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For Janet. Sorry, I mean Katherine.






One

Rebecca Carter saw the first flakes of new snow fall from the night sky and settle on the windshield. The road ahead was dark, twisting down through the hills, the headlights catching scrub and rock peering through the drifts of white.

Golden City lay below; she had caught occasional glimpses of its lights through the trees. She had planned this route several days in advance. Boulder lay to the north, and Superior south of that, then Golden at the edge of the Denver metro area. She would head south from there, skirting the mountains, then down to New Mexico, or maybe west toward Utah, driving until the fatigue got too much to carry. West or south, didn’t matter, but she needed to put some distance between here and there.

‘Try to get some sleep,’ Rebecca said. ‘Go on, get in back.’

‘Not yet,’ Moonflower said.

She had been christened Monica, but not long after, Rebecca had taken to calling her Moonflower. For the blossoms her own mother grew in the greenhouse behind their home in Madison, Wisconsin. They bloomed at night, pale white faces in the darkness. A thread that still connected Moonflower to her grandmother, causing an ache in Rebecca every time the memory surfaced.

‘Come on,’ Rebecca said. ‘You’re tired. I can tell. You’ve been doing that thing you do.’

She rubbed her nose with the heel of her hand, mimicking the gesture Moonflower had made all her life when sleep wanted her.

‘Have not,’ Moonflower said.

‘Have too. Now, come on. Listen to your mother.’

‘Don’t talk to me like I’m a baby.’

Moonflower teased at her coal-black hair, twining it around her fingers, a crease in her brow.

‘No, we’re not doing this. It’s been too long a night and I don’t have the patience for your attitude. You hear—’

‘Mom!’

The beast filled her vision, hulking across the road, snow dusting its back. The elk froze as Rebecca wrenched at the wheel, the van swerving left then right. The passenger side wheels mounted the shoulder, losing grip, throwing the van back across the asphalt. Moonflower cried out as her head bounced off the door. Rebecca felt the rear of the vehicle fishtail, and she eased off the gas, moved her foot to the brake pedal, resisting the urge to stamp down on it and risk losing all control. The van mounted the shoulder on the opposite side of the road and now all Rebecca could see was a white mound of snow, reflecting the glare of the headlights. A dull thump, and she was thrown forward as the van slowed with a lurch, the seatbelt grabbing her chest and waist. Now she depressed the brake, and the van finally halted, its nose buried in snow. The engine fought for a few seconds then stalled. All was still and quiet now, save for the wind and Moonflower’s jagged breathing. Rebecca reached for her daughter.

‘Are you okay? Are you hurt?’

‘Yeah, no,’ Moonflower said. ‘I’m fine. I hit my head, but it’s all right.’

‘Let me see.’

‘It’s fine, Mom.’

‘Let me see.’

She turned her daughter’s head, examined the skin. A red mark at the corner of her eye, that was all, no blood. No open wound.

‘Okay,’ Rebecca said. And to herself, ‘Okay.’

She pulled the handle and pushed the door open, fighting against the bank of snow outside. Enough of a gap to squeeze through, she told Moonflower to stay put, then climbed out, her feet sinking into the white. She struggled to the rear of the van and looked back along the road. Thirty yards away, the elk looked back at her. Still and impassive, its breath misting. Eventually, it huffed, lowered its antlered head to sniff at the road, then moved off toward the treeline.

It didn’t care. It had almost caused a serious accident, and it didn’t give a damn. A creature whose only concern was its own survival. All else was background noise. Like most animals.

Rebecca cursed then made her way along the passenger side of the van, the snow deepening as she went. When she reached the front, she shoveled snow away with her bare cupped hands, ignoring the stinging cold. No damage that she could see, thank God. Could’ve been far worse. Plenty of stretches of this road had sheer drops on one side or the other, thirty, forty feet down onto the rocks below.

Rebecca thanked the universe for small blessings. Maybe she could just back out of the drift and move on. As she turned to head back around the van, a sound stopped her. A hard and artificial noise washing through the wind and the rustling pines. An engine. A vehicle approaching.

She slapped the passenger window with her palm. Moonflower looked back at her, shaking her head, mouthing, What?

‘Get in the back,’ Rebecca shouted.

Moonflower shook her head again, confused. ‘Why?’

‘Someone’s coming. Get in the back.’

Moonflower peered through the windscreen, then in the side mirror, trying to see who approached. Rebecca slapped the window again.

‘Just go, now!’

Moonflower made a show of sighing and rolling her eyes, but she did as she was told, climbing around the passenger seat and beneath the heavy blanket that separated the cabin and the load bay. Rebecca strained to hear which direction the swelling growl came from. Before she could figure it out, lights glared against the front of the van. There, coming up the incline, a pickup, glowing lamps fixed to its roof, headlights filling the world with violent white. She couldn’t help but raise her forearm to shield her eyes.

The truck slowed as it neared, brakes whining, until it halted alongside the van. The passenger window rolled down, and a dog of medium size and indeterminate breed barked as it placed its paws on the edge. A man peered out at her from the driver’s seat. Middle-aged, bright and watchful eyes, lined and rugged country skin. He scratched the dog behind its ears, and it dropped back down onto the passenger seat.

‘You all right, ma’am?’ the man called. ‘Need any help?’

Rebecca swallowed before she answered, dragging the fear down into her stomach.

‘Yeah, I’m fine.’ She pointed back up the slope. ‘There was an elk or a moose or something in the road. I had to swerve around it, and I wound up here. But it’s okay, there’s no damage.’

He leaned toward the window, examining the van and the bank of snow it had lodged in.

