
  [image: Cover]


  CATCH ME IF YOU CAN


  By B. W. Battin


  (writing as Casey McAllister)


  [image: ]


  A Gordian Knot Thriller


  Gordian Knot is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright © 2015 B. W. Battin


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  [image: ]


  B. W. Battin grew up in Santa Fe, New Mexico. After serving four years in the U.S. Coast Guard, he graduated from the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque. He became a reporter at KOAT-TV in Albuquerque, then moved on to TV stations in Shreveport, Louisiana; Rapid City, South Dakota; and Duluth, Minnesota, where he wrote his first published novel, Angel of the Night. After it was published, he became a full-time writer. One of his novels, Smithereens, was made into a TV movie for NBC. His novels and short stories have been translated into various languages, and he has ghost-written novels for other authors. He lives in Belen, New Mexico, with his wife Sandy, whom he describes as the love of his life. They met in Albuquerque while they were both in the news business.


  Book List


  Thrillers


  Angel of the Night


  Catch Me If You Can


  Demented


  Fair Game


  Programmed for Terror


  Serial Blood


  Smithereens


  Tender Prey


  The Attraction


  The Boogeyman


  The Creep


  Horror


  Into the Pit


  It’s Loose


  Mary, Mary


  Night Sounds


  Satan’s Servant


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  [image: ]


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at whatever retailer’s site you purchased it from.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  To Al and Lil— for being there when we needed you


  CATCH ME IF YOU CAN


  Prologue


  A tingle slithered down his spine. He would do it.


  He truly would.


  He’d been considering it—without quite admitting it to himself—for quite some time. And although he was unable to pick out the precise moment at which he’d made up his mind, he knew now that the Sandman would return, experience the same sensations, the same thrill, the exhilaration. The thought of it made him shiver in anticipation.


  Before him on the table was a folder full of clippings. He took out the newspaper photo of a woman. She was quite pretty, with thick hair that looked dark in the picture but was really light reddish-brown. Her face was lovely, not a beauty queen’s face perhaps, but a combination of smooth, flawless skin framed by curls, a small nose upturned ever so slightly at its tip, eyes that sparkled with warmth and intelligence.


  She was the enemy.


  She would have to be destroyed.


  The prospect of doing so sent another rush of tingles swirling through him like mild electric shocks. Small, pleasant jolts that gently aroused sensations of desire and anticipation.


  “Be patient,” he said to the photograph. “Your time will come.”


  And then he chuckled.


  He could hardly wait to begin the moves and countermoves of the Game. It would be better than last time. The Sandman had some new twists in mind. And this time the woman would die.


  For several minutes he just sat there at the old wooden desk in his small home office, his eyes slowly scanning the things on the wall, the framed commendations acknowledging his achievements, his service to the community. He paused when he came to the picture of his wife. Her hair, though prematurely gray, was still thick and lustrous. She smiled at him from the photo, unaware of who he really and truly was, deep down inside where his darkest secrets lived, unaware of the thoughts that leaped and twirled in his head like ballerinas.


  Next to his wife’s picture was one of his daughter in a cap and gown, her college graduation photo. A pretty girl with short dark hair, her face glowing with pride of accomplishment and youthful enthusiasm. Just itching to take her newly acquired degree and tackle the world. She knew nothing of his true nature.


  That had to be a secret.


  A thing he shared only with himself.


  But then sharing it with himself was enough.


  Hearing footsteps in the hallway, he quickly put the photo of the woman back into the folder, which he slipped into a drawer. His wife appeared in the doorway, raising a single eyebrow in that schoolteacherish look she gave him when he was being difficult or violating some silly rule of style or etiquette, like using the wrong fork, wearing a tie that clashed with his suit.


  “We’re going to be late,” she said.


  “I’ll be right with you,” he replied, locking his desk.


  1


  “We have a problem,” he said, studying her with blue eyes that had all the warmth of a pair of ice cubes. He was the new superintendent of schools, the man brought in to solve all the district’s problems. His blond hair was slicked back the way male models in Gentleman’s Quarterly wore it, and he had on a chalk-striped double-breasted charcoal suit with a burgundy-and-gray tie and a burgundy pocket square. He was clearly a man who liked to look good and didn’t mind spending money to do it. His name was Walter Jeffries. Word around the school district had it that he was a self-serving, authoritarian jerk. Cori O’Connor agreed with this assessment.


