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I think of the journey


we will take together


in the oarless boat


across the shoreless river.


Ursula K. Le Guin, “Travelers”


















CHAPTER ONE



Edmund Cooper, federal agent, stands at the edge of the training field and looks up. There is flashing movement between the trees in the forested area beside the athletics oval. Ohio State University maintains an obstacle path in the woods there, and students sometimes run drills. Two students emerge from the tree line now. Cooper watches one of them carefully.


She’s a very slight figure, her smallness exaggerated by a baggy gray OSU sweatshirt and black training pants cut off at the knees. She looks healthy. That’s positive. In the photos from two and a half years ago she looked like a wreck. Now her cheeks are ruddy from exertion, her focus keen. She runs hard, though, the armpits of her sweatshirt stained dark. Her skin is white, but her legs are very tan.


And she’s buzzed her hair. It’s a regulation-style Number One, like you’d get in the corps, or in jail. Cooper tries not to read too much into that. He doesn’t really know this girl, except for what he’s seen in the file.


He waits by the edge of the oval as Emma splits from her running partner and talks with the coach. Patience is one of Cooper’s particular talents.


She’s heading for the locker rooms when he calls out. “Emma Lewis? Miss Lewis?”


It’s there in her body language: that jerk, the instant of animal tension. The flat assessment in her eyes, even once she realizes he’s wearing a suit, holding up credentials.


He stays exactly where he is. “Miss Lewis, my name is Edmund Cooper. I work for the government. I’d like to speak with you, if I may. Somewhere public, if that is your preference.”


It’s okay if he sounds rehearsed. Formal and polite is fine. Emma waits a few beats, then takes the business card he’s holding out. Cooper is reminded of feeding deer off the back of his mother’s porch in New England.


“You work for the government?” She’s still perspiring after the run, but her breathing is already back under control. She glances at the card, at him. “You’re a federal agent, this says.”


“That’s correct. I work for the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”


She makes a single styptic blink. “I don’t have any more information about the Huxton case. I’ve told the police everything I know—”


“No, no,” he says. “Miss Lewis, this meeting is not in regard to that case. This is unrelated. Can we perhaps sit down somewhere to talk?”


Hesitation before she relents. “Sure. Uh—here is fine, I guess.”


She directs him to a picnic table in a grassy open area beside the equipment shed. Nice and public, but with enough distance for privacy. It’s sunny, though. He’s sweating a little in his jacket.


Emma has a towel draped around her neck and a canteen on the table to her right. The dark stubble on her scalp is like a fine down. It suits her, actually. She looks compact, contained. Fierce. Cooper makes sure to sit across from her at the table, give her space.


“Thank you for speaking with me. It’s nice to meet you.”


She doesn’t respond to that. “Did you fly from Virginia?”


“No, I drove.”


“That’s a long drive.”


“Yes, it is. You study psychology here at OSU, is that right? Hoping to specialize in pediatric psychology? Your professor said you were inspired by a positive experience with an excellent therapist—”


“Yes.” She tilts her head, lets the sun fall on her face. “Mr. Cooper, why have you come to see me?”


Time to plunge in. “Miss Lewis, have you heard of the Behavioral Science section of the FBI?”


“Yes.” Her gaze is direct. “They do psychological assessments—profiles. They did a profile on Huxton.”


“We help in cases like that, yes. Violent crimes. Behavioral Science is a young area—we’ve been working active cases for less than a decade. But we seem to be one of the sections producing results.”


“You catch killers.”


She’s quick. He knew she was quick. “We look at the evidence and the information we have and try to figure out a pattern of behavior. Once we have a pattern, it allows us to narrow down suspects, even predict what a perpetrator might do next. It helps us find them faster.”


“Okay.”


He understands the change in her expression straightaway.


“It’s not one-hundred-percent accurate, Miss Lewis. Nothing is. We just do our best. But our success rate is generally high.” Not with Huxton. Huxton was a mess. Cooper buckles that shit down. It’s not helpful here. “The reason we’re successful is because we do our homework. We go into jails and institutions and interview the perpetrators we incarcerate. It’s a lot like a research project. The information we gather is compiled in a database and used to inform our profiling work.”


“Great.” Emma’s posture is very stiff.


There are times Cooper wishes he still smoked. He could light a cigarette, look more normal, relaxed. If you seem to relax, it relaxes the subject.


“Miss Lewis, we’ve interviewed about thirty-five incarcerated perpetrators from all over the country. But there’s a cohort of people we still don’t have access to. And it’s not because we can’t see them. They just… won’t speak to us.” He’s been looking at her, but now he really looks. “I’m talking about juvenile offenders.”


The OSU Buckeyes cheer squad is rehearsing on the other side of the oval. Cooper hears the rallying calls as a far-off stir of echoes.


“Juvenile killers.” Emma rolls the syllables in her mouth. Then she reaches for the canteen and takes a swig, like she’s washing away the taste. “There can’t be many teenage serial killers, though.”


“There’s enough.” He doesn’t want to come in hard, but he’s getting the feeling she responds better to that. “Everyone starts somewhere.”


“Like it’s a career.” She looks toward the oval.


“Bundy started at fourteen.”


She stares at him. She looks very young. He resists the instinct to be gentle. They need this. Her, or someone like her. There aren’t many people like her.


“Miss Lewis, we think the reason these teenage offenders won’t talk to us is because they distrust authority figures, including our interviewers. And this is why I’ve come to speak with you. We need someone to—”


“No.” She shifts, ready to rise.


“Five inmates. Five interviews, total.”


“Ha. Still no.”


“You would have support. A partner. A unit. It would be entirely safe—”


“Is that what you think?” She stands. “Mr. Cooper, you’ve come a long way, but you’re asking the wrong person.”


“I don’t believe I am. And I’d like you to think about what I’m offering.”


Her jaw locks and she breathes out her nose. “Okay. What are you offering?”


