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The jungle surrounded the airport, its breath heavy and wet. Patty recognized the spiky leaves of palm trees jutting through the canopy as well as a soaring strangler fig, its roots intersecting like ropy veins across the host tree it was steadily, implacably suffocating. A hundred yards away, a parrot as red as strawberry syrup left one branch for another, and was that a monkey? Patty blinked, staring out the wide windows. A smile unsealed her face.
It’s so green. And impersonal.
It was the second thought that made her smile. She had no idea where it came from. She’d never visited Costa Rica before. In fact, she’d never left flat-as-a-farm-pond Minnesota except to travel to a single out-of-state soccer game. The sport upset Gwen. It didn’t matter that Gwen’s father was the championship-winning coach of the Minnesota Girls Consolidated; the girl screamed when she saw a soccer ball.
Was, Patty emphasized to herself. Randall was the championship-winning coach of the Minnesota Girls Consolidated.
A man near the baggage claim cleared his throat. Patty stopped herself—just—from leaping out of her skin. Heart slamming, she slid her eyes his direction, keeping her movements small. He was older, sixties maybe. White. Was he staring straight at her? Patty shrank inside herself, but then a woman appeared next to the man. She offered him a water bottle. He took it. He drank, condensation dripping onto his sandaled feet. After he drained the bottle, he kissed the top of the woman’s head, handing her the empty container.
Patty’s shoulders unbuckled.
“Sloth!” Gwen said.
Patty’s eyes refocused on the jungle beyond the airport, thinking her daughter had spotted one outside. That’s how Patty had gotten her to travel five hours without a fuss: she’d promised they’d see a real live sloth. The beasts’ simpering faces pushed Patty right into the uncanny valley, reminding her of zombies that’d take their sweet time crawling to you, grinning their carnival-clown grin the whole way. Seeing them on TV made Gwen weep, though, sobbing with something like happiness, only more intense. Ecstasy?
Patty was equal parts worried and excited for her daughter to meet one in person. Gwen was fourteen in body; she had the cognition of a child half that age.
Patty loved her more than life, God, and oxygen.
“Sloth!” Gwen repeated, tugging Patty away from the windows to a carousel of stuffed animals. A fuzzy toy sloth with Velcro hands clung to the very top, partially obscuring a lower rack of white-faced monkeys.
As the creature was made of clean, synthetic fibers, its sleepy eyes facing away, Patty could see a bit of its charm. “We’re going to see real sloths,” she said, gently squeezing her daughter’s arm above the elbow. It was a signal to leave, a necessary one for Gwen. Her strength was such that if she wanted to stay in a spot, she was impossible to redirect. Even Randall hadn’t been able to budge their daughter when she didn’t want to move. When Gwen felt the gentle pressure on the two points of her upper arm, however, she became docile. Her therapist had spent weeks helping Patty and Randall learn that subtle cue.
“There’s a sloth sanctuary on the other side of the country,” Patty continued, pushing away thoughts of her husband. “The Caribbean side. We’ll visit soon.”
Her daughter’s smile was distilled joy. It melted Patty. She made a spontaneous decision. “We should buy the sloth doll now, though,” she said, touching Gwen’s arm in a new place, signaling to backtrack to the store.
Gwen’s bellow when she realized what was happening turned heads. Patty didn’t care.
We made it out of the US. They wouldn’t have let us go if they could have kept us.
She didn’t know she was mirroring her beautiful girl’s blissful expression as she paid. Gwen was so eager to pet the toy sloth that she seized it with the tags still on and snuggled it to her cheek.
The clerk winked at Patty.
She felt momentarily dizzy. Could it be this easy? Can we simply walk away and start over?
She accepted her change, handed to her in bills as bright and delicate as butterfly wings. She was tucking them in her wallet when the headline from the USA Today stack on the counter snagged her eye.
Sweet Tea Serial Killer Strikes Again, it said.
Patty’s brain went white.

“It’s so thick,” BCA Cold Case Agent Evangeline Reed said, staring out the windows of the Daniel Oduber Quirós International Airport, a flash of red having caught her attention.
Harry Steinbeck raised an eyebrow.
“I knew it would be,” she said defensively, waving her arm at the hills framing an emerald velvet jungle. “But it’s one thing to see photos. It’s a whole other to be inside it. Almost feels like the air is alive.”
Harry sniffed. “Breathes like regular air to me.”
Van sighed. She didn’t know Harry Steinbeck well. He could have a dry sense of humor or he could be very, very literal. He’d been so quiet on the flight from Minneapolis. When they’d stepped aboard the plane, he’d requested an extra sanitizing packet from the flight attendant, thoroughly wiped down his seat and seatback tray, tucked the used wipes back into their envelopes, taken his seat, buckled, and then popped cordless earbuds into his ears.
He did not, Van noted, pull out his phone to set up Wi-Fi or to turn on music.
She figured it was a visual cue to be left alone, which was fine by her. As soon as they were aloft, she shelled out the two dollars for her own set of headphones, jammed the cord into the seatback screen, and reclined her sardine-can chair as far back as the knees of the man behind would allow. She ran through the in-flight offerings, ultimately choosing a Ted Bundy documentary. Harry’s mouth had tightened when she’d selected it, same as when her wadded-up Goldfish bag fell to the floor between them, but what was it to her? It wasn’t like they were going to be long-term partners. In fact, the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension would never have matched them if not for two things: agents were required to travel out of country in pairs, and COVID had seriously depleted the BCA’s numbers.
She studied Steinbeck as she watched the Bundy documentary (the movie was ridiculous—short on motivation and long on a sex appeal that the notoriously onion-breathed Ted Bundy had lacked). Specifically, she was curious what kind of cop Steinbeck was. In her experience, there were three types who entered law enforcement. First, there were the good guys, the pie-eyed folks who believed that by becoming police officers, they could make the world a better place. They made up a not-insignificant percentage of the force. Next came the bad guys, those who at some pivotal point had felt small in their regular lives and were going to roll that shit downhill. There were fewer of those, but a bad memory takes up more space than a good, and the same was true of a rotten cop. The third group consisted of the lost folks. They fell into the career like they’d shown up to the wrong casting call and stayed for reasons known only to them. They blustered through, always one step behind except when they got lucky.
Good, bad, and misplaced.
Problem was, nearly every cop believed that they fell into the first category, that they were the good guys doing their job for all the right reasons. Van supposed it was the same in all the helping professions—teaching, health care, nonprofit work. The problem was that in hers, the mistakes were bullet shaped.
But what type of agent was Harry? A true blue or a small man who’d crawled onto the force to feel big? She knew he wasn’t one of the lost folks. He was too good at his job. She and Harry worked in different BCA divisions—Van a newish addition to Cold Case and Harry in Forensics—but Harry Steinbeck’s eye for detail and gift for injury-pattern recognition were legendary.
She supposed he studied her during the flight, too, though he’d been so still. Earbuds in. Hands clasped on his lap. Eyes mostly closed. He was a pale, beautiful man, almost angelic looking. He was also strangely soft edged, reminding Van of rising dough shaped to resemble actor Michael Fassbender but taken out of the oven a hair too soon. When the plane hit a pocket of turbulence, Van poked him out of curiosity. His eyes startled open, his expression offended. She shrugged, like it had been an accident.
He felt solid.
He likely knew of her reputation. The rumors surrounding her. Not that it mattered. She was an officer of the law. She followed the rules. She just also happened to bring a little extra to the force. At least she had in her former position as a homicide detective at the Minneapolis PD.
Before she’d been forced to quit.
Nearly a year in at the BCA, she still felt lucky to have landed the job in Cold Case. Patrick would tell her it was a holdover, that feeling that she didn’t deserve good things. He might be right. That’s why she paid him the big bucks to prod at her neuroses every other week.
Yet, she was lucky.
At least she had been until the Patty Devries case.