  “I’m aware of the problem,” she said.


  Steepling his fingers, Jeffries said, “What’s being done about it?”


  Cori noticed that his nails looked professionally manicured. She said, “Everything that can be done about it, considering the magnitude of the problem.”


  Jeffries frowned. “Ms. O’Connor, we’ve got dope dealers roaming the halls of the high school, openly peddling their poison. They don’t even care who sees them. The janitors report finding everything from used syringes to plastic bags containing residues of coke and crack and things I probably don’t even know the names of. And do you know who the students look up to? Do you know who they use as role models?”


  “The drug dealers,” Cori replied before he could answer his own question. “They have wads of money in their pockets. They drive flashy cars, wear expensive clothes. They have everything the other kids want.”


  “As head of school security for the Glen Ridge school system, what are you doing about it?” he asked.


  “I’ve assigned a security officer permanently to the high school.”


  “Just one?” He seemed shocked.


  “Mr. Jeffries, I’ve got six people to provide twenty-four-hour-a-day, seven-day-a-week security to one high school, three junior highs, and five elementary schools. When an officer’s tied up at the high school, it’s at the expense of something else. Somebody calls in sick, and things simply don’t get done. We’re that tight.”


  His frown deepened. “As you know, I’m calling in all the various department heads for a talk. So we can get to know each other, and I can make my positions on various things clear. So far, I’m afraid I don’t like the attitude here very much.” He cleared his throat. “Basically, the message I’ve been getting is, ‘I can’t do it without more teachers. I can’t do it without a bigger budget for the athletic program.’ Now I’m told that we can’t do anything about the rampant drug problem without more security officers.”


  “I was just explaining why there’s only one security officer at the high school full time. I’m not saying that’s the reason for the drug problem. In fact, I don’t think security’s the answer at all. I could put a guard every ten feet, and the drugs would still get sold. This is a social problem. It overwhelms the security and law enforcement systems.”


  His eyes widened. “You mean you’re telling me there’s nothing you can do about this?”


  “No, I don’t mean that at all. I’ve been working with Sylvia Cohen in counselling on a drug-information program. We want to go into the classrooms, hold assemblies. We want to bring in police officers, doctors, psychologists, and former addicts as speakers. We want to show these kids that drugs can fry their brains, that drugs can kill them, that the money they make from selling the stuff isn’t going to do them any good in prison.”


  “And how many do you think you’ll reach like that?”


  “We’ll reach some.”


  “A handful.”


  “You make it sound like we’re talking about jelly beans. We’re talking about the salvaged lives of human beings, intelligent, feeling people, some of whom we can give a chance in life.”


  Jeffries sighed. “I certainly agree with all those sentiments, Ms. O’Connor. But you should leave that sort of thing to the guidance counsellors. Your job is security.”


  “But in a way that is security. Call it crime prevention if you will. I—”


  “I approve, Ms. O’Connor. I really do. But someone’s got to be the policeman, and that’s what we’re paying you to do.” He put his hands flat in the desk, studied them a moment. “I want a written proposal from you, detailing how you’re going to tackle this drug problem. I want a major emphasis on this from you and all your people, maximum effort. Getting rid of these pushers is your number one priority.”


  Cori simply nodded.


  “We can whip this thing if we go after it. I know we can.” He smiled, and Cori was sure that accused heretics had received similar grins from their inquisitors.


  “I don’t suppose it’s possible to get another couple of—”


  “The budget’s too tight to expand any departments at the moment,” he said. “Parents are upset about the student-teacher ratio. The bus drivers say their vehicles are too old. The principal at Jefferson says he needs a new roof because the present one leaks and the water’s ruining the gym floor. We all have to tighten our belts a little. That gym floor I just mentioned has top priority right now. The rest of us simply have to work with what we have. It’s up to the department supervisors to spark their people. It’s up to all of us to hustle.”


  It occurred to Cori that she needed a new radio-equipped patrol car, but this didn’t seem the right time to bring it up.


  From what Cori had heard, this was exactly how it had gone with the other department heads: Jeffries telling them to hustle, make things happen. In short, the new superintendent wanted them to make him look good. He offered no suggestions, which meant that if things didn’t work it wasn’t his fault. If his subordinates came up with dumb approaches, they were dumb subordinates.