He keeps his voice even. “The chance to come in on a kind of scholarship. You’d defer your summer classes and come live on base with us over the break. You’d be paid as a candidate and given some bureau instructional training. If forensic psychology is something you decide to pursue, you could enter our program. Your education after your freshman year would be subsidized. Or if not, you could return here to complete any further units in pediatric psychology.”


“That…” She sinks back down. “That sounds very generous. I suppose I don’t need to ask why me.”


“Mostly, it’s because you’re the right age. But you’re also studying in a field of undergraduates we’re already interested in. You have the academic background, you’re top of your class—”


“And I have first-hand experience of the subject.”


“That is only one of a number of considerations.” For the first time, he leans forward. “We’re looking for a certain mindset, Miss Lewis. These interviews… Every piece of information we gather helps us. And every time our knowledge increases, we get faster. Save more lives.”


The “saving lives” line was heavy-handed. He still thinks that’s how he’ll win her.


She narrows her eyes. “I’ve spent two and a half years trying to get out of that mindset, Mr. Cooper.”


“Do you think you’ve succeeded?”


Her expression doesn’t change, but he sees it again: that flare of animal panic in her face. But it is sometimes his job to do hateful, necessary things.


She looks away from him, looks around at the grass, at the trees and buildings. Then she gets to her feet, slowly this time, as if the conversation has aged her. “Mr. Cooper, I appreciate what you’re doing. But I don’t think I can help you. I hope you have a safe drive home.”


“You’re driving home yourself, is that right? Back to Apple Creek?” He rises to match her. “Would you please think about what we’ve discussed over the weekend?”


“I’ll think about it.” She retrieves her canteen.


“You have my card, if you need to call. Thank you for your time.”


“Goodbye, Mr. Cooper.”


He watches her walk away, dark head bobbing, sun glaring off the white of her running shoes. They’re good-quality shoes.


His pager beeps at him. He walks back up the rise, to the bus stop area above the oval, where there’s a pay phone, and calls collect. “Cooper.”


FBI section chief Donald Raymond sounds pissed even at a distance. “I call down to your office, they tell me you’re in Columbus. What the fuck are you doing in Ohio, Ed?”


Cooper’s habit is to always respond to Raymond with calm. “Don, we talked about this.”


“I thought you were kidding. You’re not kidding? You seriously want to send an eighteen-year-old girl into maximum security prisons to interview serial murderers?”


“She won’t be going in alone.”


“Oh, right, sure. She’ll be going in with your other candidate, what’s-his-name… Travis Bell, who’s—” There’s the sound of Raymond flicking through file notes. “Who’s not even old enough to buy a beer. That’s great, Ed.”


“Don, we tried sending agent interviewers in to see these prisoners. You could hear crickets three states away. If we send in teenage interviewers, at least we’ll have tried something different. And these aren’t green kids, remember. They’re veterans.”


“This Lewis girl,” Raymond says. “She survived the Huxton thing, right? How many did Huxton do? Nine?”


“Nine,” Cooper confirms.


“So number ten got lucky.”


Through the plexiglass of the phone booth, Cooper tracks Emma’s retreating figure. “It had nothing to do with luck. She didn’t get rescued. She fought. Escaped.”


“Okay, so she’s a soldier. Same as this Travis Bell. He’s Barton Bell’s kid? From the Gutmunsson case? Jesus.”


“Yes.” Cooper pauses, so they can both give the Gutmunsson incident the moment of somber contemplation it deserves. “Bell went into USMS training soon as they let him. Takes after his dad, the instructors are saying.”


“Good for him.” Raymond pauses. “This is gonna be a tough gig, Ed. You really want to send these kids back into the nightmare?”


Raymond is not known in the bureau for his insight. This is the first insightful thing he’s said since the conversation started and Cooper runs with it, speaks now with the terrible authority of battlefields served. “After a thing like that, Don, I don’t think the nightmare ever lets you go. You just get better at dealing with it. These two are dealing with it. Let’s give them a chance to help.”


Raymond huffs. “All right, then. You want to give it a try, you let it run. But listen to me, Ed. This is a one-time pass. They come in, they do the work, claim their per diem, go home. I find out they’ve overstepped, or I hear one single whisper about this in the press, and I’ll pull the plug so fast you’ll hit your chin on the drain hole going down. Are we perfectly clear?”


“Sir, yessir.” Cooper finds himself slipping into his old Marine disciplines when something sticks in his craw.


“Now, any updates on Pennsylvania? Carter said there were two bodies this time.”


“That’s correct. I’m still waiting on forensics—I’ll give you a full report when I return to base.”


“All right, keep me in the loop. Goddammit, these monsters just keep multiplying like the fucking Hydra.” The sound of Raymond’s pen clicking. “Did the Lewis girl even agree to come on board?”


“She’s getting back to me.” Cooper can’t be sure Lewis will accept, or that she’ll be capable of doing what he needs her to do. She’s just a kid. But he remembers the way she looked around at the university buildings and the training fields, like she was memorizing them. He thinks she’ll bite.


“I get Bell,” Raymond is saying. “Bell makes sense. But I don’t know about this girl.”


Cooper is aware that whatever he says right now, he has to believe it.


“Emma Lewis has experience with these types of offenders. She understands the way they think and behave. She’s not fooled by them—she knows what they are.” He thinks of Emma’s dark-stained sweatshirt, her twitchy reactions. Her bright, fierce eye. “We can’t be sure until she settles in. But I think she’ll do just fine.”















CHAPTER TWO



In the lonely hours of the morning, Emma jerks awake in the dark, gasping.


It takes her a few moments to remember where she is, to get the outlines of her body solid. She’s all right. She’s home. Her T-shirt is damp. She’s safe. Breathe.


She lies there with her eyes open, listening to the sound of katydids outside. She hasn’t had a bad dream in months. This dream was not Cooper’s fault, although it’s hard not to feel resentful. Emma allows herself to clutch the resentment tight for the space of a few heartbeats, then deliberately releases. It’s okay to acknowledge the emotions, but that sort of thinking is not useful to her.


She flicks the switch on the lamp on the nightstand, throws off the bedclothes, and goes to change her shirt and collect her robe.