Liberia was a small airport. That’s why Patty had chosen it. Their bags were waiting next to the baggage claim, stacked by an efficient porter. She handed him one of the colorful bills, “10,000” printed on its short edge. His eyes widened. He tried to hand it back, but Patty was already hurrying away, an oversize suitcase on wheels in each hand, Gwen at her side.
Outside, it was Gwen who pointed out their name on the man’s card.
“Devries!” she said happily.
Patty was not so anxious that she didn’t feel the sharp slice of pride in her chest. The ob-gyn who delivered Gwen had said the child would likely never be able to walk, let alone read. Patty made sure that prediction stayed in the hospital room.
Their driver loaded their bags into his dented white van, tossing Gwen an indulgent expression when the girl insisted her sloth be buckled in, too. His eyes were kind. Patty guessed he had children of his own. It made her reminder that much more difficult.
“Una parada antes del hotel,” she said to him, her voice tight.
One stop before the hotel.
She’d looked up the phrase on Google Translate while waiting for their flight to leave Minneapolis, glancing over her shoulder as she practiced it, waiting for her search to set off some alarm. When the police didn’t descend, she still hadn’t been able to draw a full breath, not even after they boarded the plane.
The driver nodded at her reminder, his kindly expression wiped clean. He knew where they were going.

Van and Harry stood by the Liberian airport luggage conveyor, waiting for it to grind to life. If Van had been alone, she’d have moseyed here, checking out store tchotchkes as she passed, tipping them over to eyeball their prices. Better than hurrying to baggage claim to wait like cattle for their feed to drop. But Harry had shot to his feet as soon as the pilot gave the announcement, bent over to pick up Van’s garbage between his pointer finger and thumb, and hustled off the plane. Van had had no choice but to follow.
She’d had a partner back at the Minneapolis PD. His name was Detective Bart Lively. Once you got to know him, you realized the universe had a sense of humor, calling him that. Bart Lively wouldn’t move fast to put out a fire in his hair.
And Van couldn’t have asked for a better fit.
He let her lead every investigation assigned to them. Her occasional “hunches,” as he called them, sparks of insight that would have had most officers calling Internal Affairs? Bart accepted them as fact, methodically working backward from what she told him so he could then move forward, providing cover with his by-the-books groundwork.
There was the gruesome case four years ago, where she’d had a “hunch” about the tire iron used to bludgeon a woman and her three kids and told Bart where they could find it: the east bank of the Mississippi beneath the Third Avenue Bridge. The killer had clearly meant for the weapon to hit the water and wash down to Mexico, but it hadn’t made it.
Then came the serial rapist who’d been terrorizing Minneapolis’s northside. Van woke up one morning with an image of his face as clear as her own in a mirror. It was the same face she’d recently seen on a billboard for the downtown law firm of Coelo, Schneider, and Calhoun. She’d told Bart, who went by the book to gather enough evidence to justify a DNA sample, definitively IDing the lawyer as the perp.
The last vision Van shared with Bart led to the identification of a Jane Doe whose body had been discovered by a cross-country skier in Theodore Wirth Park. Van’s flash of insight brought her the woman’s name. Dental records confirmed.
Bart never asked questions when she brought him a hunch. He simply furrowed his brow and buckled down, his investigation as slow as molasses and completely aboveboard. Van considered Bart her closest friend. The two of them formed a well-oiled machine.
Until eighteen months ago, when he died of a heart attack while watching Dateline.
Van hadn’t realized how much he’d been protecting her.
She’d heard the whispers before, noticed the stares. She had attributed them to her being one of the few female homicide detectives on the force. But the resentment grew bold after Bart’s funeral. With her partner no longer at her side, colleagues who’d always seemed respectful began openly scowling, refusing to move out of the way when she needed to pass, leaving garbage or worse in her locker. Bart wasn’t in the ground a week before she heard a uniform hiss, “Witch,” as she walked by.
Turned out Bart’s methodical groundwork had gone only so far; the other detectives had always harbored their suspicions about her, thanks to her and Bart’s extraordinary clearance rate. With Bart gone, they let loose. Van lasted six more months before it became too much. She felt like she was once again a grade-schooler wearing garage-sale clothes with a church-cult haircut.
The Cold Case job opening up at the BCA had been a godsend, but in a region as tight as Minneapolis–Saint Paul, law enforcement talked. She knew she’d need to keep clean if she wanted a fresh start. She’d vowed to deny the visions, and in the time since she’d started at the BCA, it’d been easy. She hadn’t had any. A whole blissful year of straightforward investigative work, not a single horrifying revelation waking her up in the dead of night.
Until the Randall Devries case.
She’d seen his crime, and then she’d seen his murder.
“Here’s mine,” Harry said, pulling her into the present, to the Liberian airport baggage claim. His statement was a courtesy, meant to draw her back since he was already holding his suitcase. He was watching her, a bemused expression on his face.
“Here comes mine,” Van said, her tone overly grateful. She’d had a sudden moment of panic, a sense that if he kept looking at her like that, he’d be able to read her mind. But Harry was no longer watching her. He was staring at a nearby stack of US newspapers, the headline Sweet Tea Serial Killer Strikes Again printed large across the top.
The person that the press—or at least USA Today—had dubbed “the Sweet Tea Serial Killer” was accused of killing three men in the last year and a half. All three had drunk ethylene glycol—an odorless, colorless, sweet-as-sugar liquid that you could buy at your local Walmart—mixed with their beverage of choice. They’d also each left behind an explanation. Like most suicide notes Van had read, the letters were short, self-focused, and apologetic.
The first victim, Lester Dunne, had owned a small Minneapolis publishing house that specialized in sports books. He was twice divorced and single at the time of his death. In addition to cheering on the Vikings in the fall and playing volleyball in the summer, he very much enjoyed vacationing in Thailand. He traveled there every August, like clockwork. The second victim, John Wilson, was less savory on paper. He’d held many jobs over his lifetime but was working as a salesman for a copy company at the time of his death.
Dunne’s and Wilson’s alleged suicides occurred in the space after Bart’s death but before Van had been pushed out of the Minneapolis PD. The department chief touched on them during a mandatory community-response summit meant to address the county’s rising suicide rate. Other than that meeting and the standard protocol the police were required to follow in the case of any sudden death, there’d been no law enforcement involvement in either case.
Then came the third victim, two weeks ago. Patty Devries’s husband.
Gwen Devries’s father.
The death of Randall Devries had initially been classified as suicide. It was, after all, winter in Minnesota. Devries’s career might have been at its height, but so was the local “Jesus, take me away” rate. Plus, he’d drunk a lethal cocktail of iced tea and ethylene glycol, and a suicide note had been found near his body. When Van read the brief article about Devries’s passing, she assumed police chiefs all over the region were scrambling to organize the requisite community-response meeting. But then the planets aligned, as they sometimes did in police work, delivering two surprise findings that suggested not only that Randall Devries’s death had not been suicide but that his killer had also murdered Lester Dunne and John Wilson.
Inside the Costa Rican airport, Harry shook his head at—Van thought—the sensationalism of the Sweet Tea Killer headline on the nearby newspaper. That or the inaccuracy: sweetened tea had been used in only one of the killings. In either case, for the first time since she’d met Harry, Van found herself agreeing with him. And wondering whether, as with her last partner, she could find a way to share what she knew with him.