  Inwardly, Cori sighed. Sure, she knew these kinds of things went with the territory if you did anything for a living more complicated than flipping burgers, but it didn’t mean she had to like it. Why are we so hard on ourselves? she wondered. Why do we almost go of out of our way to make our jobs stressful?


  “You can handle this,” Jeffries said with the buoyant enthusiasm of a cheerleader. “Inspire your people. That’s a big part of it. Get them excited about their jobs. That’s the way a good supervisor does things.”


  Cori wasn’t sure how she was supposed to inspire people who were underpaid, overworked, and generally overwhelmed by some of the problems they had to deal with, but she told Jeffries that she agreed. A good supervisor always inspired her subordinates.


  He flashed his most dazzling grin, the one guaranteed to win over even the most querulous school board member, and said, “I’d like to have that report in two weeks.”


  Promising to have it ready, Cori left the superintendent’s plush office and returned to her own. Located in the reaches of the public schools administration building, on the second floor, Cori’s office was a small room into which six desks had been crammed. Unlike Jeffries’s office, which had carpeting, a huge polished-wood desk, and paintings on the wall, the decor here was utilitarian. The desks were metal, the floor vinyl tile, the walls bare except for a map of Glen Ridge on which the community’s nine schools were circled in red.


  The only other person in the office at that moment was Jennifer Devlin, one of the department’s six security officers. There was no secretary, because to get one Cori would have to give up a security officer, so everyone did his or her own letter writing.


  “How’d it go?” Jennifer asked, looking up from the form she was typing. As in police departments everywhere, the paperwork was unending. A vandalized window could result in a dozen forms to fill out, with copies to everybody but the crossing guards.


  “I’m supposed to inspire you,” Cori said.


  “Okay. If anyone asks, I’ll say I’m inspired.”


  Jennifer was a petite blonde. With her smooth, slightly puffed cheeks, round face, and yellow curls, she looked like a cherub. Jennifer had wanted to be a police officer, but she’d been unable to meet the height and weight requirements, even after they were lowered to allow women onto the force. The school security department had no such restrictions.


  She said, “Does this mean we have to play inspirational music and have inspirational books and pamphlets around?”


  “Hmmmm,” Cori said. “Maybe I should suggest that.”


  “I hope you realize I was being facetious.”


  “I have to suggest something.”


  “Don’t suggest that. I’m sorry I brought it up.”


  Cori shook her head. “In two weeks I have to submit a written plan detailing how I’m going to clean up the drug problem at the high school, make it a good, wholesome place for middle-American kids to come and get educated.”


  “How are you going to do that?” Jennifer asked.


  “The only suggestion I was offered was to inspire my subordinates.”


  “I’m already inspired. No need to mess with me.”


  Cori laughed. Jennifer could get a chuckle out of her no matter how tired or cross she was.


  Cori walked to the room’s only window, took in the view. It was a beautiful spring day. The trees, which had been nothing but a tangle of stark, leafless branches just a few weeks ago, were suddenly tinged with green. Soon they’d leaf out. Tulips would send up their thick green blades, then their colorful blossoms would appear. Before long the lilacs would bloom. Cori loved spring.


  From where she stood, she had a view of the valley, the gently sloping hills rising from it, birds circling over the Scioto River. In the other direction was the skyline of Glen Ridge—if skyline was the right term. The central Ohio city had a population of about eighty thousand. Its tallest building was twelve stories high.


  Shifting her gaze slightly, Cori saw her reflection in the glass. She was thirty-one, five-seven, a hundred-thirty pounds. Well, okay, a hundred-thirty-five last time she’d checked. She had a good figure and long legs, but her best point was her thick reddish-brown hair. Men had told her it was the first thing they noticed about her.


  All right, Cori thought, stop looking at yourself and get to work.


  She sat down at her desk, slipped a sheet of paper into the typewriter.


  “Okay, Jennifer, how am I going to clean up the drug problem, get all the vicious, scummy pushers out of the schools, make them safe for democracy?”


  “Easy,” Jennifer said.


  “Easy?”


  “Sure. Everybody knows who the kids pushing drugs are. The problem is that under our system we really can’t do too much to them. We have to have proof they’re guilty. And while we’re gathering evidence, we have to be careful not to conduct any illegal searches or seizures, not to violate anybody’s rights.”


  “You’re suggesting we should change the Constitution?”


  “No. Bring in a right-wing Central American death squad to take care of the drug dealers.”