Downstairs, the kitchen of her parents’ house is lit up like always. Emma fixes herself a glass of milk with one of her mother’s choc-chip cookies. She’s just sat down at the kitchen island when her older sister, Roberta, shuffles in.


“Don’t eat all the cookies.”


“It’s after midnight,” Emma points out. “Teen magazine says I can eat as many cookies as I want after midnight.”


“Teen magazine…” Roberta humphs, opening the fridge for the milk. She’s pulled a quilted nylon dressing gown over her men’s flannel pajama pants and Blondie T-shirt. “Fine, but you’ve gotta help me bake replacements tomorrow.”


“I can do that.”


“I’m bummed you’re not staying the whole week.”


“Eh, summer classes.”


“Eh.”


Emma eats her cookie. Robbie pours milk into a glass and returns the carton, careful not to bang the fridge door closed. If the door bangs, it jostles the Boston fern their mother has balanced in a saucer on top of the fridge.


“You’re not gonna tell Mom and Dad about the fed guy, are you?” Robbie finally says.


“It’s not worth freaking them out.” Emma goes to the sink, takes an empty glass from the draining board, and half fills it with water. “He just wanted to ask me something.”


“New set of questions?”


“No, weirdly enough.” Emma walks to the fridge and balances on tiptoe to pour the water from the glass into the soil around the fern. “It was more like… a job interview.”


“No shit.” Robbie leans against the counter and sips her milk. “That’s different.”


“Right?”


“I still wouldn’t tell Mom and Dad. They will most definitely freak.”


Emma places the glass in the sink. “It was just a conversation. I said no.”


“Is that why you’re down in the kitchen after midnight, eating cookies?”


“Hey, you’re here with me.”


Robbie grins. “I’m providing moral support.”


Emma knows this is only partially true. Her sister developed insomnia when Emma went missing. Even two and a half years after her return, Robbie’s sleep problems have lingered. The toll hasn’t just been on Emma. For a while there, it was like the whole family needed therapy.


“I said no,” Emma repeats gently.


Robbie nods. She picks up her glass and heads toward the hall. “They flew a fed guy from Virginia to speak with you? Can’t fault them for effort.”


“He drove.” Emma picks at the crumbs from her cookie. “He drove from Virginia, he didn’t fly.”


“Man, that’s a drive.” Robbie pushes back her mass of dark hair with one hand. Emma had hair like that once. “He must’ve really wanted that conversation.”


Her sister waves, then wanders back to her room along the hall. Emma sits on her stool, staring at the cookie crumbs, the Boston fern, the pendant light above the kitchen island. Cooper drove from Virginia. Suddenly she knows what it signifies. I will go the extra mile for you, it says. I wouldn’t ask a recruit to do anything I wouldn’t do myself.


He expects her to drive back in return. He was telling her the way is open.
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On Saturday morning, Emma helps Robbie bake replacement cookies and helps her mother plant seedlings—petunias, mostly—in flower boxes around the house. Then she goes to the barn, where her father is cleaning the air filter on the tractor.


“How’s it going, Emma Anne?”


She’s careful to reply without hesitation. “All good, Dad.”


“The Rabbit’s running okay? It’s probably due for a new carburetor.”


“The carburetor’s fine, Dad. The car’s holding up.”


“Glad to hear it. You wanna pass me that can of Dust-Off on the bench?”


She passes him the Dust-Off, and later, there’s a family dinner. Everything about being home is comfortable and safe. Except for the fervency of her mother’s mealtime grace blessing, it’s like the world never changed.


Hours later, when Emma’s wrenched up in bed, choking, she realizes the thin, high tinnitus in her head is not tinnitus. And it’s not just going to go away.


She changes her shirt in the dark, pads downstairs. Slips a fresh cookie from the tin and encourages herself to consider the problem from all angles.


Cooper talked about a partner, a unit. The idea of being part of a team is tempting. It’s the isolation of the thing that eats away at you: being alone on the island of the mind. The number of people who have brushed up against what she’s experienced and are still breathing, still functioning, is almost infinitesimal.


So the concept is appealing: a team of other people to bounce ideas off, to share misgivings, to share the load. But Emma has no sense of what such a team might look like.


And that horseshit about saving lives… Emma used to think she could’ve saved the others—the other girls—if only she’d run faster, gotten help quicker. But on her therapist’s suggestion she read the police report on Huxton, and she doesn’t believe that anymore. She’s wary of that response in herself now. She’s alert to guilt. Guilt doesn’t help anybody.


So it’s not guilt tugging at her with tiny hooks, she tells herself, but rather the idea of the research. New information is the key. If she could play a part in gathering that information, if they could spot these guys more accurately, find them more quickly… then yes, other potential victims might be spared.


Emma sits under the pendant light for some time. Then she uses the phone in the kitchen, with the long curly cord. The call picks up after two rings.


“Cooper.” His voice is raspy but he sounds alert.


“I’m in.”


“Miss Lewis?”


“I’m in,” she says. “I’ll join the project, the unit, whatever it’s called. But I won’t join the bureau. I want to go back to OSU once the interviews are done.”


She hangs up, not waiting for his reply. Immediately, she feels a sensation like her soul is flying out of her chest.


Only when she catches sight of the digital clock on the microwave does she realize it’s three thirty in the morning.















CHAPTER THREE



After some initial fretting, Emma wears jeans and a white T-shirt and running shoes for her first visit to Quantico, because that’s what she’ll feel normal in.


There are lots of oak and maple trees around the parking area on the base. She slows her car for runners, training groups of guys in black gym shorts and regulation gray sweatshirts. It’s been three days since she herself ran, and she feels it like a twitch in her thighs and the balls of her feet.


Once she’s parked, she sits in the car thinking about Robbie’s parting hug, and going through the instruction notes from the second phone call with Cooper. MPs at checkpoints have your name. Park outside Jefferson. Ask at the desk for Behavioral Science. Yesterday she drove six and a half hours to reach Virginia, and she’s still not sure she really wants to be here. She stares at the buildings until the heat gathering between the windshield and the dash forces her out.


