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			CHAPTER 1: THE LUCKY DAY

			Don’t ever assume tomorrow

			While the clock still runs on today

			For all around you is peril,

			Desperados, violence, decay.

			We can see the dawn brings morning,

			And the daylight sings its song,

			But the moon reflects – a mirror, my friend

			And the night’s shadows are long.

			The stalker wasn’t like other men. Any close observer could tell. As it was, however, no one was watching him when he pulled his dealer-plated blue Honda Civic hatchback into the Battlefield Mall parking lot and slowly drove down each aisle. He was an invisible observer, and there was much to see. So many cars, so many young women shopping.

			The stalker parked in a space with a direct view of the main entrance. There, he watched and waited for his prey. He thought of himself as a hunter in a tree stand, looking for the perfect buck. Two hours went by. He had seen many attractive women. Some young, some older, some by themselves, and some with children or husbands or girlfriends. However, none had sparked his interest.

			Then, a silver Lexus SUV pulled into the lot several rows away. He watched and waited for the driver to exit. When she did, he sat up in his seat. “She’s the one,” he said to himself. The Lexus lady was tall, with long, flowing blond hair. She wore a red sundress, which was short enough to show off her lanky, tanned legs. His time patiently waiting had paid off. “She’s perfect,” he thought. 

			The stalker was tempted to follow her in the mall, but he worried he could lose her. It was busy. She’d be back for her car eventually, and he knew he could be patient a while longer. While he waited, he moved his car to be closer to hers. He got out and pretended to head to the entrance before turning around just so he could walk slowly past her car. It was a newer model, clean. No booster seats or obvious signs of children.

			Two hours went by before the lady returned to her car. It was nearly 4 pm. “If she had kids, they were likely home from school by now. If she had a husband, he would be coming home from work soon.” So many things could ruin his plans. He would make his decision when she arrived home.

			The Lexus pulled out of its parking space and headed toward the mall exit. The unassuming stalker, fitted in a plain brown hat and large dark sunglasses, followed far enough behind her so as not to get noticed. Being undetectable was the key to his thrill. He couldn’t be spotted. If he was, the game was over.

			She turned right out of the parking lot and drove north to Sunshine Street. She went about a mile and made another right into a subdivision of well-kept, upper-middle-class homes. A left and then another right. The stalker was careful to stay back. His heart was racing. She waved to a neighbor. He slumped back in his driver’s seat, hiding behind tinted windows. Soon, his target pulled into a driveway, and the garage door began to open. This was the moment of truth. If there was another car in the garage, if there were any bicycles or toys or other signs of children being present, or if she closed the garage door, the stalker would make a note of the address and leave. The lady would still become a victim, just not that day.

			He was careful. He never attacked someone unless the opportunity was exactly right. Once, he waited nearly a year. Everything had to be just so. It was part of the thrill.

			But, on this day, there were no other cars in the garage. There were no bicycles, swing sets, or toys in the yard. On this day, the lady chose to leave her garage open while she got things out of her trunk. 

			The salesman parked his car adjacent to a small park just across from the subdivision. He got a black bag full of useful goodies from his trunk and walked nearly two blocks back to his victim’s house. The garage was still open. He noted that items still remained in the trunk. He couldn’t believe his luck. 

			He approached the house slowly – looking for as long as he could as someone who was going anywhere else in the neighborhood. He liked to imagine that if a nearby homeowner was watching him, he’d look like a guy who belonged. Like a guy who had borrowed a bag of gardening supplies from another neighbor and was returning them. His gate was casual as he turned to walk up his target’s driveway. She had made one last trip to the trunk and grabbed two bags. Her back was to him. 

			She was more beautiful than he thought. A large diamond wedding ring caught his eye. She was married. Her husband would be home soon. He glanced at his watch: 4:30 pm. That didn’t leave him much time. 