  “Might work—if we told them the pushers were nuns.”


  The two women studied each other in silence a moment; then, on some unspoken cue, they both went back to work.


  After work, Cori headed for the Valley View Home to see her father. Her office was on the south side of town, the home on the north, and her route took her through the seediest part of Glen Ridge. Stopping at a red light, she checked to make sure her door was locked.


  Ahead was a block of grimy brick buildings, most of them in a general state of disrepair. A fading sign indicated that the place to her left had once been a dry cleaner’s. Next to it was a former soda fountain, its windows boarded. Some of the buildings here were occupied by homeless people, whom no one bothered to evict. Beyond the dry cleaner’s, the towering brick smokestacks of an abandoned factory rose into the grayish blue of the late afternoon sky.


  The trip through this part of town was depressing. It wasn’t that Glen Ridge had shriveled up and died; it was just changing. Once factories making parts for Detroit had flourished here. But their business had started to decline shortly after the first Toyota rolled off a ship and onto American soil. The bumper factory closed, then the one that made gaskets, then the one that made wheels. Now they were just soot-stained reminders of what had been, their smokestacks looking forlorn, monuments to failure.


  But that was on this side of town. On the other side, shiny new high-tech factories had opened, making things like office machines, computers, equipment the post office used to sort mail. In short, some of the town’s residents grew richer while others grew poorer, and life went on.


  Cori breathed a sigh of relief when the old brick buildings gave way to businesses that were still operating, then to small, well-tended homes, and finally to the large houses that occupied the tree-lined streets on the city’s north side.


  The Valley View Home was on a hill overlooking the town, a sprawling one-story complex of concrete and glass. The grounds were immaculate. Lots of grass and shade trees, and when the weather grew warmer the flower gardens would be a profusion of colors. The idea, Cori supposed, was to create a pleasant, relaxed mood, a scene of green and blossoms and beauty.


  It reminded Cori of a funeral home. She pushed the thought away.


  Her father had been here since the stroke a year ago. Recalling that day made Cori shudder. They’d been at the dinner table, eating corned beef and cabbage. It was the only thing her dad had ever learned to prepare that was more complicated than opening a can of stew or popping a frozen dinner into the oven. His specialty, he’d always called it.


  “I can tell by the smell this is going to be the best batch yet,” he’d said.


  “The way it’s permeating the house, the neighbors can probably tell too,” Cori replied.


  He’d served it up. Cori tried some, said, “Good.”


  “That all you can say, ‘good?’”


  Sitting down at the small kitchen table, he took a mouthful.


  “How about excellent, wonderful, terrific?” Cori said.


  “Getting better. Keep working on it.”


  “Fantastic, marvelous, delightful.”


  “You’re getting there.”


  “Delicious, mouth-watering, intoxicating.”


  “Intoxicating?” He cocked his head, mulling the term over.


  “I mean in that it almost makes your taste buds float, it’s so good.”


  “You make it sound like there’s booze in it.”


  “Daddy, are you giving me a hard time?”


  He grinned, his gray eyes full of warmth and cheer. “Isn’t that what fathers are for?”


  “No. They’re here so daughters will have someone to borrow money from when they need the down payment for a car or tuition for college.”


  His smile abruptly disappeared, and the sparkle slowly faded from his eyes.


  Cori felt alarm rising within her like a geyser.


  “Dad?” she said. “Dad?”


  And then, as if someone had simply switched him off, he’d collapsed.


  They rushed him to the hospital. He was alive.


  But he’d never be the same.


  To the blonde nurse at the reception desk, Cori said, “Hi, Geraldine. Where is he?”


  “Last time I saw him, he was in the TV room,” the nurse replied.


  Which was where Cori found him, along with about a dozen other elderly people, most of whom were just looking at the floor or staring into space, unaware of the newscaster whose voice was blaring from the TV set. It was a room full of blank expressions. One man, a stroke victim like her father, had a face that was twisted into a permanent grimace on one side, still normal on the other. At least her dad didn’t look like that. Cori had asked once what the point was of bringing patients like her father into the TV room, since watching television seemed beyond their abilities.


  “It relaxes them,” the nurse had said. “Don’t ask me why, but it does.”


  Cori rolled her father out of the TV room and into one that had been set aside so visitors could be alone with the patients. She turned the wheelchair so that it faced a blue couch, then sat down in front of her father. “Hi, Dad,” she said softly.