Factoring in their stop, Patty’s phone had said the trip from airport to hotel should take four hours. It took six. When she remembered to look around, to question why the drive was taking so long—the roads curving down from the mountains to the ocean were by and large clear—Patty would get lost in Costa Rica’s beauty all over again. The colors were so vivid she could taste them: the hot lemon sun, the ancient and mellow cucumber green of the jungle, the flowers a startling burst of sour raspberry and wild grape against her back teeth, all of it salted by shimmering glimpses of sea. Gwen had shivered with pleasure alongside her, pointing out this and then that, as captivated with the countryside as Patty was.
Flying into San José rather than Liberia would have cut their driving time by two-thirds.
Patty was grateful they’d taken the longer route.
Their hotel was charming, nestled in the jungle just off the main road leading from Quepos to Manuel Antonio. As soon as they entered their room, Patty put it into the safe. When she turned from the closet, Gwen was wiggling into her swimsuit, chattering happily about the tiny lizard that had invited itself inside. In that moment, Patty felt something so alien these past two weeks, so unexpected, that it took her a moment to identify.
It was a fully drawn breath.
She was going to be able to protect her girl.

“We’re not together,” Harry said to the man behind the front desk, the same man who’d just informed them that one room, two beds, had been reserved in their name rather than the two adjoining rooms, one bed in each, that were supposed to have been booked.
“I understand,” the hotel clerk replied, dwarfed by the rosewood desk he stood behind. He turned his hands palm up. “But I’m afraid we are otherwise full.”
Harry looked at Van. Really looked at her, something he hadn’t yet done, not at this level. His blue eyes blazed, his gaze so penetrating that her pulse skipped a beat. He’d hardly spoken to her on the drive here from the airport, and now it felt like he was deep-scanning her.
She kept very still.
“I’m a light sleeper,” he finally said, breaking the spell, before he snatched the key from the front desk worker.
It took Van a second to collect herself.
Their room was fine. Tile floor. Bedspreads the unnatural, angry yellow of margarine, their sheen meant to repel damp and insects. A table with two wicker chairs. A bathroom. Van was sticky with sweat and travel dust. She tossed her suitcase on the bed nearest the bathroom, flung it open, tugged out her swimsuit and cover-up. She held them toward Harry by way of explanation and then disappeared into the bathroom. She turned on the fan while she changed, feeling unusually self-conscious. It intermittently rattled and then shut off, rattled and then shut off.
Harry was poised gingerly on the corner of his bed when she stepped out. A stack of folded clothes sat next to him, presumably swim trunks and a shirt. His suitcase was zipped shut, centered on the suitcase holder.
“All yours,” she said.
He shook his head, once.
Her eyes widened. He wasn’t going to change into swim trunks? “If they’re by the pool . . .” She let it trail off.
“Are they?” he asked, his words clipped.
“I’ll check.”
She strolled outside, striving to carry herself like a tourist, and found the Devrieses in and by the pool. Patty was dragging a noodle through the water, coaxing Gwen to jump in. Gwen was grinning, enjoying the game. The water dripping from her indicated she’d already leaped in many times. Van willed her body to relax. It was difficult to be this close to Patty, knowing what she knew. Still, she was here to do a job. She wagged her head like she’d forgotten something and returned to the hotel room to confirm that mother and daughter were in the pool.
“I’ll search their room,” Harry said, rubbing his hand across his face.
Van hoped she managed to hide her astonishment. She’d assumed she would be the one to poke around Patty’s things. It fell into a squicky ethical area, one Van was more than happy to visit but that she assumed a man as tightly wound as Harry would avoid like, well, like a Ted Bundy documentary.
But he insisted, so Van returned to the pool, dropping into a chair. The outdoor area was surrounded on three sides by thick jungle. The hotel provided the fourth wall. Gwen and Patty still played in the water, which was green. Or the water was clear and the pool tile was green. Van wasn’t sure which was true. Her nervous system was scrambling to place the unfamiliar smells of loam and rainforest, the rumble of distant traffic punctuated with screeches that sounded like dinosaurs, the brightness of macaws flying overhead.
She’d grabbed a Stephen King paperback out of the hotel lobby on her way back from giving Harry the all clear. The book was Different Seasons, a collection of novellas, two of which had been turned into what Van believed were the best films to come out of the late eighties and early nineties. Quiet character studies with bloody hearts. She brushed her fingers across the sweet smooth of the book and kept her ears tuned to the Patty-and-Gwen station.
Other than the couple occupying beach chairs on the other side of the Devrieses, the pool area was empty. It was coming on lunchtime. People were likely on tours or at the beach. Quepos and Manuel Antonio were sleepy towns, the ends on a necklace of Key West–ish hotels and restaurants beaded along a winding ocean road.
When Harry finally strolled into the pool area holding a newspaper, he wore a soft-collared polo shirt and pants that looked like they were made of linen or some other high-maintenance fabric. A Panama straw hat shaded his face. He would turn heads if there were heads to turn.
“Are you going in?” Van murmured when he dropped into the lounge chair next to her.
He wrinkled his nose at the pool. “Never,” he assured her.
Van swallowed a smile, giving him time to decide how he wanted to tell her about what he’d found, if anything, in Patty and Gwen’s room. Mother and daughter had been playing and laughing in the pool nonstop, giving no indication of the horror they’d left behind.
“One gun,” Harry finally said, his eyes gliding over the water before he flicked his wrists to open the New York Times. He must have packed the newspaper, because Van hadn’t seen it available in the airport or the hotel lobby.
“Ghost?” she asked, turning the page in her book. An iron river of illegal guns flowed from the US to Central America. Some were standard issue, but more and more, they were ghost guns, built from no-name kits that required few skills or tools to assemble and made the finished weapon impossible to trace.
He nodded curtly. “Looks like a Glock nine-millimeter. If she’s lucky, it’ll fire like one, too.”
“Full?”
He flipped the page of his newspaper. “Fifteen in the cartridge, potentially one in the chamber.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it. She’s either very optimistic or very naive.”
Or very scared, Van thought but did not say. A blind woman could see how much Patty loved her daughter. She was beaming at her. Gwen, like most children, appeared not to notice her mother’s adoration, taking it for granted like the sun rising. Gwen was curvy for fourteen, thick hipped. Van knew the girl was cognitively impaired, but other than her exuberance, and maybe not even that—for all the child knew, they were on vacation—there was no visible marker to set her apart from any other teenager.
According to Patty’s file, Gwen’s gestation had been normal. Patty kept all the appointments, swallowed the prenatal vitamins, even quit the weekly glass of red if what she’d told her doctor was to be believed. During labor, however, something went very wrong. Gwen became lodged in the birth canal, her umbilical cord wrapped around her throat, stealing back the life it’d given her. By the time the surgeon arrived for an emergency C-section, the damage was done.
Van read that something similar had happened to Rosemary Kennedy, sister to John F. and Robert. The doctor was immediately notified when Rosemary’s mother went into labor, but it was 1918. The flu epidemic was raging, and the doctor couldn’t immediately pull himself away. The nurse forced the child to stay in the birth canal until the doctor arrived. Rosemary grew to be a beautiful woman, as Gwen appeared fated to do, but she was reckless, likely a result of her birth trauma. When her wildness became too much for her father, he had her secretly lobotomized. The operation failed, horrifically disabling Rosemary.
Van had reread that part of the story several times, her hands shaking with rage.
Gwen’s squeal brought Van back into the moment. A bug, something long and sinewy, had dropped into the water, but rather than be alarmed, Gwen was delighted, her nose right up to the swimming creature. When it reached the edge, she scooped it with two hands and gently set it on the lip of the pool, her laughter infectious.
Van smiled, her gaze soon pulled to the reclining couple on the other side of the pool. The woman was flipping onto her stomach. Her male companion appeared to be watching Gwen or Patty. Or both. His book was open, but he hadn’t turned the page in minutes. Van considered that he might be a slow reader. She couldn’t make out the book’s title, but it looked like a mystery. While she was partial to horror, she approved of his choice. Mysteries were the most honest books there were.
They threaded death right in there with life, no pretending.