‘I can tow you out of there.’

‘No need, thank you. It’s not that bad, honestly. I can just reverse out.’

‘I’ve got a chain in back,’ he said. ‘Won’t take two minutes, no trouble at all.’

‘Really, there’s no need, thank you.’

He considered for a moment, studying the van and the snow. Studying her.

‘Ma’am, I won’t sleep tonight if I don’t know you got out of there. Now, if you’re concerned for your safety, being out here on your own and all, I’ll move on up the way a little. I’ll just keep a watch for a minute, make sure you get yourself back on the road. How would that be for you?’

Not good, Rebecca thought. She wanted him gone, but there was no sense in arguing. It was bad enough he’d seen her out here. Arguing with a decent man because he’d offered assistance to a stranded woman could only make things worse. For everyone.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’

He dipped his head in agreement, put the truck in gear, and moved off, his wheels spinning before catching grip. Rebecca watched as he made his slow way up the slope. He stopped at the same spot where the elk had stood a few minutes before. Through the cabin’s rear window, she saw his silhouette as he turned to watch her.

Better move, Rebecca told herself.

She made her way around the van, high-stepping through the snow, leaning on the side for balance until she found the driver’s door. It remained open, snow spilling into the footwell and onto the driver’s seat. She swept it out with her hand and climbed in, pulling the door closed behind her, only to drag more snow inside.

‘Shit,’ she said.

Moonflower giggled somewhere behind her.

‘It’s not funny,’ Rebecca said, her voice like flint.

Moonflower whispered, Sorry.

‘Just stay quiet and keep out of sight.’

Silence from the back, and Rebecca felt a sharp bite of regret. No need to vent her anger at the child. Didn’t matter. They had to get out of here. She turned the key in the ignition, and the engine coughed. For a moment she feared it might not catch, but it did, a pleasing rumble that thrummed and rattled through the cabin. She placed her hand on the dashboard.

‘Good girl,’ she said.

And it had been a good van. Best she’d had in years. Almost always started first time, rarely stalled, and the AC still worked. Warm in the cold places, cool in the hot. What more could they want? But now it might have to go. She might have to get something else.

‘Goddammit,’ she spat.

‘What’s wrong?’ Moonflower asked, fear creeping into her voice.

‘Nothing, honey,’ Rebecca said, smoothing her tone. ‘Just stay quiet back there, okay?’

‘Okay.’

She put the van into reverse and dabbed at the gas pedal, felt the wheels spin beneath her, barely rocking the suspension. In the side mirror, she saw the truck idling, the man’s silhouette, watching.

‘Please,’ she whispered.

A touch of pressure from her right foot, barely enough for the tachometer’s needle to rise, then a little more. An inch of movement, then another.

‘Thank—’

Then a lurch, the wheels spinning again.

Rebecca eased off the gas, pressed down on the brake, grasped the wheel between her cold-bitten fingers. Closed her eyes and offered a prayer to the god who’d abandoned her decades ago. She toed the gas pedal once more, feeling as she pressed down, listening with her body to the engine, the wheels, the chassis, seeking the sweet spot. The van moved, crawled, slow as spit on glass.

Hold it there, she thought. Hold it.

Back and back and back, still going, thank God, still going until the rear wheels met the road, the front wheels following, and she could feel the asphalt beneath. She rested her head against the steering wheel.

‘God,’ she said. ‘Thank you, God.’

She looked up into the side mirror. The truck still idling, the driver watching. She lowered her window, waved back at him. His hand, a thin black silhouette, returned the gesture, then he turned away. His exhaust belched, and the truck climbed the slope and rounded the bend, out of her sight.

Rebecca began to tremble, pent up adrenaline charging through her, seeking escape.

‘Jesus,’ she said. ‘Jesus, fuck. Fuck me.’

She had long since stopped worrying about swearing in front of her daughter. What was the point?

‘You okay?’ Moonflower asked.

The blanket lifted, her pale face appearing from underneath, and again Rebecca remembered why she’d called her daughter that all those years ago. Like the flowers in the old greenhouse. The memory of her own mother tending them, and the ache that came with it.

‘Yeah,’ Rebecca said. ‘You need to sleep. Get back there.’

She put the van into drive and moved off, slow, feeling the road through the steering wheel. Be careful. No more mistakes.

That man would remember her. And the van. The make, the model, the color. Maybe the registration, not that it mattered. And he’d remember her, describe her if he was asked to. Rebecca cursed under her breath, made a fist, bit her knuckle to keep from shouting out her anger. Breathe. Deep in, from the belly, then out, long and slow. Calm.

When she’d found her balance, she said, ‘Love you, Moonflower.’

From the back, her daughter’s voice heavy and weary, ‘Love you, Mom.’






Two

Special Agent Marc Donner was met by a Jefferson County Sheriff’s Deputy at Denver International Airport. It occurred to Donner as he followed the deputy to the parking lot that he’d bounced through Denver countless times on his way to somewhere else but never actually left the airport. At least this was a first.

Foster was the deputy’s name, a brawny young man, buzz cut hair and thick forearms. Probably polished his service weapon more than he needed to. He steered the cruiser, a Ford Interceptor SUV, out through the crisscrossing lanes, away from the terminal, and onto a wide road with nothing but stretches of dry eternity at either side. Then, suddenly, a towering dark horse, rearing toward the sky, its eyes blazing red. Like the devil’s own steed bucking against its rider.

‘What the hell is that?’ Donner asked, pointing at the sculpture as they passed.