  As usual, he made no reply. His gray eyes, once so full of love and life and joy, were dull now, almost lifeless, as if there was nothing at all behind them. And Cori supposed that in a way there really was nothing at all behind them, for the brain cells that made James O’Connor a unique thinking individual were damaged beyond repair.


  “Tough day at work today, Daddy,” Cori said. “Got a new boss who wants a written proposal for getting rid of all the drug pushers. He’s the kind of guy who wears expensive suits and considers subordinates expendable. The proposal is just a bunch of BS. He’s looking out for number one, and he’s seeing what he can get on the rest of us.”


  James O’Connor just sat there in his wheelchair, doing what he’d been doing for the past year: staring at his lap. His eyes were open but unfocused, as if they were showing the brain fuzzy, meaningless images and the brain didn’t care.


  He looked a lot older than he was, as if the stroke had greatly accelerated the aging process. He was terribly skinny, probably not weighing much over a hundred pounds. His arms were as thin as pipe cleaners, his skin transparent and brittle looking. His hair was gone except for a few wisps of white. He looked like …


  Like death.


  There was no reason not to think it. It was the truth. He was a shell, that was all, kept alive by some tiny portion of his brain that refused to give up. Cori felt tears welling up. She blinked them back.


  “I have no idea what I’m going to put into that proposal, Daddy. Jennifer—I’ve told you about her, haven’t I? Yes, I’m sure I have. Anyway, Jennifer says we should get rid of the drug pushers by bringing in a right-wing death squad from Central America, telling them the pushers are nuns.”


  “Kaaat … rin.”


  The sound made Cori jump. It was the only thing he ever said. Katherine. Cori’s mother. She’d died when Cori was thirteen. They’d been a tight-knit family, and for both Cori and her father the loss was devastating. Without warning, fate in the form of a drunken driver who’d run a red light had ripped a big unexpected hole in their lives. Cori and her father had helped each other through the worst part, which had made them extremely close, close in a way that only people who’d shared a great loss could understand.


  “Kaaat … rin.”


  He’d probably say it two or three more times, after which he might not utter another sound for a month.


  “I still don’t have any love life, Daddy. You think that at the age of thirty-one I’m destined to be an old maid? No, there’s still plenty of time, isn’t there? I guess it’s silly to think like that. Sometimes I wonder whether I should have broken up with Mitch. I liked Mitch a lot. I guess I still do. It was the pressure of the job, I guess. Both of us being cops.” She shook her head. “Actually, Daddy, I don’t know why we broke up. It just happened. One day I thought we were going to get married, and the next we weren’t seeing each other anymore. I don’t know what made it different. Suddenly it just was.”


  Cori had no idea whether her father actually heard, much less understood, anything she was saying, but she had to talk to him, for the alternative was to just sit there, watch him stare at his lap. She’d tried reading, but her father’s unchanging blank stare, and the place itself, this warehouse of damaged and worn-out human beings, had all combined to press in on her like a malevolent presence.


  “It’s funny the way things work out,” she said. “I left the police force because of the stress, because I’d pretty much burned out after … well, after you know what. So what did I do when I quit the cops? I got a job with the schools, thinking it would be different. But now all the same old hassles are catching up with me. I’m not even sure it’s less dangerous than being a real cop. Two weeks ago, Don Potenziani was knifed by a junior high school kid. A fourteen-year-old. The blade missed a couple of vital organs by a fraction of an inch. As it was, Don was out for a week. But then I told you about that already, didn’t I?”


  James O’Connor stared at his lap, said nothing.


  “It’s only two weeks until your birthday, Daddy. The big seven-oh. I guess no one can deny your status as a senior citizen after you reach that point, huh?”


  “Kaaat … rin!”


  A shiver skittered through Cori’s midsection. It was spooky the way he did that. Silence was better.


  “It’s me—Cori. Katherine’s not here.”


  “Kaaat … rin!”


  “Mamma’s not here, Daddy. Mamma … well, Mamma hasn’t been here for a long time.”


  Her father watched his lap, his eyes as dull and uncomprehending as ever.


  Cori talked to him a while longer, her words rambling and disconnected. Not that it mattered. If somewhere in the depths of his damaged brain her father could recognize her voice and know that she was there, that she still cared about him, it was as much as she could hope for.