The Jefferson building is much cooler. Lots of people in khakis and dark polo shirts in the foyer. The man at the desk directs her to a bank of elevators, and the basement offices.


The basement, she thinks. Of course it has to be in the goddamn basement.


The elevator door opens onto low ceilings with concrete coffers, pipes for heating, pipes for air-conditioning, cable chases. The corridors are disconcertingly similar and anonymous. Lots of white and gray cinder block, fluorescent lighting, like a nuclear bunker or a morgue.


There are a few people in suits in the corridors, all moving with purpose. At the end of a hallway, behind a glass door, a woman at another desk.


“Please wait. An agent will be with you shortly.” The receptionist extends a hand to the other side of the tiny foyer, which is the entry to the suite of offices beyond.


There are no chairs, but the opposite wall is decorated with a board of FBI Most Wanted posters. A guy stands facing them, hands on hips, pushing back the fall of his windbreaker.


Emma stands nearby and checks her watch. Cooper said ten, and it’s edging toward ten past. She could’ve come at ten thirty, slept in an extra half hour.


Last night’s motel off Route 1 turned out to be seedier than she would’ve liked, but the woman in the diner poured her extra coffee. It was probably on account of her hair, Emma thinks. She wears a scarf over it occasionally, which makes her look like a cancer patient. She’s found that it’s sometimes better to look like a cancer patient than to deal with random strangers sneering at her.


Yesterday she wore her scarf. Now she’s here without it, in the foyer of Behavioral Science, as the boy to her right continues his contemplation of the Most Wanted posters. He has pressed cargo pants and his collar is stiff and neat. He checks his watch, and Emma realizes they are both waiting. This is a waiting area, though. There are many offices. She wonders why Cooper didn’t have her directed to wait in his.


Emma anchors herself in the solid press of her feet on the concrete floor, her hands in her pockets, shoulders square. She’s relieved to find herself steady, holding firm.


Then she rubs a hand across her head and it arrives: She has not seen anyone in this building so far who is younger than their midtwenties. She is young. The guy beside her is young. They could be the only young people in the building, and they are both waiting here.


When she turns, he is already looking at her.


“I’m thinking… I’m thinking maybe we should introduce ourselves,” he says.


He has very dark hair and eyes, olive skin. He holds out his hand.


“Bell, Travis J.” He doesn’t squeeze her fingers out of existence. It’s a short, professional handshake. “I’m waiting on Special Agent Cooper and I believe you might be, too.”


“I am. I mean, yes. I’m Emma Lewis.”


“Pleased to meet you.”


“Likewise.”


She absorbs his accent: southern, probably Texas with that laconic delivery, and if she had to guess she’d say army brat or law enforcement trainee. After the handshake, they return to standing side by side, like a pair of trout who’ve somehow found themselves swimming together against the current. Through the glass door, Emma sees a figure approaching. When she straightens, Bell does the same and speaks out of the corner of his mouth.


“Were you told about a unit? I was told there was going to be a unit.”


Emma presses her lips. “I think we’re the unit.”


Cooper has already breached the door.


“Miss Lewis, Mr. Bell.” He shifts the folders he’s carrying and shakes their hands in turn. Emma finds it easier to take his hand here, in a formal setting. “You’ve already been introduced? Thank you both for coming. There’s a place for us to talk—please follow me.”


He leads them, not toward the offices as Emma had anticipated, but back out to the hallway. Cooper’s walk is brisk, military; otherwise, he is just a slight, Caucasian man in a regulation suit who looks more like an accountant than an FBI agent. He steers their course farther along and then around a corner into another corridor.


“Why aren’t we talking in your office about this?” Emma asks.


Cooper stops at the door to a room. He unlocks it, opens it, gestures for them to enter. “Because my office—like every office in Behavioral Science—is covered in paperwork about active cases, which is something you’re not allowed to see.”


The room they’ve entered is large, gray, and dim. There’s a wooden desk, four folded metal chairs with cushioned seats, an office lamp on the desk, two large filing cabinets. More than a dozen cardboard file boxes are stacked on the floor and against two walls.


“We can only see information on cold cases,” Bell says. It’s not a question. Emma notices how straight his posture is and wonders if upright translates to uptight.


Cooper nods. “This unit is not concerned with active cases. That’s a bureau directive, by the way. You’re only researching perpetrators who’ve been convicted and are serving sentences.”


“And we’re the unit, aren’t we?” Emma wants to know for sure.


“Yes,” Cooper confirms.


Bell, Travis J., turns his head and looks at Emma, and Emma finds something she wasn’t expecting in that look. You were right, his eyes say. Unusual to meet a guy who’ll admit that.


“Okay.” Cooper points to the groupings of file boxes. “Subject one, Clarence McMurtry. Subject two, Michael Gesak. Subjects three, four, five… I’ve made up a summary for each subject so you won’t need to review all these files, although they’re here for extra research. But I think it’s better if you relate to the subjects as teenagers. I’d like you to go in with an open mind.”


“When do we go in?” Bell asks.


“Your first interview is scheduled for tomorrow.”


Fuck, Emma thinks, but what she says is “That’s soon.”


“Yes.” Cooper makes no apology for it, and Emma liked him better when he was pussyfooting around her during his first approach at OSU. “Grab a chair, that’s it, any of those chairs is fine. Here’s the summary for McMurtry. These folders have the questionnaires—the pink one is for the interviewer, the blue one is for the subject, if he consents to fill it out.”


Bell hunkers forward on his chair, lifts the cover on the folder holding the pink pages. “So we go to the facility, follow the admission processes, and we get, what, an interview room?”


Cooper nods. “You’ll be provided with identification—the interview times are already set up. You go in, conduct the interview, write up your report, and submit it with your travel receipts. It should be pretty straightforward.”


This is all happening very fast. Emma thought there would be more preamble.


“Back up a little,” she says. “These interviews… This is the second run at them, is that right?”


“That’s correct,” Cooper says.


“What went wrong the first time?”


“The subjects… I explained this with you. They don’t talk to us.”