‘Blucifer,’ Foster said. ‘Blue Mustang, to give it its proper name. You remember that Osmonds song? Crazy Horses, waaah, waaah!’ He splayed out his fingers as he wailed, wobbling his jaw, then gave a bellowing laugh. ‘You know, the guy who made that thing? It fucking killed him. I shit you not.’

Donner looked back over his shoulder at the sculpture. ‘No kidding. How?’

‘Damn thing fell on him. Killed him dead.’

‘Jesus,’ Donner said.

The road straightened, more wilderness spreading out either side of the road. Flat as a plate and rough as sand. The suggestion of buildings on the horizon, settlements, industry, life in the far distance. So much space made Donner’s skin crawl. The isolation of it. He was used to walls, high and tall, all around. The sky a punctuation between buildings, not this great blue blanket that hung over all creation. Nature was for parks and playgrounds, not growing wild and free in places like this. He pulled his coat tight around him.

The deputy cleared his throat.

‘You’re here to look at the body, right?’

‘Yeah,’ Donner said.

‘Why?’

‘Why what?’

‘Why’s a fed want to look at this particular corpse?’

Donner fussed at his shirt collar. ‘I don’t know, maybe it’s relevant to my interests, something like that.’

Foster stared at him, hard, then looked back to the road. ‘It’s a serial, right?’

Donner didn’t answer.

‘Right?’

Donner raised his hands in a noncommittal gesture. ‘I don’t know. Could be.’

‘Holy shit,’ the deputy said, rubbing his fingers across his smiling mouth. ‘A fucking serial killer. Goddamn.’

‘Maybe,’ Donner said. ‘Probably not. Probably just some random shit that went down, some poor bastard got his throat cut for no good reason, but I gotta look at it. I gotta see.’

‘Holy shit,’ Foster said again. ‘So, it’s just you? I thought maybe they’d send down a whole team for something like this. Like forensics and psychologists, all that. Like Jodie Foster in her brown suit and flat shoes and shit.’

‘No, just me,’ Donner said. ‘I gotta look at it first, try to figure out what it is. Then, maybe after, we send for Jodie Foster. Her and Hannibal Lecter tied to a hand truck.’

Foster laughed.

‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘You need anything while you’re here? You need a ride someplace, or some local intelligence, whatever. Just call. Night or day. I’ll see you right.’

Donner nudged his shoulder. ‘Thanks, man.’

He was good at that. Making friends.



Avista Adventist Hospital stood on the hinterland of housing developments and strip malls between the city of Boulder and the town of Superior, a squat complex of buildings covering acres of ground. Trees and shrubbery lining every path throughout, graying drifts of old snow piled at the edges.

So much space, Donner thought. Drive him crazy.

The mortuary was a level down. Doctor Leitch from the county coroner’s office met him there, the body already laid out for inspection, covered by a plastic sheet. Donner was relieved when Leitch peeled it tastefully back rather than whipping it away with a flourish. It meant he’d dealt with murders before; they’d become mundane to him, not cause for fuss and drama.

Frost dusted the eyelashes of the dead man, and the ends of his hair. A Y-shaped incision on his chest had been neatly stitched, as had the one that circled his scalp.

‘Pretty straightforward, at least on the face of it,’ Leitch said, pointing to the obvious wound in the cadaver’s throat. ‘Large cut here, severing pretty much everything that matters, leading to massive blood loss. He died within seconds. But then you look closer.’

The pathologist leaned down, staring into the open wound. He prodded two gloved fingers into the florid maw.

‘A blade inserted here, most likely a hunting knife, pushed right through, between the C3 and C4 cervical vertebrae, cutting the spinal cord. If he wasn’t dead from blood loss, he was dead from this. No blood at the scene, though.’

‘So, he was moved after the fact.’

‘Yup,’ Leitch said. ‘Strikes me as unusually thorough. Somebody went to a lot of trouble to first make absolutely sure he was dead and then prevent his discovery. But I guess that’s why you’re here.’

‘Yeah,’ Donner said. ‘Tell me about where he was found.’

‘Up in the foothills,’ Leitch said. ‘In the trees, way out in the sticks. My guess is whoever dumped him there reckoned he wouldn’t be found till the thaw, maybe March or April. By that time, coyotes would’ve taken most of him. We’d have had a job identifying him, I can tell you that. But a man named Johnny Colfax found him first. His dog sniffed the body out, I believe.’

‘Have you spoken with Mr. Colfax?’

‘Only briefly. The Jefferson Sheriff’s Office and the Golden Police Department have both had their way with him, but neither made much of it. Between you and me, I think they’re out of their depth. They’re arguing about jurisdiction, both sides wanting it out of their hands. I believe you coming along is the answer to their prayers. Let the G-man take care of it. Especially when they found out he had a record.’

Donner had received the email yesterday afternoon, pinged by the National Crime Information Center when Golden PD had uploaded the data. The body had been found almost a week ago, but it had taken a few days to ID him: Bryan Shields, aged thirty-seven, had bought himself a lifelong membership of the National Sex Offenders Registry when his credit card details were found in the payment records of a child pornography website. Probably shunned by friends and family for what he’d done, so no one to miss him when he disappeared. The first box ticked on Donner’s checklist. That, the open throat, the body dumped in the asshole of nowhere. It all fit the pattern, and Donner’s supervisor had begrudgingly given him permission to check it out.

And here he was, Bryan Shields, dead as dead can be, one more crumb on a trail that Donner had been following for nearly two years.

‘What now?’ Leitch asked.

‘I gotta make a call,’ Donner said. ‘Excuse me.’

He exited the mortuary into a tiled corridor and took his cell phone from his pocket. McGrath answered on the second ring.