Patty had felt her skin lift from her muscles when the woman wearing a black cotton cover-up over what appeared to be a green one-piece strolled out of the hotel. The woman had coolly taken in the canoodling couple, her eyes flitting across Gwen and Patty before she made an about-face back into the main hotel, returning moments later carrying a thick paperback. Patty had been watching the couple herself, wondering whether the woman was studying them from behind her oversize sunglasses. Patty had searched for something familiar in her face. But then the woman in the black cover-up appeared, and Patty’s attention laser-focused on her.
That woman was here for Patty.
It took every ounce of self-control to remain in the pool. Patty had to keep playing with Gwen, had to act like everything was normal even though her mind was spiraling. She used to be someone who wondered, What if? What if her parents had divorced rather than stayed married, her mother’s bruises growing less frequent but more spectacular as she aged? What if Patty had studied architecture, her childhood dream, rather than education, the career her parents had chosen for her? What if she’d let Randall Devries be called back into specialized military service rather than helping him write a deferment letter and then accepting his drunken marriage proposal when his stay was approved? So many what-ifs, all of them stopping as clean as if they’d been sliced with a knife the moment Gwen was born. No more what-ifs after that. Only “Thank Gods.” Thank God Gwen survived, and thank God she knew joy. That was enough for Patty. More than enough—it was a gift from heaven, one she accepted daily with a trembling heart.
Patty had done freelance copywriting in the early days, while Randall taught elementary school and coached soccer. Once he was drafted to lead the Minnesota Girls Consolidated, allowing Patty enough money to afford the time needed to write, she found moderate success as a children’s book author, working while Gwen was in school. She specialized in middle-grade versions of famous books, most written by authors who had long since died: J. D. Salinger, Mary Shelley, F. Scott Fitzgerald. It was rewarding work, but not so satisfying as raising her child.
“Momma!” Gwen cried. “Look!”
Patty turned her attention to her daughter, who was plugging her nose and puffing out her cheeks but holding only her mouth below the water.
Despite the imminent threat presented by the woman sitting on the other side of the pool, Patty’s smile was genuine. “Good job, baby,” she said.
She’d do anything to protect her daughter.
It was why she’d bought the gun.

When Randall Devries’s soccer team won the championship a month ago, his photo was splashed all over the local news. That snap captured him grinning as ecstatic teenage girls poured Gatorade over him, the players so young, so alive that they seemed to crackle on the page. When, two weeks later, the family’s housekeeper discovered him dead in the kitchen, the papers ran a different photo: his military headshot. In it, he was somber, his uniform immaculate, his shoulders squared.
Those articles said he’d died by his own hand, the same thing they’d said about Lester Dunne and John Wilson. That would have been the end of it if not for the two surprise discoveries forty-eight hours after his death. The first: all three men had had a lock of hair removed above their right ear. The piece taken was small, maybe one square inch. A lesser lab monkey wouldn’t have noticed, but as luck would have it, the same agent autopsied all three bodies, and he didn’t miss a trick. That agent was Harry Steinbeck. He’d noted the shorn hair in Dunne’s file and then in Wilson’s. His discovery of the same oddity on Devries’s corpse had been enough to bring in Cold Case.
Agent Evangeline Reed, specifically.
It was after the case was assigned to her—ten days ago—that she made the second discovery: all three men had known Patty Devries.
The first connection was easy to unearth, once a person was looking for it. Patty had been a freelance copywriter at Lester Dunne’s sports-focused publishing house for two years, her services ending six months before Dunne’s alleged suicide. Her connection to John Wilson, copy company salesman, had taken more searching, but once Van discovered Patty had known Dunne, the threat of a bullet to the head wouldn’t have stopped her. That tenacity and the fact that Revolutionary Copying—the company that employed John Wilson—had digitized their time cards and receipts allowed her to finally uncover the connection between Wilson and Patty. Wilson had been working the counter at a Minneapolis affiliate of Revolutionary Copying the day that Patty required neighborhood garage sale flyers made (and then remade—by all accounts, Wilson had been terrible at his job).
Three apparent suicides, all by drinking sweet poison.
All three men connected to Patty.
The press got hold of that last fact in the ways that they do: a cop talking to a spouse who talked to a friend who worked at a news desk, or some low-level officer trading juicy bits for a little spending money. They’d run with the story. Children’s book author, regular church attendee, mother to a special needs child, wife to a locally famous coach? The headlines wrote themselves.
It was a small mercy that the media hadn’t yet heard about the missing hair.