			The two bags were the last in her trunk. She closed the hatch and walked to the door inside the garage. With the stalker now just feet away from the back of her car, she pushed the automatic garage door closer on her way into the house. As the door shut, he ducked below and moved inside quickly, quietly. Her hands were full, and she didn’t lock the door behind her. It was the final break he needed. He could have been trapped inside the garage and needed to press the automatic opener to get out. He had been bold, and it paid off. The door to the house was unlocked, and he walked straight into the mudroom. From there, he could see the target in the kitchen. He quietly moved closer. When her back was turned, he made his move – setting his bag down on the counter and grabbing her around the neck and mouth all in one swift motion. He placed a piece of duct tape over her mouth so she couldn’t scream and dragged her into the bedroom while she was kicking and thrashing about, trying to get free. The stalker threw her on the bed and tied her hands to the headboard of the bed and her feet to the bed posts. She was utterly incapacitated. 

			The next were terrifying moments for Sally. Her name was Sally Rogers. She was from Kansas City. She loved puppies and babies, crime novels, and peppermint mochas. She had been in love three times. He sexually abused her. She fought, tried to negotiate through the duct tape, and then relented. She hoped she could stall him somehow so her husband would arrive to save her. 

			When the stalker was done, he placed his black bag on the bed, opened it, and pulled out a phone wire. He wrapped it around Sally’s neck and strangled her. Her last moments of life were spent in prayer. She prayed for her family. When all motion left her body, he placed his gloves and phone cord back in the bag and left the house through the front door, leaving it unlocked.

			It was her husband who found his wife when he arrived home from work at nearly 6 pm. The police arrived at the house a short time later. They would find the front door unlocked and assume that was the way the murderer got inside the house. There would be no clues except for the semen, and it would be weeks before they determined if there was a hit after running that clue through their national database.

			──────

			The alarm went off at 5:30 am. Rose woke, brushed her teeth, got dressed, and went into the kitchen. It was Thursday. She always made cinnamon rolls for Booger on Thursdays. This day was no exception. She got out the wheat flour and other ingredients and made six large rolls. Two were for Booger, one for her, and four for any clients that happened to stop by. Lately, there hadn’t been many.

			While the rolls were still warm, she wrapped them in a cloth and headed toward the office. The office was in the same building as their home. The home was on the ground floor, and the office was on the third floor. On the way, she stopped outside the front door to pick up the morning paper. 

			Once in the office, she turned on the lights and made a pot of triple-strength Folger’s coffee. It would be needed to wake Booger up enough to be civil. He was a bear in the morning before his first cup.

			Then, she put the paper down on Booger’s desk. He always read the paper and drank his coffee before getting down to work. Lately, new jobs had been slow but there were plenty of unsolved cases for him to work on. After reading the newspaper, drinking his coffee, and eating his cinnamon roll, Booger would go to his war room. That’s what he called it, anyway. It was the place where he kept all the old case files. It was also the place where he kept all his notes on new cases he was working on.

			At 6:10 am, the private investigator walked into the office. He didn’t say a word to his wife. She didn’t say a word to him. That was normal. It was an unspoken rule between them to not talk about anything until he’d had some coffee. He went to his desk, sat down in his recliner, and began to read the newspaper while he sipped on his strong cup of Joe. Rose shut the office door to give her husband some privacy. Booger used that opportunity to open his desk drawer and pull out a pint of fine rye whiskey. He poured two fingers of whiskey into his cup and took a long, slow sip. “Ahh, that tastes good,” he said under his breath.

			Rose knew about the whiskey in Booger’s drawer. She didn’t approve, but she never said anything. She believed in choosing her battles, and a little booze in his coffee was something she could let slide. 

			After about 15 minutes, Rose entered Booger’s office.

			“Want a refill?” she asked.

			“Yes, sweetie. Thanks.”

			“Anything interesting in the paper?”

			“Yes, a young woman was murdered in her home yesterday.”

			“Oh, that’s terrible. Do the police know who did it?

			“A psychopath,” Booger said to his wife.

			“Why do you say that?”

			“It appears he followed her home from the mall. That’s where the paper said she had been last. He must’ve found her there.”

			“But why the mall?” Rose replied.