‘Well?’ she asked.

‘It’s our guy,’ Donner said. ‘No question. Everything fits.’

‘Shit,’ McGrath said. ‘You want me to fly out?’

‘No, there’s nothing you can do here. Just try to keep Holstein off my back while I dig around a little. There’s a guy I need to speak with, the one who found the body.’

He listened to McGrath breathe, his partner biting back a question, until he could stand it no more.

‘Say it.’

‘Shit,’ she said again. ‘Are you sure you want to do this to yourself? I mean, who cares if some sick fuck gets killed and dumped in the woods? It’s one less creep for us to worry about.’

‘I care,’ Donner said. ‘It’s my job to put these bastards away. Mine. Not some goddamn crazy with a hunting knife.’

‘All right,’ McGrath said. ‘I’ll do what I can at this end. Call me if you need anything, day or night.’

‘Thanks,’ Donner said, meaning it.

‘Yeah.’

McGrath hung up.






Three

Her mother’s cry took Moonflower’s attention from the game. Super Mario Bros on the Nintendo DS. Mom had bought it for her from a pawn shop in Bakersfield. She couldn’t count how many times she’d played through the game, every beat of it committed to her memory, every button press, every move. There were so many hours to fill out here in the big wide nowhere.

She dropped the Nintendo and scrambled to Mom’s side.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Mom said through gritted teeth. ‘Goddamn altitude.’

Cramps in her calves. She always woke with cramps when they were way up high in the mountains. Mom hissed through her teeth and writhed, her eyes screwed shut. Moonflower unzipped the sleeping bag and reached inside, massaging the calf of her mother’s right leg, pulling and stretching at the knotted muscle, like steel balls beneath the skin, getting the blood flowing. Mom groaned, her legs forced straight by the pain.

‘We need to get down from the mountains,’ Moonflower said. ‘Go south, go somewhere warm, like Scottsdale. You like Scottsdale.’

‘Not yet,’ Mom said. ‘Not until I’m sure it’s safe.’

‘You can’t ever be sure.’

Mom knew she was right. They would never be safe, not really. But Mom had said they needed to balance the risk. What if that man had said something? She’d been keeping an eye on news reports from the Denver area and no mention had been made of a woman and a van, but still, she couldn’t be certain. Later that same day, Mom had stolen the plates from a Ford van outside a truck stop near Boulder, and she’d drawn no attention as they made their way through the rises and falls of the Colorado Plateau.

They’d arrived in Blanding two days ago and taken a spot in the White Mesa RV Park and Trading Spot. Forty-eight hours was too long to stay in one place, but exhaustion had been wearing on her mother, making her irritable and forgetful. She needed to rest and get her head straight or she’d get careless, make mistakes. And she always said they couldn’t afford any mistakes.

Careful, she would say. Think. Don’t draw attention.

Having a power supply in the parking bay meant they could keep the little portable heater going, and charge Mom’s Chromebook as well as her phone. And Moonflower’s Nintendo. Maybe one more night here, but then they had to move on.

Mom gave a weary moan and raised her left leg to get her daughter’s attention. Moonflower obliged and moved her hands to that bunched-up muscle, kneading it with her knuckles. Mom wriggled her thick-socked toes as the blood circulated. She let out another moan of relief.

‘Okay?’ Moonflower asked.

‘Yeah, thank you.’

Mom sat upright on the mattress and stretched her legs out in front of her, continued rubbing at the calves.

‘What time is it?’ she asked.

‘Eleven,’ Moonflower said.

‘Shit. I didn’t mean to sleep so late.’

‘You needed it. It’s good for you.’

‘Did you sleep?’

‘A little,’ Moonflower said, dipping her head as she spoke, betraying the lie. She had lain awake through the last hours of the night, into the morning, the Nintendo’s volume turned down low so as not to disturb her mother.

‘Maybe try to get some now,’ Mom said. ‘I’m thinking we could stay here another day.’

‘Maybe.’

She dipped her head again.

‘I need to eat something.’ Mom reached for her boots, pulled them on, then shrugged on her winter coat. ‘I won’t be long.’

She crawled to the back of the van and pulled the release, the door opening out, light streaming in. It didn’t reach as far as Moonflower. Mom climbed out and buttoned up the coat. Her breath misted in the hard, thin air.

‘I can check if they have any new magazines,’ she said. ‘Maybe a paperback?’

Moonflower gave a smile, humored her. ‘Yeah, sure.’

As Mom went to close the door, Moonflower said, ‘No. Can you leave it open? I like the view.’

Mom turned and saw what she meant. Endless blue sky. Snowy mountaintops in the far distance. She pondered for a moment, then shook her head.

‘It’s cold, honey.’

‘I’ve got my coat and my sleeping bag.’ She gathered them around her, even though the cold didn’t bother her. ‘I can wrap up.’

Mom regarded her, her face drawn tight with worry.

‘You stay right there,’ she said. ‘You don’t talk to anyone, even if they talk to you.’

‘I won’t,’ Moonflower said.

‘Okay. I’ll be right back.’

She lingered a moment, like a leaf unsure of the breeze, before walking away in the direction of the store.

Moonflower pulled on her coat, too big for her, but warm and pillowy. Roomy enough for her to draw up her knees to her chest, her chin tucked down inside the collar. Huddled against the blanket that separated the van’s cabin from the rear, too far back from the open doors for the light to touch her, she studied the rise and fall of the mountains. Like white elephants. She had read that description somewhere, and she had to search her memory to find it: a story by Ernest Hemingway. It had been in a collection Mom had shoplifted from a used bookstore. Moonflower hadn’t liked the story; it had seemed like a lot of words to say not much at all. She understood it well enough, a man and a girl—a girl, not a woman, the story had been clear—talking around her getting an abortion, but never actually saying it out loud. Moonflower was old enough to know about such things.