Gwen was snuffling softly in the same bed as Patty, the sloth doll clutched tight. Gwen used to crawl into bed between Randall and Patty when she had nightmares, but that had stopped years ago. Sleeping next to her child, certain that she was safe, was a treasure Patty hadn’t known she missed. It was all she could do not to bundle Gwen into her arms. She settled for stroking her daughter’s hair, careful not to wake her.
This might be their last night of comfortable sleep for a while. That woman showing up by the pool meant they were officially on the run. Patty had been foolish to hope it would play out any other way, that they could simply slip free. The only good news was that the woman and the man with her were currently watching Patty and Gwen, not acting. That meant Patty had time. Not a lot, certainly not more than twenty-four hours, but enough to think through all her options. Enough to not be stupid.
She knew what the newspapers and the people she’d left behind were saying about her.
She also knew she was no serial killer.
She had to sneak Gwen out of here, into a new life where no one knew them or what they’d left behind. There had to be a way. A plan was beginning to take shape as the velvet claws of slumber sank into her. She tried fighting sleep—she couldn’t return to that same nightmare, the one that had followed her since Randall’s death—but the pull was too strong.

After confirming Patty made no outbound calls or requests to the front desk, Harry and Van returned to their room and prepared for sleep, both of them changing into their pajamas, lying on their beds, and cracking open books. Van found she didn’t mind sharing a room with Harry. For all his fussiness, there was something stable about him, something soothing. Van suspected it was one of the traits that made him an exceptional agent.
After several minutes, Harry tented his hardcover World War II history book on his lap so he could stretch. He was lying on top of the comforter, its cheap silky material clashing with his cream-colored linen pajama set. He’d crisply folded the clothes he’d worn to the pool and then to dinner and tucked them back inside his suitcase, which was again closed. His loafers rested at a military angle on the mat near the door.
In the matching bed three feet away, Van had managed to not click on the television, but only because she didn’t speak Spanish and was worried that it would be her lone choice. She’d instead kept going on the Stephen King collection, remembering why she’d never liked “Apt Pupil.” Too inevitable, the violence. Despite—or because of—what she’d seen, she preferred hope. Craved it.
But she was only skimming the novella. Her mind kept worrying about the other thing she’d uncovered that connected the three dead men, returning to it like a tongue to a toothache.
All three had had deviant tastes.
More accurately, they’d shared a single perverse taste: they’d all been pedophiles.
It was widely known among Dunne’s friends and family that he traveled annually to Thailand, but only the FBI knew it was to partake in child sex trafficking. He was small fry to the Feds, kept on the line to break a larger operation. At the time he drank the ethylene glycol–laced bottle of cola, however, he’d been researching how he could feed his demons closer to home.
Wilson had frequented jailbait chat rooms off and on throughout his life. With the help of a computer forensics tech in her department, Van discovered Wilson had begun taking his cyber “communications” with underage girls outside into the real world six months before he died. He’d mixed his ethylene glycol with one of those already-sweet malt liquor drinks marketed to high school kids.
At the time of his death, Randall Devries stood accused of assaulting more than a dozen of his underage team players, girls who’d trusted him. The evidence was damning. It was also just about to hit the papers. Had he lived another day, the headlines would have been very different. She’d unearthed that hard evidence on all three men after she’d been assigned the case by the BCA, same as the connection she’d discovered between Patty, Dunne, and Wilson. It all went into the official BCA file.
She left out the fact that she’d witnessed the men’s crimes before she’d been assigned the case.
Her visions had started when she was a girl, when her own monster started visiting her bedroom. A gift born of extreme pain. Because the images came only when she was asleep, she assumed they were regular nightmares. Then one day, when she was at a gas station buying cigarettes, high or drunk—they ran together back then—a familiar face, one she knew only from her nightmares, showed up on the overhead television.
The man was under arrest for sex trafficking boys.
He was real, not a dream phantom.
Van had witnessed his crimes as she slept, and it had about driven her mad. She began weeping in the middle of the gas station, great gasping sobs of relief, as she watched the man being led away in handcuffs. It wasn’t her sick mind that had created those visions. They were real. And the monsters could be stopped.
She enrolled in a criminology program the next day.
There she discovered that men like her tormentor and Dunne and Wilson formed a small subsection of criminals. While they were far from the majority, they were the worst. Harvesters of innocence. She worked diligently, meticulously, to bring every criminal who appeared in her visions to justice, but she worked doubly hard when they were pedophiles, always sharing her “hunches” with Bart so that together, they could stop them. Dunne and Wilson had been canceled before the law could get to them, however, and her visions had come to a screeching halt after Wilson’s death. She went from having one a week to none. She’d been so grateful. She could close her eyes and not be haunted by appalling images. She could do her job just like everyone else without fear of being different.
But then, three weeks ago, for reasons she did not understand, the visions had started again.
She’d recognized Randall Devries immediately. His team had just won the championship. It was all over the local news. At first, she tried to convince herself what she’d seen wasn’t a vision, just a horrible spilling over from waking life to sleep, that it wasn’t possible such a friendly-looking man was hurting so many girls. But the abhorrent mental movies kept coming, and she knew.
Van made a noise. In the here, the now, the shared Costa Rican hotel room, she gasped. Harry tossed her a questioning look. She ignored it. Let him think it was the book open on her lap that startled her. He wouldn’t understand the truth. And it didn’t matter, not really, because like Dunne and Wilson, Devries was now beyond the reach of human law.
“Should we call it a night?” Harry asked, shutting his book with a snap. His bedside lamp was on, but he was leaning toward it.
Van closed her own book, flicking off her light at the exact same time Harry got his. Her last sight before it all went black was of the empty bag of plantain chips on the carpet on her side of the room, yellow crumbs littered outside its mouth. She hadn’t expected to enjoy them—she would have bought corn or potato chips if the gift shop stocked them—but the plantain chips turned out to be addictive. Something about that crisp-chewy texture. She planned to squeeze as many as she could into her suitcase before the return flight.
She expected they’d leave within the next seventy-two hours. The Devrieses’ Costa Rican vacation had been planned while Randall was still alive, scheduled for the two weeks out of the year when his responsibilities were minimal: after one championship and before the next season. The police officer who’d handed his notes off to Van—thinking it was a case of three potential suicides with only, at the time, Steinbeck’s discovery of the missing hair to indicate they might be linked—confirmed Patty had been posting on social media for weeks how excited she was for the family to finally get away.
After Van discovered and reported to her supervisor that Patty was connected to all three victims, and when it became clear Patty still intended to take Gwen out of the country, the Minneapolis PD had called in Mrs. Devries for questioning. Harry and Van had been allowed to sit on the other side of the glass during the interrogation. Patty looked every bit the mourning widow on the surface, but there was something sharp, Van thought, in the woman’s eyes, eyes that kept straying to the glass. Patty offered the police nothing new. She confirmed that she was going ahead with the funeral, and then she was flying to Costa Rica because it would be good to get Gwen away from all the reporters.
But during a pandemic, a woman could work anywhere, especially if she was a writer. There was a real concern Patty wouldn’t be returning to Minneapolis, especially with Costa Rica’s remote-worker visas soon becoming a reality. It was Van and Harry’s job to keep an eye on her until the BCA forensics lab found enough evidence to connect her to the cases or realized they weren’t going to.
Van suspected it would be the latter.
Or maybe that was just hope. It would be the understatement of the century to say she had mixed feelings about the woman accused of murdering all three pedophiles.
Even with the lights out, Van could feel Harry’s eyes on her. Did he think she was too close to this one? If he’d read her file, she’d bet he did. And he’d be right. She tried to fight sleep at the same time she yearned for it. She didn’t want to risk revealing herself, her visions, in the nakedness of moonlight. But she hadn’t slept through the night in two weeks, not since Randall Devries’s death. The visions should have stopped then; they always had before when the criminal was caught or died, but not so with Devries. The visions had only intensified.
Her last thought as the promise of sleep began to suffocate her was a repeat of what had been preying on her since they landed: They never would have sent us if they had other agents.