“They refuse to speak? They clam up?”


Cooper grimaces, undoes the button on his suit jacket. “Sometimes it’s like that. They withdraw. You can see the shutters roll down. Other times they reply in monosyllables. Swear. Whine. Last time we tried to interview McMurtry, he gave us a long diatribe about his treatment in prison—everything up to and including the quality of the toilet paper.”


“But nothing about the murders,” Emma says.


“That’s right.”


“And that’s the information you need.”


“We need details. What was their state of mind prior to each crime, what were they thinking about. How did they select their victims, what preparations did they make, if any. We don’t really expect any useful insight into motive from teenage subjects. Half the time they don’t know why they’re doing what they’re doing. But information about preparation, process, aftermath… that’s all stuff we can use.”


Emma watches Cooper’s face as he speaks and notices the cold in her fingertips. The room itself is cold, and in its emptiness she can hear the humming echo of the air-conditioning. Her chest feels tight. She’s about to go into prisons and talk to people like Huxton. No—Huxton was forty-two. She’ll be talking to teenage versions of Huxton, then.


It occurs to her again that she has almost no understanding of her own motive in this situation. Why is she doing this?


Bell fills the silence. “We’ll do our best, sir. What time should we—”


A knock on the door before it opens. The woman from Behavioral Science—the receptionist from the foyer—walks in and hands Cooper a folded note on yellow memo paper.


Cooper scans the note, rises, re-buttoning his jacket. “Excuse me, I’ve been called away. Tomorrow’s interview is at Beckley. That’s a four-and-a-half-hour drive, and you’ll need to report here at oh eight thirty tomorrow morning and collect materials before you leave. Don’t forget to keep your receipts.”


“Wait, what?” Emma starts to lift from her chair. “My suitcase is still in the trunk of my car—”


Cooper turns to the receptionist. “Betty, would you mind, with these two?” The woman nods. She is a white woman, about sixty, her hair blue-rinsed and perfectly coiffed. Cooper glances at Emma and Bell again as he walks toward the door. “Talk to Betty about photo IDs and dorm allocations. Unpack, get settled. I’ll speak to you again tomorrow, after the interview.”


He and Betty leave. Emma stares.


Bell gathers the folders, straightens them carefully. “He’s under the gun. There’s an active case in Pennsylvania—”


“Are you apologizing for him?” When Bell doesn’t reply, Emma sits back in her chair. “How do you know about active cases?”


“It’s been in the news. Don’t you read the news?”


“No.”


“You need to get out more.”


She turns to shoot back, before realizing his eyes are amused, his lips twitching. A sense of humor. Maybe this guy isn’t a zero-personality FBI cipher after all. “I just drove four hundred miles to interview a bunch of teenage crazy folk. You don’t think that qualifies?”


He looks at the folders and smiles. “Sounds like you’re just getting warmed up.”


He is one of those people whose entire face and demeanor are transformed by smiling, Emma discovers. Then he sobers and taps the folders.


“You thought we’d be eased into this,” he says, “but that’s not how it works. I’ve got a law enforcement background, I know the life—they throw you into the deep end. And I’d lay fifty dollars on Cooper wanting to get these interviews done before this Pennsylvania thing blows up, and the manpower and budget are transferred.”


She sighs. “So he’s not being an asshole on purpose, he’s just under pressure.”


“In the FBI, always,” he says gravely.


She collects the folder with McMurtry’s summary off the desk. “Okay, then.”


Bell stands. “Okay, then. Now I guess we go see Betty.”


Later that night, after she has been photographed, allocated, processed, after she’s unpacked her small suitcase in her gray-carpeted dorm room in the Jefferson building, after she’s eaten a cafeteria dinner, filled out more paperwork, lain down at last on the polyester comforter on her new single bed, Emma wonders how two men, Cooper and Bell, find their purpose in hunting serial murderers.


Cooper likes the challenge, the puzzle, she decides. With his alert stillness and fastidious manners, he reminds her of a fox.


Bell is different—he relates to her differently. She thinks he might have sisters. Tomorrow she’ll find out. Tomorrow she’ll see if they can make this “unit” thing work, and that is her last thought before exhaustion claims her.















CHAPTER FOUR



They take Bell’s car to Beckley. Emma doesn’t trust her Rabbit—she loves it, but she has realistic expectations, and driving to Virginia seems to have overtaxed the engine somehow.


Bell’s driving a Dodge pickup; it’s in good shape and it has air-conditioning. They’ve had the radio tuned to some local station, and now Bell has switched to the news. They’re fast approaching Lexington, where Emma is hoping for coffee and pie and a clean women’s bathroom.


“So you’ve been in pre-US Marshal training for a year?”


“Ten months.” Bell shrugs. “My birthday’s in August. I basically started the program the day after I turned eighteen.”


Bell has brown-tinted aviator sunglasses on and the driver’s side window rolled down. Sunlight dashes itself against the white of his shirt. His suit trousers still look neat after three hours on the road and his jacket is on a hanger behind them. At least he’s left off the tie until they get to the prison. Emma thinks he drives like she expected, staying exactly at the speed limit.


A folder of paperwork lies open over her knees. She’s been reading Cooper’s summary on McMurtry out loud, and she and Bell have talked awhile. Cooper is canny, she realizes. One road trip is a better get-to-know-you than a thousand formal handshakes at Quantico.


“Living away from home is tough,” Emma notes.


“It is.” Bell takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes with his knuckle, suspends the glasses off the neck of his shirt. “But being away for LEO training is no different than being away for college, I guess.”


“I go to college in my home state, though. Wisconsin’s a long way from Texas.”


“That’s true. But Texas won’t let you start until you’re twenty.”


“How did you get recruited for this? If you don’t mind me asking,” she adds quickly. “Cooper said everyone on this detail had some kind of experience with, uh—”


“My dad was a US Marshal. He was murdered by a serial offender.” Bell keeps his face forward, eyes trained out the windshield. “It was during an arrest. There was a situation, and my father was involved, and he got stabbed.”


“Oh.” She feels a little winded. “Jesus. I’m sorry.”