			“Numbers,” Booger replied. “It was the place where the largest number of women were gathered in one place. He was looking for a specific type, I imagine. He probably had a clear view of the entrance.”

			“Why didn’t he go in the mall? Inside, he would have likely found his victim sooner.”

			“Yeah, but he would have taken the risk of being seen. Besides, the crime was never going to take place at the mall. He intended it to happen at the victim’s house or apartment. He needed to remain in his car, ready to follow the victim to wherever she was going.”

			“So how, or umm, why did he pick her?”

			“I’m not sure. She would have been a certain type, a certain look. The paper says the victim was blonde, blue eyed, and with a thin build. Maybe he was looking for blondes; maybe it was the dress that caught his eye.”

			“She was married, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“Maybe he was a hired killer? Maybe the husband hired someone to do away with her.”

			“Possible, but doubtful. A husband who hired a hitman would want a quick death. He wouldn’t want his spouse to suffer. Besides they were almost newlyweds, married less than a year. All indications were that they had a happy marriage. Plus, there was a car.”

			“A car?”

			“Yes, a blue sedan of some kind. The newspaper says a neighbor spotted the car driving slowing down the street but was unsure about the model – either that or the police are holding back that detail. Anyway, the neighbor waved to the lady who got murdered as her car went by and then noticed the suspect’s vehicle a few seconds later. Police are said to be checking security cameras at the mall for more information about the suspect.”

			“So, who was the victim?”

			“Sally Rogers, the paper says. She was married to Henry Rogers less than 11 months ago. They just recently moved into the house on James Street.”

			

			“From all accounts, the marriage was good. Henry said they were planning to have a family. That he and his wife were soul mates and loved each other very much.”

			“Yeah, well, what do you expect him to say? The husband is always the first person the police investigate when the wife gets murdered.”

			“He had a solid alibi, Rose. He was at work. There were several co-workers who could back him up. No, I don’t think the husband did it. Everything points to the man in the blue car.”

			“Why do you think he did it?”

			“He’s a psychopath. No use in asking why. He didn’t see her as a real person. Just an object. A thing to control for a time. That’s how these wackos think.”

			“Do you think he’ll strike again?”

			“Absolutely, unless the police catch him first. It’s just a matter of time. His mind has gone to the dark side, so to speak, so nothing will satisfy him but blood lust. He might be careful for a while. Lay low and all. But he won’t stop. And there is nothing short of being captured that will stop him.”

			Booger put the newspaper down and took a sip of coffee. It was cold now, and Booger’s expression when he took a sip showed his disapproval.

			“Let me get you a fresh cup,” Rose said.

			“Thanks, sweetie. Can you get me one of your cinnamon rolls too?”

			“Booger, you know what the doctor said about your high cholesterol.”

			“It’s just one more cinnamon roll, Rose. And we shouldn’t waste them. They are so good.”

			“Well, I guess if you’re careful with lunch, it would be fine.”

			“Right. Of course,” he said, with no real intention of being careful for lunch. Booger didn’t really trust doctors. They might know what’s best for people generally, he thought, but they didn’t know what was best for him.

			Booger and Rose had been married for nearly two years, marrying late in life. They had known each other for nearly 40 years and were friends long before they tied the knot. Rose knew Booger as well as she knew herself. She knew her husband was going to do exactly what he wanted to do regardless of the consequences. Damn the high cholesterol. Booger would eat what he wanted to, but not in front of Rose. His love for her was too strong to disappoint her. When she was around, Rose was the boss. What she told him to do, he did. What she served him to eat, he ate. Even the cinnamon rolls she made were doctored to be healthier for her husband with whole wheat flour and a sugar substitute. He learned to adapt, but he would cheat on his diet anytime he had the chance. 

			Booger put his paper down and sat up in his recliner as Rose entered his office carrying a hot cup of Folgers and a plate containing one of her freshly baked cinnamon rolls. She sat it down in front of her husband, then walked behind the desk and gave Booger a gentle kiss on the cheek. 

			“Are you done with the paper now, hun?”

			“Yeah, I’m done.”