Like white elephants. To Moonflower, the mountains were more like giant ocean waves, foaming with rage. It was the sky above them that she loved. So wide and blue, and she wanted to swim in it. She remembered swimming. Moonflower remembered a vacation somewhere in California, she couldn’t recall where exactly, but the hotel had a pool, and she swam in it every day, her body a blade cutting the warm water. So long ago, before they had to run, but she could feel the water on her skin even now.

A girl walked across the open rear of the van, silhouetted against the blue. She glanced into the gloom as she passed, then disappeared. Moonflower held her breath, knowing she had been seen. Sure enough, the girl stepped back into view, peering into the van. Thirteen, Moonflower guessed, maybe fourteen. She wore a puffer jacket and a woolen hat with a pom-pom on top.

‘Hey,’ the girl said.

Moonflower froze and said nothing, hoping to vanish into the shadows.

‘I’m Olivia,’ the girl said. ‘Or Livvy. That’s what my parents call me. What’s your name?’

She waited for an answer, the silence clamoring between them.

‘You here with your folks?’

Moonflower felt the cold now, creeping in beneath her coat. She became aware of the mess back here. The mattresses and the blankets and the sleeping bags. The loose piles of clothing. The little propane stove, the dented pots and pans. How her own hair hung lank and dark while this girl’s curled from beneath her hat, the sun catching the golden highlights. Stud earrings and lip gloss. A dusting of eyeshadow. She wanted to tell the girl to go away but she kept her mouth tight shut.

‘I’m here with mine. They’re hippies. I mean, they say they’re Generation X, Nirvana and all that shit, but they’re totally hippies.’

Go away, Moonflower thought.

She saw the hurt flit across the girl’s face.

‘Yeah, anyway, I’m bored out of my mind, so if you want to hang out, we’re in the Jayco two spots down. Just knock on the door.’

The girl forced a smile and walked away. When her footsteps had receded, Moonflower scrambled to the doors and pulled them shut, one after the other, sealing herself in the darkness.
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Dear You,

I don’t know who “You” are.

Let’s start with that. I don’t know who you are or who you’ll be, but I felt you move today, so I know you’re real. You’re not just an idea anymore, but a real, living thing. I don’t know if I’m excited or terrified or both.

Today is Christmas. It used to be my favorite day of the year. I guess it still is. This year is different. It was just us, me and my parents, no one else. The house felt too quiet, and I felt a little low, thinking about what all my friends are doing, and everything I’m missing. I went and hid in my bedroom, and I cried pretty hard.

Then I felt you move, like tiny bubbles popping in my stomach. I lay very still and quiet, listening and feeling, and you moved again, so I ran and told Mom. Then she cried too, and so did I, but happy crying.

It’s funny how things swing from one place to another, like a pendulum in a big old clock. One minute you want to dig your own grave, the next you want to hug and kiss the whole wide world.

It was Mom’s idea to write you this letter. She said it would be as much for me as for you, to help me remember this time. And to help me process everything that’s happening. I have a good mother, I know that. We do argue, and I’m mean to her sometimes, but she has been good to me these past few months. She’s been supportive and kind, never angry, and I know lots of moms would be angry at their daughters for this. When I told her I’d missed my period, she looked sad for just a moment, but then she hugged me and told me everything was going to be all right. Dad too. I know he was angry, but he didn’t let it show. And he wasn’t angry at me, but at Christopher.

I don’t want to talk about him.

They both said they’d support me no matter what, and if I didn’t want to go through with it, they would help make that happen. They didn’t say it, but I think they’d rather I’d gone that way. Christopher’s family sure wanted me to.

There he is again, even though I said I didn’t want to talk about him. He’s an asshole, that’s all you need to know.

Anyway, I decided to keep you. I don’t know why. Things would be easier if I didn’t, sure, but like Mom says, I never do anything the easy way. I just had a feeling it was right for me. I still do, for the most part, even when I’m puking my guts up. I started having doubts a few weeks ago. I guess seeing all my friends getting on with their lives, hearing them talk about college, all the things they’re going to be, it made me wonder what I’m going to miss. It really started to play on my mind, and I couldn’t sleep, thinking about everything I’ve lost. But then I felt you move today, like bubbles popping in my stomach, and I knew for sure I’d made the right choice.

And it was my choice, mine alone. Always remember that: my life, my body, my womb, my choice. No one else has a right to tell me otherwise.

Mom says I’ll still get to travel. I had planned to take a year out before college, go to Europe, see what they know over there. That’s gone, of course, but there’s still time. And I can still go to college when I’m ready, I don’t even have to leave home. Mom says she can take fewer hours at work to help watch you while I study. She keeps telling me my life isn’t over, but I know that. It’s just going to be different, that’s all. Doesn’t mean it won’t be good.

Life is what happens to you when you’re busy making other plans. I think it was John Lennon who said that. It’s a quote worth remembering because it’s true.

I’ve been watching this new comedy show called Friends. It’s about these six people living in New York, all in their twenties, three boys, three girls. I can’t decide if I like them or hate them. There’s something smug about them all living in their nice apartments in the big city, like yeah, an average twenty-five-year-old can afford to do that. But I keep watching, because life keeps happening to them.