“It’s all right. You asked—it’s all right to ask. It was two years ago.”


“Okay.”


“We’ve gotta know this stuff about each other if we’re gonna work together.”


“Right. Yeah.” She nods at the folder in her lap, closes it, and places it on the bench seat between them. Sweat in her palms at the prospect of talking about this. “Well. I’m the only survivor of the Daniel Huxton case. He was the guy in Ohio who—”


“I know,” Bell says. “You don’t have to tell me. I know about it.”


“You do?” Emma wishes her heart would stop beating so fast. “Ah, of course you do. You read the news.” She looks out the window and tries not to think about it. Tries to think of something nice: her mother and the petunias, the soft black loam in the flower boxes.


“I remember,” he says. “My dad put the newspaper in front of me at the breakfast table and said, ‘This is what real bravery looks like.’ I paid attention.” When Emma doesn’t reply, he continues. “You’d just turned sixteen. You fought off Huxton, escaped, then found help and led the police team back up the mountain to the location.”


“It wasn’t…” Thinking about petunias isn’t working. Emma reaches for her inner gyroscope. “It sounded really straightforward in the media. It wasn’t.”


“It never is,” Bell says. “There was a standoff, right? And Huxton shot himself.”


“He…” Her breath is thin, like she’s at high altitude. “He was, um…”


“I understand. You don’t have to go over it. It’s okay.” Bell looks at her, looks away. “It was messy, right? Every situation like that is messy.”


“Yeah.” He doesn’t need me to explain. The relief of that makes her light-headed, but Emma keeps her eyes on him. She finds the sight of his profile steadying. “You get through it, though.”


“That’s right. You get through it.”


This small agreement between them is calming. Which is good, because at the end of this road there is Beckley, and Emma’s nerves are plucking at her. She reminds herself this was her choice. She chose to do this, and she’s sure the reason why will come clear in time.


For now, the late May air is rushing by her from the open window, the sun warming her face and shoulders, and they’ve got the war-wound talk out of the way.


They’re coming into the outskirts of the town, so there’s more traffic. Emma looks out at the colors in the foliage by the roadside and presses her palms flat onto her knees. “Why do you think Cooper sent us to McMurtry first? I mean, we could’ve seen Gesak, or Campinelli. Their prisons are both closer to Quantico by about a hundred miles.”


Bell reaches to turn down President Reagan’s voice on the radio, his focus not straying from the road. “Beckley is only medium security, with a work camp. McMurtry is one of the younger subjects, and he’s in a more comfortable environment. He might be less hardened, easier for us to talk to. I mean, Cooper said he spent some time complaining about the toilet paper.”


“Mouthy. Great.” Emma grimaces. Not that she’s expecting any of the subjects to be Mr. Personality.


“If he’s talkative, that’s better for us. We just need to direct the flow of the conversation.” Bell lifts one shoulder. “But hey, I’m just spitballing about Cooper’s motivations. Maybe he picked the file closest to his desk.”


“I don’t think he would do that,” Emma says slowly. “He’s particular. And I get the impression he’s reasonably good at his job.”


Bell nods, checks his side mirrors as they come off the interstate. “He knows this assignment is going to be tough. It’s in his best interest to ease us in with a softball subject before we get to the hard stuff.”


“You said you’re a Marshal candidate, but you seem to know a lot about FBI procedure.”


“Like I said, I know the life. My dad used to talk about working with other agencies. He admired the bureau. Said they trained hard.” Bell shrugs again. “I’m used to law enforcement. I guess it must seem weird to a civilian.”


Emma snorts. “My dad is a third-generation farmer and my mom’s a grade-school teacher. They watch The Love Boat, not Hill Street Blues—they’re about as far from law enforcement as you can get. The only time I ever dealt with the FBI was after Huxton.”


“There’s a Waffle House up here on the right,” Bell says, indicating with his chin. “I’m gonna pull over. So did the FBI treat you okay after Huxton?”


Bell seems like a true believer so she doesn’t want to be too critical of the FBI, but she can’t help a certain sharpness of tone. “They were polite. Respectful. But they were still trying to figure out what went wrong. They questioned me pretty thoroughly. And then they kept coming back with more questions when I just wanted to put it all behind me.”


As she gets out of the pickup, Emma feels that twitch in her legs again—she’s spent too much time in cars over the past three days.


“So did they figure it out, why Huxton wasn’t arrested earlier? What went wrong?” Bell locks the truck, shrugs on his jacket as they walk.


“They had some circumstantial evidence but nothing solid.”


“The same thing that went wrong with Bundy.”


“I haven’t read much about Bundy. He was smart, right? Educated? Huxton wasn’t smart like that, but he had animal cunning—he covered his tracks. And the FBI didn’t know about the mountain house. They were chasing their tails.” That sharpness again. But Emma likes her sharpness—it’s kept her alive. “Then two more girls went missing. And then he caught me.”


“And you brought him down.”


“It was a group effort.” She pulls open the door to the restaurant.


They order coffee and food, and Emma uses the bathroom. It’s clean enough. They eat at the counter. The pie is not as good as she hoped, so she smothers it with cream.


“So, this interview,” Bell says, finishing his waffles. “We got a plan for that? Or did you want to play it by ear?”


Emma hesitates. “Not sure.”


“Are you going to cope with the interview okay?”


She hasn’t wanted to express those doubts to herself, so she’s surprised Bell picked up on them. “I don’t know. I hope so. Are you?”


He nods. “It’ll be uncomfortable. But I usually find I feel better going into an uncomfortable situation if I’ve got a plan. Then I’ve got something to fall back on if I need it.”


“A plan like what? Good cop, bad cop?”


“Maybe. Do you think that’d work with a guy like McMurtry?”


Why is Bell deferring to her on this? Emma blinks with the realization: It’s because he thinks she’s an expert. Three days of horror in a serial killer’s basement—that’s all it takes to make you an expert. Jesus. She toughs out the urge to vomit or cry, takes a breath. Chases the last of the cream around with her spoon, considering the question.