The nightmare was always the same.
She was forced to watch, trapped and unseen, pressed against one side of the door as Randall Devries creeped into a bedroom decorated with the bright reds, pinks, and yellows of the latest Disney movie.
Gwen’s bedroom.
The child was sleeping on the twin bed, her blankets kicked off, mouth open.
Randall slipped toward her. His shoulders pumped with his heavy breath.
Every time, she cried out for Randall to stop. Amazingly, once, he turned. She saw his face in profile. A moment passed. When whatever had given him pause didn’t repeat, he stepped to the bed, reaching toward Gwen.

Van was standing next to her bed before she was fully awake, heart slamming against her ribs, hand clawing at her hip for a gun she was not wearing. The room was dark, a single slice of moonlight slipping through a bent slat in the blinds.
She was in a hotel room. In Costa Rica. With Harry Steinbeck.
He was sleeping soundly, his back to her, one leg tossed over a pillow. She must not have made any noise.
She drew a shuddering, slow breath. I am safe. I am grown. I am free. I am safe. I am grown. I am free. Patrick had taught her the calming mantra.
She didn’t want to wake up Harry. She grabbed a beach towel and her room key and slipped into the hallway. She walked outside into the ink of night, dropping into the same lounge chair she’d occupied earlier. The deep, alien jungle surrounded her. It looked so dense she imagined she could step in ten feet and not see the lights of the hotel behind her. It felt alive, that jungle, teeming with insects and night hunters, plants reaching, groaning with the force of their life. Her eyes tried to pierce the thick. What was watching her?
But she always wondered that. Her vigilance never went away. Remembering that, a desolation set in, a bone-deep, aching loneliness. Van found herself succumbing to it when a loud crack from the jungle drew her back. For a crazy moment, she expected Patty to emerge holding her ghost gun, pointing it at Van.
Van sat up, heart thrumming. She blinked at the spot she’d heard the noise.
At first there was no movement. Then, suddenly, a mangy calico cat emerged. The kitty flashed its green lanterns at Van, studying her for several beats before padding over and hopping onto her chair. It settled between Van’s legs like the two of them knew each other from way back. The kitty began licking its front paw, its purring immediate and fierce. The beast was likely covered in fleas or worse, yet Van smiled.
“Night night,” she said, draping the towel across the cat’s body. “Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”
In that quiet moment, she finally acknowledged the truth.
She would sacrifice everything to keep Patty out of jail.

