

‘You smell something?’ Moonflower asked.

Sweeney gave her one look before rocketing off through the scrub. Moonflower paused for breath then sprinted after him. The rest thrummed behind, panting, paws beating dirt. She giggled. Despite the aching sadness, the thrill of sprinting through the moonlit scrub brought a shining joy to her heart.

She wondered what scent had caught Sweeney’s attention. Out of all of them, his nose was the keenest. Even sharper than hers. In the few days he’d been part of her pack, Moonflower had learned to trust his lead. Now she followed him up a rising slope, steeper and steeper, her tattered sneakers dislodging grit and gravel, robbing her of momentum. The others passed her, the two mongrels, John and Yoko, she called them. A boy and a girl, bonded so tightly to each other that they could barely be separated.

Then the coyotes—she had no names for them yet—keeping a cautious distance. It was the other dogs who should be scared of them. Moonflower had heard of coyotes playing with domestic dogs to lure them away from their homes, but these two feared her too much to harm her friends.

The dogs all paused on the crest of the slope. All except Sweeney, who barreled on and down the other side, yip-yip-yipping as he went.

Too late, Moonflower found the scent on the rushing desert air, and her stomach rolled and growled in response. Not the blood of a wounded animal, not even the scat of a rabbit or a deer. This was a more subtle smell. Flesh, not alive, but not rotten. Clean butchered meat, ready for cooking. And above it all, the acrid sting of burning charcoal.

‘Oh, no,’ Moonflower said.

She sprinted up the remainder of the slope, but she heard the cry before she reached the top.

‘Daddy!’

A kid’s voice, bright with fear. Sweeney barking.

‘Oh, no,’ Moonflower said, ‘please, no.’

Moonflower reached the crest and looked down to a clearing in the scrub. A mobile home, new and shining, its awning out, lights glowing from within. A kettle grill, some kind of metal container on top, like a chimney filled with charcoal, gathering heat as fire spread from piece to piece. A table alongside loaded with two plastic bags full of Saran-wrapped meat. A moonlit feast ready to cook.

‘No,’ Moonflower said.

A boy child backed up against the side of the vehicle, Sweeney a few feet away, barking at him. The boy cried out for his father once more.

A door opened on the side of the mobile home, a man leaning out. ‘Hey, buddy, what’s—’

The man fell silent, staring at Sweeney. The Patterdale became quiet too, briefly, then turned his fury on the man, dashing forward, barking, backing away, then forward again.

‘Don’t move, Jerod,’ the man said. ‘Just stay real still, now. Amy?’

A woman’s voice from inside, the words indistinct.

‘Take it easy, now,’ the man said, glancing back into the mobile home. ‘Just hand me my rifle.’

More words from inside, rising in pitch.

‘Just hand me my rifle. Quick, now.’

The other dogs sensed the fear that rose up from the clearing. Low growls came from the mutts’ bellies; the coyotes hunkered down low.

‘Quiet,’ Moonflower said. The dogs became still and silent, and she took three steps down the dusty slope. ‘Sweeney,’ she called.

The Patterdale didn’t hear her, but the boy did. He stared up at her, eyes and mouth wide.

A woman, the boy’s mother, appeared in the door behind her husband, pressing a gun into his hands. A large hunting rifle, its oiled stock gleaming, a toy seldom used. He raised the butt to his shoulder, aimed the muzzle at Sweeney. The snick-snick of the bolt echoed over the hills as he chambered a round.

‘No!’

The man spun his aim to Moonflower’s voice. Whether he meant to fire or not, the muzzle flashed. Dirt plumed from the ground inches from Moonflower’s feet. The woman and the child cried out. The man stumbled down the steps and lost his grip on the rifle as he landed on his hands and knees.

The dogs surged.

‘No, stop!’

They did not heed her. The man had threatened her. It had been an accident, but it didn’t matter. They went for him like arrows to a target. Sweeney first, seizing his wrist as he reached for his rifle. The man raised his arm, howling, taking Sweeney with it. The Patterdale’s hind legs thrashed at the air as they left the ground.

The coyotes came next. The mutts held back, their caution getting the better of them, but the wild dogs did not hesitate. One went for his leg, biting down on his booted ankle. Whether by instinct or chance, the man tucked his chin down into his chest as the other coyote went for his throat. It snapped and nipped at his neck and head, seeking the softer flesh and the heat within.

Moonflower ran after them, calling, Stop, stop! They did not obey.