I just realized why I kind of hate them. They have the life I want, and it reminds me how far out of reach it is. Everything I ever wanted to be is gone, replaced by little popping bubbles in my stomach. But I keep watching anyway, and I keep going.

Anyway, that’s all for now, I guess. I’ll get to meet you in not quite four months, then I can tell you all this in person.

I hope I can give you a good life.

All my love,

Rebecca






Four

Inside the store, Rebecca chose a 30 oz. bottle of water, a hot coffee, two granola bars, a Girls’ Life, and a J-14. She added a day-old edition of the Denver Post and went to the check-out. A young man with braces and pimples rang up and bagged the items.

‘Anything else I can get for you this morning?’ he asked, an artificial chirp to his voice.

‘A pack of Marlboros,’ she said.

‘Sure thing,’ he said, reaching beneath the counter.

She dug the money out of her coat pockets, dollar bills and an array of coins, counting them out one by one. Not much left. She considered putting back the magazines and one of the granola bars, but decided against it.

Outside, Rebecca walked to the far side of the store, out of sight of the van. No way Moonflower could have seen her, the rear was facing the wrong way, but still. She opened the pack of cigarettes, gripped one between her teeth, then fished a disposable lighter from her coat pocket.

The beautiful taste of butane and tobacco filled her head and her lungs. Like choirs of angels singing into her. She breathed out, the smoke swept away by the wind. Her brain crackled with nicotine. Four, five a day. That was all. She and Moonflower both pretended it was a secret, lying to themselves and each other.

‘What if you get cancer?’ Moonflower had once asked, years ago. ‘You’ll die and I’ll be all alone.’

Rebecca had promised to quit, and for two years had kept that promise. Then one night at a gas station south of Seattle, she had bought a pack of Camels and lit one, choked on it, but kept sucking the smoke in. And then another.

Moonflower had screamed at her that night, threatened to run away, and Rebecca had crushed the pack between her fingers and sworn never to buy another. But two days later, she did. They didn’t talk about it anymore.

Rebecca pulled the last of the smoke from the Marlboro and stubbed it out on her heel before dropping the butt into a garbage can. Another, she thought. Why not? It’d be hours before she could sneak off again. She took her things to a picnic bench at the edge of the RV park, checking to see if it was in sight of her van. A large Winnebago stood between here and her Ford. Moonflower would have to come looking for her, and Rebecca knew she wouldn’t.

She sat down, placed the coffee on one side, the pack of cigarettes on the other, with the newspaper in between. Just sit here, have a coffee and a smoke, and read the paper. Like a normal person.

Rebecca scanned the pages, barely registering the headlines. They were still counting the cost of the Marshall fires a year ago, and they’d be rebuilding for many more. More than a thousand homes turned to ashes. That on top of recovering from the pandemic, the human and economic cost beyond counting. She had remained untouched by it all, isolation being the norm for her and her daughter before anyone had heard of COVID-19.

One headline caught her attention, and she paused, the page half turned.


POLICE CHIEF PLAYS DOWN TALK OF SERIAL KILLER

She flattened out the page, reached for the cigarettes, and read.


Division Chief Tom Johnstone of the Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office last night dismissed speculation that a serial killer was operating in the area. Rumors spread amongst law enforcement personnel that an FBI special agent had flown in from Washington, DC, to aid in the investigation into the murder of Bryan Shields, a convicted sex offender who had been residing in Broomfield for several years.

Mr. Shields had moved to Broomfield after receiving a conviction for possession of child pornography in his native Omaha, Nebraska. He had lived quietly in the area ever since, working various minimum wage jobs, drawing little attention to himself from neighbors or law enforcement agencies. That is until his remains were discovered a week ago in the forested hills above Golden. Investigators believe Mr. Shields was killed elsewhere before his corpse was moved to the remote location, presumably to delay discovery until the spring.

A source within the Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office said a cell phone and laptop computer removed from the victim’s home were currently being examined, and that a prominent line of inquiry was that Mr. Shields had been in communication with someone posing as a minor and had arranged a meeting with what may in reality have been a vigilante.

Division Chief Johnstone refused to comment on these and other details, or on the significance of the arrival of an FBI agent. When one reporter asked about the rumor that some officers in the Sheriff’s Office viewed the killing of Mr. Shields as no great loss to the area, Division Chief Johnstone said: “Whatever the circumstances of the victim’s life and death, the fact remains that it is the responsibility of law enforcement and the courts to administer justice, no one else’s.”

The investigation is ongoing.



Rebecca read the piece again, and a third time. No mention of a woman at a roadside, a van wedged in a snowbank. No description, no make, no model.

Maybe they’d be safe for a while longer.

Maybe.








Five

Liz answered on the third ring.

‘Hey,’ she said, her tone neutral.

‘Hey,’ Donner replied. Then the words deserted him.

He sat in the passenger seat of Deputy Foster’s cruiser as they wound their way up into the hills over Golden. Donner’s stomach shifted queasily inside of him with each bend in the road as they followed Johnny Colfax’s pickup. They were traveling to his father’s place in the woods, close to where the body had been found.

Donner listened to Liz’s breath against the phone for a moment as he scrambled for what he needed to say.

‘Yeah,’ he said eventually, ‘about the holidays.’

‘Uh-huh?’

She was distracted. At work, presumably, at her desk, shuttling numbers around a spreadsheet, adding them up. That was her great skill in life: to impose order, forcing things to make sense, whether they wanted to or not. It had broken their marriage, at least as he saw it, but perhaps could mend it again.

‘I was thinking about what you said. About coming to you and the kids. I’d like to do that. If it’s okay with you.’

A pause, and he wondered what expression played on her face. Gladness or regret? Maybe both.