			Rose picked it up and walked out of the office. Every morning was the same routine. Rose would take the paper after Booger finished it, close his office door and she would go into the reception room, sit at her desk, and work the crossword puzzle in the paper while sipping her own cup of coffee. 

			They were creatures of routine, completely comfortable with doing things exactly the way they had been doing them ever since they got married. Rose would wake up first. She would bake her Danishes or cinnamon rolls or blueberry muffins and take them up to the office on the third floor. On the way, she would stop at the front door and pick up the morning paper. Once in the office, she would put the newspaper on her husband’s desk and then make an extra strong pot of Folger’s coffee. By then, it would be nearly 6 am, which was the time Booger woke up. Every day was the same. It was comfortable. There was safety in the routine.

			That day had been no different than the others, except she could tell Booger was fixated on the murdered woman.

			Rose knew her husband well enough to know that this case was one that Booger intended to get involved in, somehow, someway.

			

			“Do you think this was his first victim?” she asked her husband.

			“No. It might have been his first in Springfield.”

			“What makes you think that?”

			“Everything was done well as if he had done this at least a few times before. A psychopath gets better at what he does the more crimes he commits. Judging from the lack of clues, I would assume this guy knows what he’s doing. And a hunter can’t use the same hunting grounds for long. He may have just moved to Springfield.”

			“Hmm. And you’re certain he’ll strike again?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“You’re going to try to find him, aren’t you?”

			He paused for a moment. “Absolutely.”

			 

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2: THE JOGGER

			The morning spoke to him like a whisper. It’s time to go. Ben Sawyers put his running shoes on, strapped a backpack over his shoulders, and headed out the front door of his home in north Springfield. He often jogged before dawn since his wife left him. He didn’t sleep much anymore, and running gave him energy for the day. It got him moving. This morning, however, he had a different purpose for jogging. 

			Running used to be so easy for him. That was before he married Mary. That’s when he gave up jogging so he wouldn’t wake her up. He gave up a lot of things for her. Ten years of not running, coupled with gaining twenty pounds, slowed him down considerably, and it was more challenging than before. He had neither the endurance nor speed he used to have. Still, jogging was a passion, and he was determined to do it even if he was slower these days.

			Ben Sawyers was forty-six with a thin build, short, wiry brown hair, and balding on top. He had been told he was handsome for his age, but he was not a ladies’ man. He was quiet, shy, and liked to keep to himself. Ben was a loner who changed jobs frequently. He had gone through twelve jobs in the last ten years. “That was one reason Mary left me,” he said to a neighbor recently. “She got tired of me not having a steady job.” It wasn’t true. He killed her.

			As he jogged the streets of Springfield, his mind went to a time when he was still a teenager and living in a small two-bedroom ranch-style house in Wichita. That night, his father was drunk. More drunk than normal. His dad had lost his job earlier that day and had turned to the bottle to cope with his depression. The drinking started in the late afternoon at Shockers’ Tavern, which was just a couple of blocks from home. 

			He downed a half dozen shots of bourbon with beer chasers – one shot for each can. By the time Ronald got home at 9 pm, he could barely walk. Ben’s dad was a nasty drunk. He beat his wife Janie on numerous occasions, and that night was no exception. At first, Ben stayed in his room as his dad picked a fight with his mother, just like any other night. But he wouldn’t stay there long. This night was different. His mother’s beating was more severe and lasted longer than any time before. His mother’s screams echoed in his ear. He was afraid his father was going to kill her. Ben decided to help his mom, even though he was sure that would mean he’d get beat. He ran to the master bedroom and tried to pull his dad off his mother. That’s when his father turned his rage on his son. A punch in the stomach took the boy’s breath away. A punch to the face sent Ben backwards and onto the floor. 

			Ben, with his father staggering toward him, jumped to his feet and ran. He ran to the living room and into the kitchen. His father was not far behind. The only escape from the kitchen was the basement, so Ben opened the door and raced downstairs. When he turned around, he saw his father at the edge of the stairs. His mother was directly behind the father. Then he saw his dad fall, rolling headfirst down the full flight. When he landed at the bottom of the stairs, his father’s neck was broken.