The woman fell from the mobile home, crawled for the rifle. One of the mutts threw itself between her and her target, bared its teeth, snarled. She froze, fingers in the dirt, and closed her eyes and mouth. The other mutt inched toward the boy as he eased himself beneath the vehicle.

Moonflower halted at the edge of the clearing. ‘Stop,’ she said, forcing her voice to be calm and firm. ‘Leave them be.’

The two mutts backed away, came to her, their bellies low to the ground.

Moonflower hunkered down and scrabbled in the dirt for a stone to fill her hand. She found one, stood, and lobbed it at the coyote that held the man’s ankle. It yelped and gave her a baleful look. Moonflower pointed to the ground beside her feet. The coyote obeyed and came to her. The other ceased its snapping at the man’s head and neck. It glared for a few moments then followed its sister. Only the Patterdale remained, dangling from the man’s wrist, feet kicking at the air.

‘Sweeney,’ Moonflower called.

The Patterdale became still, but he did not release his grip.

‘Sweeney, let him go.’

The dog opened its jaw and dropped to the ground. The man cried out in pain as he cradled his bleeding wrist to his chest.

‘Sweeney, come.’

The Patterdale did as he was told, his claws skittering in the dirt. He halted at Moonflower’s feet, the growl still rolling in his barrel chest.

‘I’m sorry,’ Moonflower said. ‘We didn’t mean to hurt you. We’re hungry, that’s all.’

As the man whimpered, and the boy cowered, the woman opened her eyes. She fixed Moonflower with her gaze as she lifted one hand and reached for the rifle.

‘Don’t,’ Moonflower said.

The woman’s hand paused, only for a moment, then moved again, fingers stretching.

‘They’ll kill you,’ Moonflower said. ‘You and your husband. I won’t be able to stop them. They’ll rip your throats out. They’ll eat you both.’

The ground beneath her feet resonated with the growling chests of the dogs. Each of them hunkered down, bared their teeth. The coyotes’ jaws snapped at the air. Fear pulsed from the darkness beneath the mobile home.

‘They’ll leave your little boy for me,’ Moonflower said.

The woman stopped, her quivering fingers an inch from the rifle, staring at her. She remained there for a time, reaching, trembling, staring, terror rolling from her in waves. Then she moved away, back toward her mewling husband. She took him in her arms, cradled and rocked him, both of them weeping. The boy crawled from under the vehicle and scrambled to his parents, buried himself between their tangled bodies.

Through their pain, their fear, Moonflower felt their love.

For the briefest of moments, she hated them for it. The idea danced through her mind, no more than a flashing instant, to set the dogs on them. The idea burned out as quickly as it had flared, and then she hated herself more than she ever could have hated them. She pushed the traitorous thoughts to the back of her consciousness.

‘Stay,’ she said.

The dogs obeyed, still growling, as Moonflower went to the table by the smoking grill. She lifted the two bags of meat, glancing inside: burgers, steaks, pork chops, all in styrofoam trays and sealed in Saran wrap. The smell of iron filled her head, and her stomach roiled. She looked down at the man, still crying in pain, one hand gripping his injured wrist. Blood pattered through his fingers onto the dirt.

Moonflower’s tongue moved behind her teeth, moistening her mouth. Her stomach seemed to reach up into her throat. All that blood, right there for the taking. She imagined her lips sealing around the punctures in the man’s wrist, the hot sweetness filling her mouth. Swallowing, her hunger sated.

No.

If she took him, she would have to take them all.

Do it anyway, the voice in her ear said. No longer a whisper, the voice rang out bold and loud.

‘No,’ Moonflower said.

Do it, the voice said. Take them all. Devour them. Feel their warmth in your mouth, in your throat, in your belly. Do it.

‘Be quiet,’ Moonflower said.

The boy and his parents stared at her. Maybe they thought she was crazy. Maybe she was.

‘Don’t come after us,’ she said.

Moonflower climbed the slope, up into the scrub, not hurrying. Her pack followed, panting, excited, jumping up at her hands to sniff at the packed meat. At the crest, Moonflower paused and looked back down to the clearing.

The parents rocked in each other’s arms.

The boy stood apart from them, staring up at her.

Moonflower stared back.

Then she ran.





Three

For Special Agent Sarah McGrath, the few days after her partner’s death were a blur. Marc Donner’s final words to her had been lost in raging madness before the line went dead. She had stared at the phone in her hand for a time, frozen in uncertainty. He was about to do something terrible, she knew that much, and there was no way to talk him down. She had done the only sane thing she could: She had called the El Paso Police Department and given them his location, told them he was holding a child captive, and that the child was in danger.