“Coffee?”
Van startled awake, pushing at the webs of not-quite sleep. The cat was no longer in her lap. Harry was standing over her, wearing a worried expression on his handsome face. He’d dressed in a wrinkle-free shirt and pressed slacks. He was holding out a diner-white coffee mug, too small for how much caffeine her body needed. She accepted it. The odor was incredible, equal parts fresh-ground coffee beans and something rich, earthy. “Dirt-chocolate” was what she’d call the smell; she smiled to herself, thinking it was good she wasn’t in marketing.
“Thanks,” she said after her first sip, her eyes closed in ecstasy. “They’re not joking about the coffee here, are they?”
Harry sat in the chair next to her. “You spend the whole night out here?”
“Not the whole night.”
She could see him chewing on that. A worker in a hotel uniform appeared holding a long net. He began scooping tiny brown leaves out of the pool. Van waited for Harry to ask a follow-up question, thinking about how the day was already warm even though the sun wasn’t yet over the trees, how the air smelled like jasmine. Finally, enough time passed that she realized Harry wasn’t going to pry. She wondered if she needed to start a list of his good qualities.
She set her now empty coffee cup—no reason to sip when there was more, and she assumed there was more—on the table between them and stretched her arms toward the sky, wincing at the angry red knot in her neck.
“How’d you sleep?” she asked.
He shrugged. Stood. Took her coffee cup. “The Devries are having breakfast in the hotel restaurant.”
“Should we also?”
“Probably not. She made us by the pool yesterday.”
“I know.”
They sat silent for several moments. Two lines of ants marched beneath their lounge chairs, one group winding toward the jungle, empty-handed, the other emerging from it, juicy slices of leaves balanced on their backs.
“The men were monsters,” Harry finally said. “All three of them.”
This caused Van’s head to jerk up so fast the crick in her neck breathed fire. She wasn’t surprised that Harry had read her report. A man this thorough? She’d have been amazed if he hadn’t. What had shocked her was that he’d used that word, the same one she’d used mentally when thinking of Dunne, Wilson, and Devries.
“Yes, they were,” she agreed. “Monsters.”
“Men like that never rehabilitate,” he said, his face tight. “Never.”
She nodded, but he didn’t see it. He’d turned, taking the coffee cup inside. She followed. They ate breakfast in their hotel room, her chowing down three granola bars as she stood by the window, him eating a fruit plate, a napkin at his throat, pressing the melon and pineapple onto his fork with the delicacy of a surgeon. They spent the rest of the morning working in their room and then took lunch in the restaurant, which was why they had a straight eyeline to the front desk when Patty walked past holding Gwen by the wrist, constantly glancing toward the hotel’s front door. She hadn’t yet noticed Van and Harry, though the front desk worker had. During a split second when Patty looked away, he nodded at Van.
“She’s asking about other places to stay,” Van said.
“We only need her here for twenty-four more hours.”
Van gaped at Harry. “How do you know?”
He shrugged. “All the evidence went through me before they sent us down. I knew before we left that they weren’t going to find anything I didn’t.”
It wasn’t arrogance. He was stating a fact. Van added that to the list. “Nothing tying Patty to Randall’s death?”
“To any of the deaths,” he said. “Other than the fact she’d met all three, which appears to be nothing more than a terrible coincidence. We’re down here for due diligence, but it’s my professional opinion that this one will be closed as three suicides.”
Van thought of the way Patty looked at her daughter. She felt a grim pleasure.
“But I’ve been wrong before,” Harry continued.
Van considered swatting him when the waiter appeared, setting two plates between them. Harry’s eyes widened in alarm. Van had requested authentic Costa Rican food they could share, asking for it quick, before Harry had a chance to protest. She wasn’t normally an adventuresome eater, but those plantain chips had turned her on.
“What is this?” she asked, clapping her hands in delight. One plate held what looked like crispy banana pancakes alongside refried beans dripping with melted cheese. The other plate was buried beneath a full fried fish, its deflated eyeball staring at Harry.
“Patacones,” the waiter said, indicating the fried yellow circles before pointing at the fish alongside rice and beans. “And this is today’s special. Fresh fried red snapper with gallo pinto.”
Van ignored the fish. She had limits. The patacones looked right up her new alley, though, so she grabbed a yellow disk. It was so hot that she immediately dropped it, blowing on her fingertips. She didn’t give them a chance to cool before reaching out again, gripping the plantain circle with her fingernails this time before dipping it deep into the refried beans. She moaned when the first bite hit her mouth. Creamy, salty beans over a sweet, chewy circle of starch.
“Good?” Harry asked.
She didn’t answer. She was too busy going for her second bite.
“Try the fish,” she said, feeling a flash of guilt as she chewed.
“I once went a full year without a good night’s sleep,” he said instead, his tone serious.
Van’s eyes shot to him. He reached toward the fish with his fork. He poked at its cheek, tap tap, and then withdrew his utensil.
“Sounds tough,” she said, scowling around a mouthful of patacones. She knew what he was doing, and she didn’t like it. She withdrew her growing positive opinion of him.
“It was tough,” he said, simply. “Made me a little crazy.”
There was no accusation in his words. She relaxed marginally.
“There was a man killing sex workers.” Harry sipped his water. “About five years back. He always used a knife, never stabbing them fewer than thirty times. One of the women he stabbed ninety-seven times. Pierced every organ.”
“I remember,” Van said. She wouldn’t use the name the press gave the killer, but she’d been on the Minneapolis PD at the time. All the homicide detectives had wanted to be the one who brought the guy in.
“The physical evidence went through me. The bodies were lining up, and I couldn’t figure out who was doing it. I couldn’t stop him.”
“But you did,” Van said, putting down her half-eaten patacón. The papers had referred to the person who cracked the case only as a BCA special agent, but every detective on the Minneapolis PD knew of Harry Steinbeck. “You blew it wide open.”
Harry ran his finger down his sweating water glass, his expression pained. “Not wide open. Not after six innocent women had died. After that, it could never be wide open.” He shook his head. “The killer left a fingerprint on his final victim. Dumb luck that he did, and dumb luck that I caught it.”
Van had been wrong about what Harry had been up to. He hadn’t been fishing for the story behind her insomnia. He was showing her his. If they were in this together, if they were truly partners, now was the time to show him hers.
“Pass the salt,” she said.

There were things Harry and Van could do to put the pressure on Patty, but neither seemed inclined to explore them. They sat by the pool instead, pretending to read. Patty and Gwen remained in their room, but they couldn’t leave the hotel without passing across Van and Harry’s field of vision.
Van was sitting so close to Harry that when his phone rang and he answered, she could hear that he was talking to a woman. His answers were clipped, the conversation short. He hung up.
“There’s nothing tying her to the death of Randall Devries. We can go home.”
Van’s relief was such that, for a moment, she felt as though she might sing. She hadn’t known it would hit her this strong, the confirmation that Patty could go free. She’d been lying to herself.
Harry watched her. “Nothing tying Patricia Devries to the premature death, that is. We haven’t looked at the daughter.” His tone was exploratory, questioning. He wanted to know what Van thought about that.
She blinked. Harry had said “we,” but there was only him. “Are you going to?” she asked. Her lips were suddenly dry. She licked them.
Harry’s shoulder twitched. He was no longer looking at her, instead staring a hundred miles into the distance. “I am not,” he said.
“It might have been suicide,” Van said, knowing it wasn’t, knowing Harry knew the same yet offering him an out. “In all three cases.”
Harry nodded. His voice, when he spoke, sounded deeper than usual, throaty. “Or it might have been suicide in two cases.”
“Mights” landed differently, depending on what type of law enforcement officer you were. Van waited to see how they landed for Harry.
“I have to know,” he said, finally.
Van found that she did, too. She doubted that she was after the same information as Harry, though. Harry wanted to know who’d killed Randall.
Van already knew that.
So did Patty. She’d walked in on the murder, after all. Randall had been in his final twitches, the note in place, when the front door opened. Van witnessed Patty enter. For a moment, Patty watched her husband thrashing in his own vomit. Her eyes flicked to the killer. And then she’d walked out.
Van was sure Patty was why the nightmares—for that’s what they were now that Randall was dead—hadn’t stopped. A connection lived between Patty and Van, a holdover from the visions, an unpaid debt. Van believed she had to address it, or the recurring images of Randall’s crimes and then his murder would never stop.
“I’ll wear the wire,” Van said.
Harry nodded. He was not saying what Van hoped to God they were both thinking, which was that no matter what they heard, nothing would change.
Patty and Gwen would still walk free.

Patty sat in a chair facing her hotel room door, her arm so tired from holding the gun that she used her other arm to prop it up. That was one thing they did a piss-poor job of showing in the movies, how God-blessed heavy a pistol was. It didn’t matter. Patty wouldn’t have to wait much longer. She’d been as crazy as a hunted animal since Randall’s death—she couldn’t bear to use the word “murder,” though she knew that’s what it was—but the plus side of having to live scared was that it ramped up your instincts. Ramped them up past what science or the teachings of the Lord would have you believe was possible. The person responsible for Randall’s death was coming through the door today. Patty was sure of it. So sure that she’d sent Gwen to a day camp, sneaked her out the back. It was hard, allowing strangers to take her daughter, but she wasn’t going to let the child be any more terrorized than she already had been.
She also wasn’t going to spend the rest of her life looking over her shoulder.
The rap on the door was soft. Relief flowed like warm water through Patty’s veins. She knew she should be more scared, but one way or another, this was finally going to end. She was going to face Randall’s killer. She was going to find out for sure why Randall was dead. More importantly, she was going to discover whether she and Gwen were in danger.
“Come in,” she said.
An involuntary groan escaped Patty’s mouth. There was imagining this moment, and then there was living it. Her gun was finally aimed straight.