			When the police arrived, both Ben and his mother gave the same story. Ronald was drunk and chased his son down the steps to the basement and fell on his way down. But Ben knew the truth, and it was something he would have to live with from then on. It was something he couldn’t help but think of from time to time. Ben wished he would have been stronger. He wished he could’ve fought him properly. He never blamed his mother. His mother saved him.

			It was that something on his mind at 4 am as he headed out into the dark, cool morning. 

			“Damn, I love this time of day,” he said to himself, as he adjusted his backpack. It was as if he was invisible to the world. The darkness was the perfect cover. As people slept in their homes, he ran past them. He loved knowing they were completely unaware of the danger just outside their windows.

			There was plenty of time to think on this lonely run and Ben’s mind focused on his failed marriage. He had met Mary almost twelve years earlier on a Christian dating site. She was Catholic. He was just trying to find himself a born-again Christian. He hoped God could give him the answers he was looking for. He prayed that the Almighty could cast out the demons that had taken over his life. If God could just soften the urges in his heart, he thought he could have a normal life. That’s all he wanted.

			For months, they wrote back and forth, getting to know each other. Finally, Mary suggested a meeting. She lived nearly two hours away on a farm ten miles south of Clinton. She agreed to come to Springfield so they could have dinner together.

			They met at the Red Lobster on South Glenstone that Saturday night. Ben bought a new suit for the occasion. He was nervous. More nervous than he could ever remember. He felt like he was auditioning for a new life, playing the role of a decent person. Would he be believable, he wondered? They had never even seen pictures of each other. Ben had no idea what Mary looked like.

			“I’ll be wearing a red dress,” Mary told him.

			On the evening of their first meeting, Ben showed up at the restaurant thirty minutes early. He sat in the lobby and waited for her to arrive. Five minutes before their agreed meeting time, a heavy-set woman in her early twenties walked in alone wearing a red dress.

			Ben stood up as she approached. “Are you Mary?” he asked. 

			“Yes, and you must be Wade for me,” she replied.

			“Excuse me,” he said. He could have sworn she said, “Wade.”

			“Ben Sawyers. You must’ve been waiting for me.”

			He couldn’t help but laugh. “Ha! Yes, of course.”

			Ben Sawyers had a sordid history. His name was legally changed to Wade Collins years before he met Mary. When he moved to Springfield from Wichita, he knew it was time to ditch the name. Ben was his birth name, and Sawyers was like the last name he had as a child growing up in Eastern Missouri: Squires. Wade Collins was a dirty name. It was tainted to him. He didn’t want to be that person anymore. As it turns out, Mary will never learn that he had ever been anything but Ben Sawyers. 

			The dinner that evening was unremarkable. Neither could recall what they had to eat a year later. But the conversation and the chemistry between the two of them was notable. Ben had only been on two dates before. He was awkward, shy, and quiet during those two dates. But not that night with Mary. She had the gift of gab and dominated most of the conversation, and he was glad for it. They worked well together. She talked, and he listened. Mary talked about church and God, about her family, and about life in a small town. He felt comfortable. A church-going woman who could let him be quiet. She was perfect. 

			The two were inseparable after that first date. They would marry less than a year later in a small chapel in Clinton. Mary wanted Ben to move to the farm and learn the family business, so he gave up his job in Springfield. He was more than happy to take on her life and her family’s identity. Mary’s father, Allan, was in his sixties and had health problems. His wife, Mary’s mother, was domineering like Mary. 

			The hope was that Ben would learn the family business and take it over from Allan when he was ready to retire. In the beginning, that plan seemed to be working. 

			Ben settled into farm life quickly. This was the opportunity that he had been searching for. He genuinely wanted to start fresh, to be good, or what he thought was good. He mostly enjoyed church on Sundays, and he didn’t hate working on the farm the other six days of the week. It was hard, but it gave his life structure. He had purpose. He was disciplined. For a time, anyway. 

			Mary was kind and gentle and understanding with him at first, and so was her father. But after the
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