Donner had screamed at her for her betrayal, but she’d had no choice. She told herself that over and over again, desperate for it to be true. After the final volley of curses, and the sound of Donner’s phone hitting something hard, the line went dead. She called his name into the silence, over and over, even though she knew it was futile.

How much time had passed while she stood in her kitchen, staring at the phone’s display? She didn’t know, only that it had gotten cold, the chill seeping from the tiles into her bare feet, to the ache in her calves.

She should’ve called Special Agent-in-Charge Lawrence Holstein. Of course she should have. But she didn’t. McGrath had cursed herself for being a coward, but she knew if she spoke to her boss then, she would spill everything, tell him whatever was happening all those miles away in El Paso was her fault because she’d helped Donner track down the woman and her daughter, fed him the information he needed.

So, instead, she went upstairs and crept into her and Cara’s bedroom. Matthew, their son, lay next to Cara, both of them snoring softly. McGrath eased into the bed beside them, and Matthew huffed and rolled over, his lips coming to rest against her shoulder. She spent the next hours lying still, gazing at the ceiling, her phone in her hand, knowing that at some point it would thrum with a call.

At a little after five in the morning, it did.

McGrath sat upright and thumbed the green icon, brought the phone to her ear. ‘Sir,’ she said.

‘Agent McGrath,’ Holstein said. ‘Sarah.’

Her name. Oh God, why did he say her first name? She knew the answer to that question. All she needed was for him to say it out loud.

‘Donner’s dead.’

She lay back on her pillow, silent for a time, the phone held to her breast. After a while she heard Holstein say her name, and again. She returned the phone to her ear.

‘I’m here,’ she said.

‘Are you listening?’ he asked.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Special Agent Donner was killed last night. He was shot dead by two officers of the El Paso Police Department. I’ve spoken with the chief there and he’s assured me that Marc was given sufficient warning before the officers opened fire. He tells me Marc was holding a child hostage. A little girl. He had already fatally shot a woman. But I guess you knew all that.’

He stopped speaking, leaving a silence that needed to be broken. She couldn’t. Her tongue would not move. All air had left the room. The world had frozen around her, become a still photograph.

She had a sense then of crossing a border. That her world would forever have a before and after that hinged on that moment.

‘Sarah, do you hear me?’

‘Yes, sir,’ she said.

‘Tell me you didn’t help Donner track down Rebecca Carter,’ he said.

Only one idea came to her mind. A question. She knew as she spoke that she would regret it, but the question needed an answer.

‘Did they get the girl?’ she asked.

Holstein became quiet.

‘Did they get her?’

She heard an inhalation followed by an expulsion of air. The sound of a man in retreat.

‘A woman died at the scene, a gunshot to the chest. The local PD assume Donner killed her. That’s all I know right now.’

‘Rebecca Carter,’ she said.

‘I think that’s a logical assumption.’

‘Then the child was her daughter.’

‘She didn’t have a daughter,’ Holstein said. ‘Not alive, anyway. Her daughter died fifteen years ago.’

‘That’s right,’ McGrath said, knowing it wasn’t.



In the following days, she endured one interview after another, first with Holstein, then the Inspection Division, and an online interview with detectives from El Paso PD. She answered the questions as best she could, but it didn’t seem to be good enough for any of them. They reacted in different ways: Holstein was exasperated, exhausted, frustrated; the Inspection Division agents were cold and matter of fact, but their eyes told another story; the El Paso cops were angry, pissed off that this mess had been dropped in their laps.

When Holstein had finished his questions, he slumped forward, his face in his hands, his elbows on his desk. Special Agent-in-Charge Lawrence Holstein had been McGrath’s boss for the best part of a decade. He could be an asshole, just like all bosses, but she’d always respected him. And he respected her, and Donner. That was why he gave Donner enough leeway to chase down Rebecca Carter. That was why he now felt responsible for everything that had gone wrong.

‘We should’ve stopped him,’ Holstein said, his words muted by the heels of his hands pressing against his lips.

Afterward, McGrath remembered the ground shifting a little beneath her chair, there in Holstein’s shitty little office on the fourth floor of the Hoover Building. In all the years she’d worked under him, she’d never seen him so small, so fractured. Part of her wanted to reach across his desk, take his hand, tell him everything was all right. But she didn’t. She couldn’t. She knew it would be a lie.

‘We tried,’ McGrath said.

Holstein looked out from behind his hands. ‘Not hard enough,’ he said. ‘I gave him too much room, too much freedom. I should’ve reined him in. Ordered him to back off.’