‘Yes, it’s okay with me. It’s very okay. And the girls will be happy.’

He doubted that. Emma maybe, but not Jess. She’d barely spoken to him since he’d moved out. Even when her mother handed her the phone, she’d allow him no more than a few syllables. And he understood. He’d never forgiven his own father for leaving, even though it was the best thing the stupid bastard had ever done for his family.

‘Good. So, I’ll come over, what, Christmas Eve?’

‘Sure. But listen.’

‘What?’ he asked, knowing the answer.

‘No drinking.’

He gave Foster a glance then looked the other way, as if that would render the deputy deaf.

‘Not for a year,’ he said.

‘You swear to me.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Say it.’

Donner shifted in the passenger seat. ‘I can’t really go into it right now.’

Her tone hardened. ‘If you mean it, you’ll say it.’

‘I swear.’

Silence for a moment, then, ‘Okay. I’m glad.’

‘Me too.’

Up ahead, Colfax turned on his blinker, and his brake lights glowed red. Deputy Foster did likewise, easy on the pedal to keep control in the fresh snow.

‘Listen,’ Donner said, ‘I gotta go.’

He wanted to tell her he loved her, but he couldn’t. He wasn’t sure if Foster being there made any difference. It might have been too hard to say it anyway.

‘Yeah. See you Christmas Eve.’

‘Yeah.’

He tucked the phone away in his coat pocket as the cruiser turned onto a narrow road, barely wide enough for either vehicle.

‘The coroner said it was out in the sticks. He wasn’t kidding.’

‘Right,’ Foster said. ‘My grandpa used to go hunting with Johnny Colfax’s old man. Between you and me, he’s crazy as a Bessie bug. I mean, age has gotten to him these past few years, but he was a fucking whack job long before that. You’d have to be to live way out here.’

‘I don’t know,’ Donner said. ‘I think I’m starting to see the appeal.’

The pickup turned once again, left into the treeline. Foster cursed and hit the brake too hard, the cruiser losing grip on the packed snow. He managed to regain control and slowed in time to make the turn. No more than a trail between the trees, the cruiser jolting and lurching over the rough ground. Donner reached up for the grab handle as he bounced in his seat. He kept his mouth shut to let Foster concentrate on avoiding the tree trunks. He saw the pickup’s brake lights up ahead before he saw the cabin. Foster pulled the cruiser up alongside the other vehicle.

Donner felt a shock of cold as he climbed out. The temperature had dropped as they climbed up into the foothills of the Rockies, and he wished he’d brought a heavier coat, maybe even a pair of gloves.

Colfax’s dog jumped out of the passenger window and ran yelping for the cabin’s porch. Colfax followed it, telling it to cool its engines. The cabin’s door was already open a crack, a hint of a ruddy face inside, small black eyes peering out. Colfax leaned one elbow against the frame, discussing something with the occupant. The conversation grew more heated, more animated, until eventually Colfax’s father stepped out, pulling a torn and tattered coat around him. He petted the dog as he emerged, and it barked its delight. His hair stood in wild white tufts, several days of stubble on his chin and jowls.

‘All right, goddammit, all right,’ he said as he followed his son toward them. He wore pajamas under the coat, and his boots were untied. He was short and stocky while his son was tall and slender. The dog remained at the old man’s side, nuzzling his open hand.

‘Mr. Colfax,’ Donner said, fetching his ID from his coat pocket. ‘I’m Special Agent Marc Donner, FBI, Cybercrime Division. I need to speak with you about what happened here last week.’

His voice sounded strange to his own ears, muted by the snow all around. The old man kept his distance, his features sharp with distrust. The dog leaned against his legs.

‘Cybercrime? Ain’t that computers and internet and such? I don’t even have a phone line out here.’

‘I believe this killing is connected to some others I’m investigating,’ Donner said. ‘Yes, there’s an online aspect to this case, but the killing happened out here, in the real world. I just want to ask you a few questions about what you saw.’

‘I already told the cops everything.’

‘Pop,’ the younger Colfax said, putting a hand on his father’s shoulder.

‘I understand that, sir,’ Donner said, ‘but I’d appreciate it if you could go over things one more time for me. It’d really be a big help.’

The old man blinked at him as more snow began to fall, cold white feathers drifting all around.

‘All right. It was out back. Come on.’

He trudged away to the rear of the property, boots crunching snow, and the rest followed. An ancient pickup stood behind the cabin, more rust than anything else. Donner wondered if it still went. There were enough car parts strewn around the place to build a new truck, if not for the corrosion. The snow had turned reddish-brown in places.

‘Over yonder,’ the old man said, pointing into the trees. ‘I heard it first. I don’t sleep so good at night, and I was just reading a murder book. Johnny gets them for me from the library. Anyway, I was sitting up reading a book, I don’t recall which one, and I heard an engine. It was a diesel engine, I know the sound, and I thought, who in the hell is driving all the way out here this time of night? So, I set my book down and went to the back door. I could see the headlights way over there, where the road curves around behind my property.’

He pointed again. Donner could barely make out where the trees thinned about a hundred yards away.

‘It stopped around about there and I stood and watched for a time. Then I saw a couple flashlights bobbing around, going slow through the trees. It crossed my mind to holler at them, ask them what they was doing out here, but then I reconsidered. I thought it might be best just to keep quiet, not draw their attention. For all I know they could be drug cartel people. I would’ve got my rifle, only Johnny here tells me not to go drawing guns if I don’t have to. Says I’ll just get myself shot for no good reason.’