“I think McMurtry will have had plenty of adult officers trying to nail him down with questions. I think we should keep it conversational.”


“Okay. Sounds good.” Bell smiles softly. “I don’t know how to run good cop, bad cop anyway. That was more my dad’s thing—he and my mom used it on me more times than I can remember.”


Emma’s voice gentles. “You were close with your dad?”


“Yeah.” He looks at his plate. “It’s kinda weird, doing this. Wearing his suit, working the job. But it’s what I always wanted.”


“Is your family okay with you going into training, after what happened to your dad?”


“I guess.” Bell leans his forearm on the counter and sips his coffee. Even without the tie, he really couldn’t look more like a cop if he tried. “My mom’s fine with it. She understands. One of my sisters keeps getting on my case about it, though.”


“How many sisters?”


“Two. Both younger.”


Gotcha. Emma raises a finger. “One older.”


“Your family getting by okay, after what happened?”


She shrugs. “They’re okay.”


“And how do you get by?” Bell keeps his eyes on his coffee when he asks, as though the question isn’t important.


“I run.” On the earth, and sometimes in my dreams. Emma doesn’t voice that thought.


He meets her gaze. “I lift. Hit the weights, hit the bag. It helps.”


“Running definitely helps. Sometimes you need to funnel the energy somewhere. When my mind starts looping, I run through it.”


He nods. He understands. “It’s good to have a strategy.”


“I can run through almost anything, I think.” Emma sets her spoon down. “It’s not just moving your feet—it’s a mental discipline. I haven’t had a chance to move much since I left Ohio, though,” she admits.


“Well, hell, you should go out as soon as we get back to Quantico,” Bell says. “I’ve been to the gym room already—the equipment’s real good. And there’s a track all around the base.”


“I’ve heard about it.”


“You should check it out. Okay, I’m gonna pay.” Bell flips his napkin onto his plate.


They get back on I-64, heading deeper into coal country. Soon they’re on the Industrial Park Road outside Beaver. They’re close; Emma feels a humming in her blood. They arrive at a checkpoint before the parking area, the stone sign carved like a grave marker.


Visiting hours are from eight until three—they need at least an hour for the interview, so they’ve just made the cut. Signing in, they have to show their flimsy new ID cards and hand the paperwork over for inspection. The guards inspect them, too: a girl with a buzz cut and a boy wearing his father’s suit. Bell acts like law enforcement, though, and he seems to know the right way to talk. Emma’s already noticed that his social intelligence is far from standard-issue.


There’s a bitter taste in her throat, like she’s been chewing aspirin. As she initials an entry waiver, the pen shakes in her fingers. She works to tamp it down.


Before the metal detector, they hit a snag when Emma is informed her T-shirt is inappropriate and she can’t wear it into the prison.


“It’s orange, ma’am,” the guard at the station explains. “Same color as the inmates’ jumpsuits.”


“Oh.” The guard’s hair is about the same color as her shirt, but Emma’s not inclined to point that out.


Bell frowns. “Is there a shirt she can change into?”


“On site?” The guard looks confused. “No, sir.”


“Or maybe I can just wear my jacket?” Emma suggests.


“No, ma’am, no hooded jackets of that type allowed. But you can go back into Beaver to the charity shop there. They got supplies for cheap.”


Emma and Bell exchange glances. By the time they get back from Beaver, visiting hours will be nearly over and this whole trip will have been for nothing.


“One second,” Bell says to the guard. He pulls Emma away a little. “I’ve got a white T-shirt on under my button-down.”


“Are you serious?”


“It’s better than going in solo.” He lifts his chin at the guard. “You got bathrooms close?”


“I can’t wear your undershirt!” Emma hisses.


He’s already loosening his cuffs. “It’s a T-shirt, not an undershirt. Gimme one minute.”


The bathrooms are in an adjacent hallway. Bell comes out tucking his tails in at the back, with the T-shirt under his arm. Emma blushes to high heaven. She grabs the shirt and stalks into the women’s room.


Bell’s shirt is worn soft from many washings. It smells unfamiliar and is still warm from him. She stuffs her own T-shirt into the pocket of her jacket, which she’ll be leaving in the locker, it seems.


“All good now?” The guard appears bemused.


“Peachy,” Emma mutters.


“We’re good,” Bell says.


They’re buzzed through.


A series of rolling gates and barred windows, beige-painted cinder block corridors. Emma squeezes her hands into fists.


Another guard unlocks the door to the interview room. The room is not like the general visitation area: It’s private, compact, and there’s a single chair facing two other chairs across a screwed-down metal table. There’s also a one-way mirror on the wall, which Emma doesn’t like.


“McMurtry will think they’re observing his responses.”


“This is all they can give us, I think,” Bell says. “But let me ask.”


He knocks on the door, steps out to speak to the duty guard. For the moment the door is open, Emma hears the buzz of gate releases, the clang of metal, a faraway yelping that sounds more animal than human.


She rubs the cold out of her biceps and searches for balance. Her armpits are damp and the tinnitus in her head has returned. She tries to block it out, to simply recall everything she read about Clarence McMurtry in Cooper’s summary.


Seventeen years old—his birthday was only a month ago. White male, five-six, brown and brown, no identifying marks or tattoos. That might have changed since he entered prison; he’s been incarcerated for nearly a year. His aunt, Joanna McMurtry, visits him at 11:00 AM every other Saturday. The aunt, a sixty-one-year-old widow, is the woman who raised McMurtry after his own mother, Joanna’s sister, broke parole on a variety of drug and solicitation charges eleven years ago and left the state, current whereabouts unknown.


Bell steps back in. “This is what we’ve got. And McMurtry’s on his way.”


“Okay.” Emma nods, sits in one of the chairs, stands up again.


Bell frowns at the door, hands on hips. “You still want to keep this conversational, like we talked about?” He glances at her. Looks more closely. “Lewis?”


“Yes. Maybe.” Emma is aware that her voice sounds detached. “Maybe not.”


Bell angles in front of her. “How’re you doing?”


“I don’t know.”