‘He wouldn’t have listened,’ she said. ‘Not to you or me, not to anyone.’

Holstein slumped back into his chair, shrinking before her eyes, withering like a party balloon that’s been hanging too long. She saw the tears in his eyes and had to look away. He sniffed hard and wiped them with the back of his right hand. Then he snapped back into himself, leaned forward, and his voice hardened.

‘I’ll do what I can for you,’ he said. ‘The Inspection Division is going to tear you to shreds and feed you to the Office of Professional Responsibility piece by piece. But I’ll vouch for you, tell them you tried to stop him. It was you who called it in, they can’t argue with that. But be honest with me, please.’

He emphasized the last word and paused until she looked back up to meet his gaze.

‘Is there anything you’re not telling me?’ he asked.

‘Nothing,’ she said.

He knew that was untrue, but he didn’t argue.
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	FV: You’re not in trouble, don’t worry.

	TA: Don’t worry? Look, I need this job, man. I got a kid in college. Every penny I got is—

	FV: Your job is not at risk, I promise. I just need you to be honest with me.

	TA: I’ve been honest. Every cop and fed questioned me today, I told them all the same thing. I told them the truth.

	FV: I understand that. Now I need you to do the same for me.
(pause, sound of shuffling feet, hard breathing)


	TA: All right, goddammit. What you want to know?

	FV: Okay. You received Rebecca Carter’s remains on the morning of January fourteenth, correct?

	TA: Yeah. Her and the deceased male.

	FV: Special Agent Marc Donner.

	TA: I didn’t know he was FBI right then. He was just a deceased male, him and the deceased female. It was past the end of my shift. I shouldn’t even have been here, only Luis called me and said he had to go talk to the principal at his boy’s junior high before school started. That kid’s got problems, you know? So, I said, sure, I’ll cover the start of his shift as long as he’s not gonna keep me too long. Then I got the call saying they were bringing these two bodies over from the hospital, be ready to receive them. It’d been quiet, we only had a couple sudden deaths the night before, an OD and an accidental, some old lady fell down some stairs.

	FV: Okay, so the ambulance arrives with the bodies. Then what?

	TA: It’s a van, not an ambulance. An unmarked van.

	FV: All right, the van arrives, then what?

	TA: The driver backs it into the loading bay. We got two bays here. I had the gurneys ready. The driver helped me lift the body bags onto the gurneys and I took them to the X-ray room. I did the X-rays and—

	FV: While they were still in the body bags?

	TA: Yeah, that’s how it works. Especially with gunshot victims. Means we can see where the bullets are before anything gets disturbed. So, I did that, then I moved them to the examination room.

	FV: Still in the bags?

	TA: Still in the bags. I broke the seals and opened up the bags, then I took photographs. You saw those, right? They’re still clothed and everything, and their hands are wrapped in plastic to preserve whatever’s under their nails and so on. That’s when Luis showed up to take over. He was kind of in a fluster, running late and all. I let him get on with it, getting everything ready for the external examination. He assisted Dr. Mason in that, as far as I know. They would’ve stripped the bodies, looked for trace evidence, that kind of—

	FV: But in the time you had Rebecca Carter’s body in your care, are you certain she was dead?
(pause)


	TA: The fuck you talking about?

	FV: Are you certain Rebecca Carter was deceased?

	TA: Hospitals don’t tend to send living people over to us. They’re pretty thorough about these things.

	FV: I understand that, but the body you received here, Rebecca Carter’s body, are you absolutely certain she was dead?

	TA: Well, she was stone cold and she had a bullet hole right through her lung, so yeah, I’d say she was pretty goddamn dead.






Four

Feral child, the news report said.

Rebecca had turned on the TV hoping the noise would drown out the storm that had been raging inside her skull when she woke. It didn’t work. She had let it play while she lay on the bed, staring at the stains on the ceiling. The motel room’s myriad odors melded and separated, clawing their way into her head, bringing waves of nausea. The low scents of the thousands who’d lain on this bed before her, and whatever they’d left behind to soak into the mattress. She rolled onto her side and retched, spilling a mouthful of thick blackish-red liquid.

She might have slept some more, she couldn’t be sure, but the newscaster’s words grabbed her attention. Rebecca sat upright, her head swimming at the sudden movement.

On the TV screen, dry mountain scrub, a mobile home. A kettle grill on its side, a folding chair collapsed flat on the dirt. Words slid across the ticker at the bottom of the screen: FERAL GIRL SIGHTED, FAMILY ATTACKED.