Donner couldn’t help but smile. ‘I think your son’s probably right on that one.’

‘Hell, maybe if I’d sent a round or two over that way, I might’ve bagged the bastards for you, saved you a whole lot of trouble.’

‘Maybe,’ Donner said. ‘What time of night was this?’

‘Oh, one-thirty, one-forty-five, something like that. Anyway, I went back inside and got on the radio to Johnny, says there’s people sneaking around up here, and if he didn’t get up here right quick and see to it, I’d get my rifle and see to it myself. He told me to stay put and he’d be here soon as.’

Donner addressed the younger Colfax.

‘How long till you got here?’

‘About an hour and a quarter, hour and a half, something like that. Whoever it was, they were long gone before I got here.’

‘And then you found the body?’

‘No, not right away. The snow had come on pretty heavy by that time, and I didn’t want to wander too far from the house. Sumbitch was kind of antsy about something out there, he kept running off into the dark, and I had to call him back. Thought maybe he’d got scent of a bear or some such.’

‘Sumbitch?’

‘My dog.’

Donner looked at the animal, still glued to the old man’s legs, enjoying a scratch behind the ears from a hard-weathered hand, its tail beating out a steady rhythm against his thighs.

‘Why’d you call him that?’

‘Cuz he’s a sumbitch,’ Colfax said. ‘Anyway, I decided I’d stay the night then go have a look in the morning. I guess I went out around eight-fifteen, something like that. There’d been a heavy fall overnight, and it was still going. I couldn’t see my own tracks, and my truck was pretty well covered. As soon as he got out, Sumbitch went tear-assing over that way, didn’t even stop to take a piss. Pop, how about you go back inside?’

The old man spat into the snow and said, ‘I heard the dead guy was some kind of pervert.’

‘He had a record, yes,’ Donner said.

‘Then I guess whoever dumped him out here was doing the world a favor.’

A spark of anger ignited in Donner. He wanted to tell the old man that, no, it was no favor to anyone. It was his job to go after men like Bryan Shields, to lock them away where they could harm no one. Every body found with its throat cut was a man he should have caught. Each one was his failure. Maybe it was prideful to think that way, but so be it.

‘That’ll be all, Mr. Colfax,’ Donner said. ‘Why don’t you get out of the cold? Your son can take us from here.’

The old man harrumphed and did as he was told. The dog followed him for a few yards then returned to the younger Colfax.

‘I lost sight of him,’ he said, beckoning Donner and Foster to follow him into the trees, ‘then a few seconds later, he starts barking and barking, and I knew something was up. I told Pop to stay inside while I went to look. It took a few minutes to find him, but when I got there, he was digging at something in the snow.’

Colfax seemed surefooted in the snow-covered terrain, stepping high with his long legs while Donner used trees to keep himself upright, feeling with his feet as he went. His toes began to ache with the cold, sending hard chills up through his calves. Donner cursed himself for not having better footwear as snow melted and seeped between his socks and the leather of his shoes. Colfax spoke as he walked, his words carried on misty breath.

‘Sumbitch was pulling at branches and whatnot, and I figured maybe there was a dead coyote or something under there, like whoever was out here had hit one on the road and carried it into the trees for some stupid reason. So, I got down and pulled some of the branches out of the way, and that’s when I saw it.’

A loose string of yellow tape became visible in the trees ahead, off to the right, and Colfax corrected his course.

‘Saw what, exactly?’ Donner asked, lifting his feet high for fear of tripping on roots hidden in the snow.

‘A shirt,’ Colfax said. ‘It was a plaid shirt, but not one like a working man would wear. One of those shirts you find folded up on a table in a clothes store where the salespeople look at you like you don’t belong. A shirt like that. And there was blood on it. That’s when I knew it wun’t no dead coyote.’

They arrived at the small clearing, a space no more than ten feet square, with an unnatural hollow for a floor. Even covered in snow, it was obvious the clearing had been stripped of every twig.

‘I took Sumbitch and went straight back to the house so I could radio down to the police department in Golden. Then I walked out to the main road so I could guide them in when they got here. I guess you know all the rest.’

Donner had his cell phone in hand with a PDF of Colfax’s statement open on the screen. He scrolled down, reading as fat snowflakes settled on the glass.

‘It took you more than an hour to get here, and you live, what, eight miles away?’

‘I was out cold when Pop called. I might’ve had a beer or two that night, so I took a while to gather myself, and then I had to lock up my place. And it was slow going that night on account of the weather. Plus, I stopped and talked to that lady, so that was another few minutes.’

Donner lifted his head from his phone. ‘Lady? What lady?’

‘I told the officer about that. Don’t it say there?’

‘No, it doesn’t. It mentions you passed a couple people on the road, that’s all. Nothing specific about a woman. Who was she?’

‘I don’t know who she was, but her van was stuck in a snowbank about two, three miles toward Golden. I stopped and asked if she needed any help, and she said no, she could manage. I waited up the road a ways, just to make sure she got out of there, and then we both went our separate ways.’

Donner stepped closer to Colfax, stumbling before righting himself again, the biting cold forgotten.

‘How was she? I mean, was she nervous, agitated, what?’

‘I guess you could say she was agitated,’ Colfax said, nodding. ‘She made it pretty damn clear she didn’t want any help. I put it down to her being a woman out here all on her own, and me being a man, and the way things are nowadays.’

Donner turned to Foster. ‘Did you know about this? Why wasn’t this in the reports?’

Foster held his hands up. ‘Shit, don’t look at me, no one tells me anything.’

Donner took Colfax’s arms in his hands.

‘Tell me about this woman.’
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