“Because we can—”


“Just stop talking for a second.” The walls suddenly feel very close and the room seems over-warm. “I need to focus.”


Bell becomes a kind of stillness, like lake water. “Are you gonna be okay? We don’t have to do this.”


“Yes, we do.” Emma meets his eyes. “We actually do. We’ve been given a job, and we’ve come all this way, and… it’s important.”


He pauses. “Do you need to be angry at me? To let off steam before this happens?”


In that moment, of him offering to be her release valve, Emma realizes she can stabilize on her own. She can do this. She has been in far worse situations and survived.


“No,” she says, softening. “No, I don’t need to be angry at you.”


“Okay. Phew.” Bell’s lip quirks. “Because we can do that, but I’m betting you’ve got a mean right hook.”


She blows out air, almost surprised into laughter. “The meanest.”


“Lewis.” He doesn’t touch her but it’s as if she can feel a steadying hand anyway. “Can you run through this?”


“Yeah.” She firms her feet. “Yes. I can run through this.”


“Then we’re good.” He turns at the sound of keys in the door lock. “Okay, we’re on.”


Now here, the door is opening, and they are in the presence of their first juvenile serial killer. Clarence McMurtry is accompanied by a guard, a heavyset man who looks bored. McMurtry seems younger than seventeen in the orange prison jumpsuit, and he does not look bored. His bulgy eyes have a gleam. He seems to shiver with contained energy.


This boy is not Daniel Huxton. This boy isn’t in his forties; he’s barely old enough to drive. Physically, he’s a world away from Huxton’s paunchy brawn. But there is something about him that resonates in the same way, like a musk that Emma recognizes.


It’s a scent that hovers, always, in the back recesses of her mind. She breathes through her mouth. Giving in to it, falling into a memory of Huxton now, in this room, would be the end of everything. She needs instead a symbolic memory, and when she scrabbles inside herself and finds one, she latches on to it hard.


It is a memory of her mother in the barn, wearing rain boots and holding a stainless steel carving knife. Their farm has run dairy cows for longer than Emma has been alive, and it has always been her father’s practice to select a few young steers to butcher for the family. The carcasses are hung in a concrete-floored room in the barn for about a week to cure—the room is the perfect temperature and humidity for dry aging.


Her mother checked the carcasses daily, sometimes twice daily if there was a hot spell.


“Smell that,” she said to Emma, offering up a strip of backstrap. “That there’s done. And this one here is spoiled. Can you tell the difference?”


Emma learned to tell the difference. Now her nostrils flare again as McMurtry is set across from her at the table. She’s got it now; she knows what she’s dealing with. Confident her instinct still holds, she sits down.


The same instinct gives her a basis of approach: to sympathize, wheedle, compliment. Not too many compliments—McMurtry is a talker, he’ll pick up on obvious flattery. She’ll need to be direct. And let him brag.


Bell takes the chair to her right. As the guard leaves, Emma squares the manila folder in front of her. “Clarence McMurtry—thanks for meeting with us.”


“Who the hell’re you?” McMurtry barks out. He has pimples, skinny arms, a snappable neck. His head is too big for his body, like a baby chick.


“My name is Emma Lewis and this is Travis Bell. We’re—”


“You’re not a G-man.”


Emma registers a whole lot of Down in the Holler in McMurtry’s accent, which is something she figures she can work with. She allows more Apple Creek to slide into hers. “Actually we’re both with the FBI.”


“Now that ain’t right,” McMurtry scoffs.


“Pardon?”


“You’re a girl.”


“Indeed I am.”


“And there ain’t no girls in the FBI.”


“This girl is.” She shows her teeth.


McMurtry leans back in his chair, hands on his thighs. “Well, goddamn. Now I seen everything.” He squints at Bell. “That right? There’s girls in the FBI now? And Mexicans, too, by the look of it.”


Bell’s face darkens. “Mr. McMurtry—”


Emma cuts him off. “Clarence, we’re here to talk to you about the crimes you’re in prison for, if you’re willing.”


“Well, hell yeah, I’m willing.” McMurtry squints. “What’s with yer hair? You a dyke or somethin’? Why’d you cut yer hair like that?”


Emma has been made aware that the golden rule of interrogation is never to answer the subject’s questions. Now she leans over the table as if she’s sharing a confidence. Her expression does not change one iota. “Lice.”


“Ohhh,” McMurtry says. “Yeah, I get that. Well, I’m happy to talk, but you gotta know, they don’t treat me right in here.”


“Is that so.”


“Those fuckers in Unit Care, they don’t give a spit about folks in the cells. Why, last night I said to my bunkmate Roger, I said to Roger they don’t treat us right. They ration the food, the smokes—”


“The toilet paper?”


McMurtry slaps his knee. “Hell yes! They ration that, too!”


“Lord almighty.”


“I said to Roger, I’ve about had it up to here with this ration bullshit. It makes me just wanna—ugh. You know? It makes me wanna—”


“It makes you wanna strangle someone?” Emma suggests.


McMurtry’s expression turns sly. “Oh. You got all the details about that, do you?”


She cocks her head. “Clarence, you choked three old ladies to death in their beds. Those kinds of details we tend to take note of.”


There’s a heartbeat pause, then McMurtry’s bray of laughter ricochets into the silence. He slaps his knee some more and yucks hard. Bell stares. Emma waits.


McMurtry laughs so much he has to wipe his eyes. “Oh boy. Oh yeah. You’re a funny one, ain’tcha? What’s yer name again?”


“Emma Lewis.”


“You got a smoke on you, Emma Lewis?”


For the first time, Emma’s response is delayed. It’s Bell who takes a can of Bugler out of his jacket pocket and offers it to McMurtry.


“There’s one already rolled in there,” Bell says. “You can keep the can, but I need the matchbook back.”


“I do thank you.” McMurtry’s face lights at the sight of the tobacco, his pale tongue flashing out as he licks the paper before putting the end in his mouth. The match is a puff of red. “Now, what was I goin’ on about?”


Emma sits back in her chair and smiles. “You were telling us about the murders.”
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