Rebecca forced herself to focus on the images, to listen to the voice of the reporter. She crawled to the foot of the bed and onto the floor, dragging bloodstained sheets with her, then crawled to the dresser and the television that rested upon it. Rebecca brought her fingertips to the screen, felt the crackling static electricity against her skin.

‘… while the father suffered minor injuries, believed to be dog bites. Commander Emil Perez of the El Paso Police Department, Westside Regional Command, played down reports of a young girl living in the mountains above the city.’

The news report cut to a middle-aged man wearing a black-and-blue uniform. A single microphone hovered beneath his chin. Dark out when it was recorded.

‘Coyote attacks are incredibly rare, but they do happen from time to time, particularly when members of the public stray from the designated campgrounds around the park. That’s why we recommend visitors to the Franklin Mountains use the facilities provided. If folks do that, then they have no need to fear the local coyote population.’

The microphone ducked out of view, and a woman spoke.

‘We’re hearing reports that there was a young girl with the pack of dogs. Since this isn’t the first such sighting, can you comment on that?’

As the microphone returned to the police officer’s mouth, it picked up the withering tail of his sigh.

‘Listen, we’ve conducted several searches in several different areas, us and the Combined Search and Rescue crews, and we’ve found no evidence of a child wandering the mountains.’

‘A source in the department told us a child had fled the scene of the killing of FBI agent Marc Donner ten days—’

‘No,’ Commander Perez said, his voice sharp, his dark eyes burning. ‘That’s simply not true. Obviously, that’s an ongoing case, so I can’t comment beyond advising you not to repeat that kind of wild speculation.’

‘But we’re hearing rumors of a child fleeing a murder scene in El Paso only a few days ago, followed by sightings of a girl in the mountains overlooking the city. That’s quite a coincidence, isn’t it?’

The police officer shook his head.

‘I’m not going to waste my time or yours on this kind of nonsense. Again, we have conducted several searches and found no trace of a child in the park. That’s all I’m going to say on the matter.’

The report cut back to the studio, and the anchorwoman addressed the camera, assuring the audience she would share any new information that came to light.

Wheels turned inside Rebecca’s head. Since she’d become aware in the morgue, a cold, tiled room—how many days ago?—she had been putting herself back together, piece by piece. Her consciousness had slammed into being in one blinding instant of pain but brought with it no memory of who she was or who she had been. That came back in dim shadows over the following days, images floating through her mind, some taking shape and solidifying while others faded and dissolved into nothing. The first thing had been her name. That, and the gnawing hunger.

The first night, she had walked the damp, cold corridors of the building—something like a hospital, but not quite—naked, wandering in circles, ducts and pipes above her head. Itching, burning pain drew a line from her chest to her back, memory of a wound. That was the first thing that came back to her: a flash, a booming explosion, then something piercing her. Then there was no air, her breath bubbling and wet in her chest until she drowned. Someone leaning over her, holding her, begging her not to go. A girl. Rebecca had tried to bring the girl’s face into focus, but it remained a blur.

Someone she loved, she knew that much.

As she turned another corner in the winding bowels of the building, Rebecca had heard something along the corridor. There, a door held open by a fire extinguisher. A whirring and rumbling within. She entered the room, the floor wetting the soles of her feet. Before her, banks of machines, bed sheets rolling inside. To one side, a basket against the wall. Above it, a handwritten sign read: FOR INCINERATOR. She went to the basket and reached inside, digging through the clothes. They were packed in tight, so she tipped the basket over, spilling clothes onto the wet floor. Soon she wore a bloodstained sweatshirt, a pair of torn jeans that were too big at the waist, and thin-soled slippers.

There was a metal door on one side of the room, painted dark green, an illuminated sign above it saying EMERGENCY EXIT. Rebecca pressed the bar on the door and it swung outwards. A high electronic alarm sounded somewhere close by. She covered her ears and stepped out into the night.

Rebecca had walked until the sky turned from black to deep blue, then burnt orange. When the sun edged above the buildings, she felt the prickling on her skin. She had spent the night in fear, but now the fear became sharp like a blade, an instinct taking hold of her. By the time she found a pile of garbage and cardboard in an alleyway, as she was burying herself beneath it, her hands had begun to redden, a crushing pain swelling behind her eyes.

She had lain awake through that first day, hiding in the filth from the enemy sun, riding the waves of her fear. Her mind threatened to come loose and fly away from her grasp, and she might have let it go but for one thing: the girl who had held her and begged her not to go.