When Bart was still alive, Van had been able to trust in the system. The visions were nearly unbearable, but she had someone to share them with, even if only in a condensed form. Bart helped her to carry them, and then he helped her to catch the monsters. Once the perpetrators were behind bars, the visions stopped. Until the next ones.
But then Bart died.
Her very first vision after his death had featured Lester Dunne. Van had woken up from it screaming and vomiting. She tried to work the crime through the regular channels, but it wasn’t her case, and she couldn’t get it moving. Every night the vision returned, becoming more and more graphic. Every morning she woke up to another day without Bart. It made her crazy.
Crazy enough to kill Dunne and make it look like a suicide.
That put the visions to rest for two months, two months of sweet relief. But then John Wilson showed up in her nightmares, and she did to him what she’d done to Lester Dunne. It was even easier the second time, and that terrified her.
She quit the Minneapolis PD, unable to stand the harassment but also afraid of what would happen if she stayed, if she kept taking the law into her hands. The change of scenery seemed to work. The visions stopped. And when she took the job at the BCA, they didn’t return, at least not right away. She was clean for nearly a year. She hoped it would last forever, but then three weeks ago, the visions featuring Randall had begun. If Van had known then that Patty Devries had also met Dunne and Wilson, she would never have gone after Randall.
But she hadn’t known, not until it was too late.
She’d lasted seven days suffering through those visions until, two weeks ago, she’d closed her eyes and seen him entering Gwen’s bedroom. It was unbearable. She’d intended to slip in and out, like she had with Dunne and then Wilson. Gwen was supposed to be at school and Patty at the coffee shop where she wrote for the day, and the Devrieses’ housekeeper was scheduled to arrive two hours after the murder. Van had specifically planned it so that Patty—or, worse, Gwen—wouldn’t have to be the one to discover Randall’s corpse.
There was no way for Van to have known that Patty had gone to her priest rather than the coffee shop that morning. No way to have guessed that Patty would enter her kitchen as Van stood over a dying Randall. Patty had covered her nose at the sour tang of vomit, gaped at her husband’s writhing body, and then she’d closed the kitchen door behind her and driven away.
Van had been waiting for the guillotine to drop ever since.
She’d assumed Patty would drive straight to the police.
But Patty hadn’t. Then the newspapers reported Randall’s death as suicide. Finally came the interrogation of Patty, Van invisible on the other side of the glass, waiting for Patty to mention the strange woman in the kitchen with her dying husband. When Patty still said nothing, Van began to doubt her sanity.
Had she really been in the Devrieses’ kitchen? Had Patty really seen her?
But then Patty made Van by the pool, the first time they’d locked eyes since looking at each other over Randall’s dying body, and Van knew. Patty had seen Van kill her husband, and she’d chosen to remain silent about it.
Van just didn’t know why.

“You don’t need that,” Van said, stepping into Patty’s hotel room and closing the door behind her.
“Don’t I?” Patty asked.
Van shook her head. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
Patty dropped the pistol. It was so heavy, and it wasn’t only the weapon. It was everything she’d been carrying for the past two weeks, ever since she saw Randall stepping out of Gwen’s room early that morning. She’d been stunned. Frozen. And rather than confront her husband, rather than running into Gwen’s room and asking her child the question she couldn’t survive hearing the answer to, Patty had waited until Randall left for work, Gwen for school, and then gone to her church. She spilled her worst fears. When her priest gently suggested that she and Randall undergo counseling, Patty had nodded, but she knew she wasn’t going to take any chances. She would return home to pack. If it were up to her, Gwen would never have to see her father again.
It was the worst of luck that she’d walked in on Randall being murdered.
What if . . .
But she squelched that thought before it could form.
“Did you know he was hurting Gwen?” Van asked.
Patty’s face went soggy. She nodded, then swiped at her nose. “But only that morning, I swear. I never suspected before then. Who can imagine such a thing of their husband, of the man they sleep next to every night?”
Van waited.
“I thought you were here to kill us,” Patty continued. “But now, I think you’re a police officer. Is that right?”
Van’s mouth tightened. “Something like that.”
“I didn’t kill him, but he deserved to die,” Patty said, thinking of the nightmares that hadn’t left her. “You can be sure of that.”
“I am.” Van’s hand disappeared beneath her shirt. She clicked off the recorder. They’d been assigned old equipment for this trip, their senior officer not knowing what they’d need or what the tech range of their location would be. Van was grateful. “Why didn’t you tell the police you saw me?”
They studied each other, two women inside a Costa Rican hotel room staring at each other across space and time, a truth both bright and confusing connecting the two of them.
Patty had imagined the woman in her kitchen to be an avenging angel, sent to rid Patty’s home of the devil. Looking at her now, she wasn’t so sure she’d been wrong. She dragged in a deep sigh, her smile craggy. “Lady, I don’t know if I see you now.”
Van nodded, her face clenching with something like a smile, or an ache. “You’re safe, you’re grown, and you’re free.”
Patty tipped her chin, her eyes questioning.
“There’s nothing to find,” Van says. “No evidence linking you or me to Randall, or to the other two.”
Patty stared at the gun now in her lap. If she’d had it back in Minneapolis, she believed she’d have used it to kill Randall. “Thank you.”
“I’m sorry to say the press might still bother you,” Van said.
“If they can find us,” Patty replied, a light in her eyes.
If Van were to name that expression, she’d call it “fiercejoy.”

Van stepped outside Patty’s hotel room, leaning against the door for a few moments. She felt something like love for Patty, a woman she didn’t know. She’d looked so beautiful. So strong. Van reached beneath her shirt to switch the wire back on. When she returned to Harry, he asked her permission before removing it. One more thing to add to her list. While he gently untaped the equipment, she told him what she thought he could accept. Patty knew Randall was molesting Gwen, but she found out only that morning. She hadn’t killed him, and neither had Gwen.
Van suspected this was how she and Harry might operate around each other for a while, on a need-to-know basis. Yet she felt an itch. It took her a beat to realize it was hope. Hope that she’d get to work with him again. Hope that things might be different between them one day.
Harry listened to her story, then listened to the tape.
“It ends so abruptly,” he said, his furrowed brow reminding her of Bart before he dug into a case.
Van shrugged.
Harry looked at her, really looked at her, just like he had at the hotel’s front desk. Except this time, she found she enjoyed it, though she didn’t believe she’d ever be able to tell him about the three men she’d killed, not even to explain that the hair she took was not a trophy (oh sweet Jesus, never a trophy) but instead a reminder that it was real men whose lives she’d taken. That was a burden she’d have to carry until the day she died, no matter that they had been monsters.
Harry and Van packed up, checked out, and climbed into the rental car for the long drive to the airport. Van’s side was full of water bottles and chip bags even though they’d ridden in the car only once, on the drive to the hotel. She shoved the noisy pile to the side so she could stretch out her legs. She buckled and then lay back.
Harry watched, a faint smile touching his mouth. He began telling her something as he pulled onto the main road, something about a case back home he was working on, but she didn’t hear the details.
She’d fallen into a deep sleep.
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