That one thought, that one image, had remained in her mind these strange days and nights since she woke on a steel table. The rest of herself had coalesced around the girl who bit into her own wrist and let her blood drip onto Rebecca’s lips, her teeth, her tongue. The taste of her.

She had spat out what she could, rejected it, but enough had remained to change her, to wake her long after there should have been no more waking.

A girl Rebecca knew was a part of her, had always been. Pale skin, dark eyes, and a shock of wild black hair. And love, so bright and searing hot that she could feel it still, all these days after.

Now, amid the low and churning odors of this motel room, Rebecca watched the television as a policeman denied any knowledge of a feral child roaming the mountains. A reporter pressed him, described numerous sightings of a girl running with a pack of dogs, but the policeman wouldn’t yield.

Rebecca backed away from the television, her legs still tangled in the sheets, and leaned against the foot of the bed. A name formed in her mind. Not a proper name, not something you would call a person, but a name nonetheless. She said it aloud, feeling the shape of it in her mouth as it became real. And again.

‘Moonflower,’ she said.





Five

A dark and bloody dream stirred Moonflower to waking as light faded from the mouth of the cave. By the time she had become fully aware, the dream had faded into shadows, but a phantom taste lingered on her tongue, cloying and acidic, and a murmur of words in her ear.

You should’ve taken them, the voice said.

Your belly would now be full, and you would sleep deep and long.

Moonflower told the voice to hush, she would not listen.

The dogs huddled around her in a warm mass of fur. The Patterdale sighed and huffed, then burrowed further into the space between Moonflower’s thighs and stomach. The dogs had eaten well the night before. Moonflower had opened each of the packaged steaks and brought the deep red flesh to her mouth. She mashed the meat between her lips, dragging out the hemoglobin until the steaks felt dry and stringy on her tongue. She then threw each one to the dogs in turn, Sweeney the Patterdale getting his first because he had tracked the campsite down. Brave little man.

It hadn’t been enough. Moonflower had slept little. Every time she had dipped into slumber, the grinding in her stomach woke her. It hurt like a twisting blade, knotting her insides. And with every twist came the voice, telling her what she should’ve done, how good it would’ve tasted, how it would’ve filled her up till she was brimming over.

Shush, she told it.

Moonflower didn’t know how she’d lasted so long without feeding, how she’d kept the run of herself. For the first week or so, the thing inside had remained in the depths of her, only surfacing in her jagged and bloody dreams in the few snatches of sleep she’d been able to claim. Perhaps it knew the futility of rising, that it would find nothing but the mountain scrub and this pack of dogs. And she would not let it take one of them; she would die first.

But now it crept to the surface, whispering its poisonous words to her.

Shush.

The temperature fell, the breeze from the mouth of the cave carrying the night’s early chill. Moonflower sat upright, disturbing Sweeney. The Patterdale tumbled onto his back, righted himself, then pushed his head into Moonflower’s belly, seeking her comfort. She scratched him behind the ears and told him, Shush.

Her stomach growled, frightening the dog. She reached for him, telling him it was okay, not to worry. Moonflower stood and climbed to the mouth of the cave. Sweeney followed, pressed himself against her leg.

The cave rested in a hollow, a single path leading between two high slopes. The path channeled the wind, carrying dust, piling sand at the cave’s threshold. Sweeney sniffed at the breeze. So did Moonflower. She found nothing in the air’s currents. Neither did Sweeney. He lay down at her feet, resting his snout on his paws.

‘Should we go out?’ Moonflower asked.

She looked down at the dog as if he might reply with a reasoned answer. He glanced up at her, huffed, and returned his chin to his toes.

Last night, they had gone too far. The dogs, and her too. Just a family out camping, and they had made them afraid. The little boy hiding under the motorhome: That image had been playing in Moonflower’s mind through every wakeful hour since. Moonflower knew fear; it clawed at her to have inflicted it on someone else. Someone who didn’t deserve it.

She thought it had been ten days and nights, but she couldn’t be sure. Ten days and nights since Mom had died in her arms. Moonflower had begged her not to go, but she went anyway. Anger filled Moonflower’s heart, shoulder to shoulder with the sorrow. She couldn’t tell which weighed more, only that it was all she could bear.

Moonflower had bitten into her own wrist, through skin and vein, until she tasted her red self. Then she had held her wrist over Mom’s open mouth so that she could take it, swallow it, and change.

But Mom had spat it out.

Moonflower had given her a chance to live, but she had refused it. That thought haunted her more than any other. A question nagged to be asked. A part of her, one buried deep inside where the hunger lived, knew the answer. She could not stand to hear it.

The hunger clawed at her stomach once more, and she almost dropped to her knees. Sweeney shot to his feet and nuzzled her ankles as if he could cure what tormented her by touch alone. She would have to feed soon. The thing inside would only wait so long. She had never had to choose for herself. Mom had always done it for her. Men, mostly, who had done bad things. Or planned to do bad things. Mom had ways of finding the bad men. They involved smartphones and social media accounts, and Moonflower had neither of those. And even if she did, she feared that she wouldn’t know the bad from good. When the hunger took over, when the thing inside rose up and took control, how would she choose? What if the hunger had taken her last night? What if she had listened to that whispering voice and dragged the little boy out from under the mobile home?

She tasted him now. The idea of him. His blood filling her mouth, her throat, her stomach. In her mind, she fed hard, drained him, left him limp and empty. His parents too. Gorging herself, her belly so full she couldn’t move.

Should’ve, the voice said.

No, she shouldn’t have. Wouldn’t have. No matter how hungry she might be. Those people didn’t deserve it.

But who did?

Moonflower sat down, her knees up to her chin. Sweeney tried to climb into her lap, but she pushed him away. He nestled at her feet instead, his head popping up now and then, sniffing at the air.

She hated the smell of herself. The clothes she’d been wearing all these days. Her sweat, the sour odors from the creases of her body. She imagined a pool of water, just big enough to dip into, letting it wash her clean. It did no good. No more than imagining a mouthful of sweet warm coppery blood.

‘Fuck,’ she said, out loud.

Mom would’ve scolded her for it. Don’t swear, she would’ve said, her tongue sharp. And Moonflower would’ve ducked her head, and said sorry, and meant it.

No more. Never again.

She tried to identify the emotion that came with the image of her mother. Was it grief? That’s what you do, isn’t it? Grieve the dead. But that didn’t seem the right word. She mourned her mother’s absence, yes, but there seemed no finality to it, like a circle that wasn’t quite complete. Like a sliver of a gap that allows the light in. Even so, this emotion, whatever it was, turned like a rusty screw inside of her.

Moonflower bowed her head and wept. Not the first time, wouldn’t be the last. No counting the times she’d cried her heart out these last ten days. She hugged her shins as Sweeney pressed his nose under her elbow, trying to climb into her embrace.

Back in the cave, the other dogs stirred. They crept and crawled to her, gathered around her, nuzzled her back, her legs, her arms. Formed a nest around her, a warm cluster she could lose herself within.

Moonflower lay back, let the pack swallow her with their bodies, their warm pelts enveloping her. Their tongues soft at her fingertips, her cheeks, her ears.

She lay there, crying for her dead mother, crying for her living self.

Moonflower cried hard and long. The dogs lapped at her tears.





Six

McGrath’s next, and last, interview was two days after she met with Holstein. She’d been on leave but got a call at eight that morning telling her to report at ten to a room in the lower levels of the Hoover Building, beneath the parking lot. She didn’t question it.

She showed up exactly five minutes early. The room stood at the end of a gray corridor whose concrete floor was damp with water dripping from the ducts above. The air had the taint of being recirculated too many times, the faint stink of mildew, of damp corners and dark recesses. There was no waiting area, nowhere to pass the five extra minutes, so she knocked on the door. A man opened it immediately, his tie loose, his shirtsleeves rolled halfway up his forearms. Middle-aged, tall and broad-shouldered, trim at the waist, dark hair with a neat side parting, smelling of a recent shower. He gave her a terse greeting and a courteous nod.

‘Thank you for coming in,’ he said, stepping aside to let McGrath enter. ‘Sorry about the short notice. I’d have liked a more comfortable room, but needs must, you understand.’

He closed the door behind her and indicated the chair she should sit in. A plastic chair, the seat and back one molded piece, metal legs. The kind of chair that sits in stacks inside storerooms waiting for a school assembly or a public meeting. Another just like it, opposite, his jacket slung over the back, no desk between. The man went to the other chair, lifted a phone, a notepad, and a pen, before sitting. He pointed to McGrath’s chair once more.

‘Please,’ he said.

She noticed the tripod in the corner, standing head-height, another phone in a cradle on top. The camera side facing the chairs.

‘We’re recording, of course,’ the man said.

‘I don’t have legal representation present,’ McGrath said, looking directly at the lens as she sat down. ‘I want that on the record.’

‘That’s fine,’ he said with a condescending smile.

Three feet between them. Too close.

‘You didn’t give me your name,’ she said.

‘I’m Special Agent Francis Visconti,’ he said. ‘Let’s get started.’

McGrath looked at him, then to the tripod-mounted phone in the corner, and back at him. This was wrong. The meeting with Holstein had been informal, but this was not. A proper interview needed two agents on one side of the desk, the subject—her—on the other, along with a lawyer.

‘Who are you?’

‘I’ve told you.’

‘You gave me your name, but that’s not what I asked. You’re not Inspection Division. You’re not OPR. Who are you?’

He balanced the notepad on his knee, readied his pen.

‘Agent Visconti,’ he said. ‘I told you already.’

McGrath stood.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’ve been through enough bullshit without this.’

‘Sit down,’ he said, pointing at the chair she’d just vacated. His voice carried the weight of a man who wasn’t accustomed to being disobeyed.

‘No,’ she said.

He looked up at her with eyes full of weary patience.

‘Agent McGrath, I want you to listen to me very carefully. You asked me who I am, so I’ll tell you. I am the last line between you and your summary dismissal from the Bureau. Your next interview will be with the Inspection Division. They will butcher you, then present you to the Office of Professional Responsibility. The OPR will discard you like yesterday’s trash. You’ll be out of a job, no severance, no pension, nothing.’

She went to speak, but he raised his right index finger, silencing her.

‘That’s if you’re lucky. If you’re unlucky, someone, somewhere upstairs, will try to pin this mess on you. You had knowledge of Agent Donner’s mental state, his delusions, his obsessions. You could have gone to your superiors with your concerns. When he came to you after he’d been placed on administrative leave, when he asked for information, you could’ve reported him to your superiors, but you didn’t. You helped him.’

‘You sonofabitch,’ McGrath said.

‘You fed him information, you helped him track down that woman. If not for you, he wouldn’t have wound up in that old auto shop, he wouldn’t have shot Rebecca Carter dead, and those cops wouldn’t have killed him.’

‘Fuck you,’ she said, the words choking her.

He smiled.

‘Yeah, okay. Sure. But either you talk to me, honestly, nothing held back, or I feed you to the OPR, let them grind you up and spit you out. Your life ruined, over, nothing left. Nothing, not for you, not for Cara, not for your son. If they let you keep him, that is.’

‘What?’ McGrath asked, but the word barely escaped her mouth. She had no air left in her chest. She slumped back down into the chair.

‘You know how difficult adoption is for same-sex couples. And the way things are going, it’s only getting worse. You think a criminal prosecution against you is going to help matters?’

Visconti leaned forward, gripping his notepad in both hands, pointing it at her for emphasis.

‘Let me make this real simple for you. Right now, you’re almost certainly going to be charged as an accessory to your partner’s crimes. It’s very likely that you will be arrested before the end of the week. You will be charged, tried, and even if you’re somehow found not guilty, you’ll lose everything, including your little boy. I can prevent that, but only if you talk to me. If you talk to me honestly, if you hold nothing back, you can be at your desk within the hour, getting on with your day’s work. That’s your choice. You hold back from me, you lose everything. You talk to me, all your problems go away.’

‘You can’t do this,’ McGrath said.

‘Oh,’ Visconti said, smiling, ‘yes I can.’

She looked down at her hands, her fingers knotting themselves in her lap.

‘Decide,’ Visconti said. ‘Now.’

She told him everything.




Diary of Emma Wilson

9th June 1998

Hello, future me. Or whoever might read this years from now. Maybe nobody ever will. Who cares? It’s important that I write it down anyway. Imelda always tells me to be in the moment, not constantly in my own head. If I want to be a writer, the moment is everything. Nothing before or after matters more than now. I try to tell her that’s how my brain works, like I live behind a closed window, looking out at the world. I don’t know how to be in the moment. I think writing it all down is the nearest I’ll ever get. So here I am, in the moment. My version of it, at least.

I’m on a plane. We took off from Shannon four and a half hours ago, and we’ll land in Boston three hours from now. It’s strangely quiet. Everyone has been fed their horrible reheated dinners in foil trays, had their tiny little cans of Coke or 7-Up, or gin and tonics. I had a red wine. Imelda had a beer, then another. I suppose that’s why she’s sleeping now. Half the passengers are asleep. The rest are reading books or watching the film they’re showing (You’ve Got Mail—I’ve already seen it, better than Sleepless in Seattle, but it’s no When Harry Met Sally). So, while they’re all passing the time in their own ways
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