  As Cori drove home, she felt like crying. Her visits to the Valley View Home always saddened her. Remembering the man he had been made it very hard to look upon the man who sat in that wheelchair and stared at nothing. An aged shell, living but not living. Breathing but not perceiving. The heart pumping blood to muscles that did nothing, eyes that stared lifelessly. A tear trickled down Cori’s cheek, and she wiped it away.


  She lived in a yellow clapboard house, the only home on the block that wasn’t white. She’d bought the place five years ago, having tired of being subject to a landlord’s restrictions. In her own home she could dig up the backyard lawn and make a garden if she wished, remodel the kitchen, paint the living room. Home ownership was a form of freedom.


  The neighborhood was a bit of Americana, Cori supposed. Pete Seeger’s little boxes. Cement driveways. Basketball hoops above the garage doors. Tricycles on the sidewalks. Backyards with plastic swimming pools and screaming kids in the summer. As Pete said in the song, it was ticky-tacky. But Cori liked it.


  She put her car in the detached garage, then headed for the front of the house. Cori lived alone. Though surrounded by the tumult of kids yelling and moms scolding and baseballs flying where they shouldn’t, she wasn’t part of it. The only people who stopped by to chat were Mr. Zamorski, a widower who lived three houses down, and Darla Scott, whose husband had simply walked out one day, leaving her with the house, a cocker spaniel, and all the bills. The three of them banded together because they were different from the other neighbors, odd men out in the land of ticky-tacky.


  On the front porch, Cori stopped to get her mail—mostly ads and bills from the look of it—and stepped up to the door, trying to dig her keys out from her purse and wondering why she always dropped them into her bag when she got out of the car, only to have to locate them again a moment later. It was then that she noticed it.


  One of those small plastic containers that thirty-five millimeter film came in. Sitting on the stoop, as if it had been left there for her.


  A tight, tingly sensation rippled through her, as if she’d just reached into a dark place and put her hand into a spider web. Cori stared at the plastic container, not wanting to touch it. Come on, she told herself. The neighborhood’s full of kids, and one of them left it here for reasons that make sense to a four-year-old. How can a little plastic container harm you?


  But then she’d been a cop long enough to know that all sorts of innocent-looking things could hurt you very badly. That fourteen-year-old boy had probably looked harmless until he’d buried the switchblade in Don Potenziani’s gut.


  Gingerly Cori bent down and picked up the container, gently shook it. Something was inside, something loose, sliding around within. It contained dirt, she realized. Some kid fooling around. Maybe it was some little girl’s make-believe play canister, the dirt an ingredient for mud pies. Relieved, Cori unlocked the door and went inside.


  The house was plainly furnished. Unable to decide whether she should go contemporary or early American or buy antiques, she’d settled for things of no particular style. The couch was just a couch, the chairs just chairs, the tables just tables. The basic color was blue, which she’d offset with white. It all came together to create a reasonably relaxed, comfortable atmosphere, and Cori was happy with it.


  In the kitchen, she put the mail and the plastic container on the table, then checked the refrigerator. She was hungry, but she didn’t feel like making anything elaborate. That was one of the problems of living alone. It hardly ever seemed worth it to do any complicated cooking when you had no one to share the meal with. She found some leftover macaroni casserole, which she put in the microwave to warm. Then she tossed some frozen peas into a pan with some water and put them on the stove to cook.


  Sitting down at the table, Cori went through the mail. As she expected, it was mainly bills, along with a number of advertisements, which she immediately threw away, since she wanted neither the consumer loan for which she’d been preapproved nor aluminum siding for her house nor a set of books on World War II.


  The microwave beeped at her, and Cori checked the casserole, which wasn’t hot yet, so she set the control to zap it for another two minutes. Sitting down again, she picked up the plastic film container, turned it around, and her stomach muscles tightened. Come on, she told herself, it’s nothing but dirt, something a child was playing with.


  But she didn’t open it.


  Did she expect some kind of James Bond poison gas? Why didn’t she just pop off the lid, see what was inside? She was being silly, she knew that, and yet somewhere in the deepest reaches of her subconscious, some part of herself had recoiled at the sight of the container, and it seemed to be screaming, Danger! Danger! This is Bad! This can hurt you!


  “Nonsense,” Cori said, and removed the lid. Then she sucked in her breath.


  For it wasn’t dirt inside, but sand. Beige sand, like you’d find on a beach.


  “Come on,” she said, surprised at the shakiness of her voice. “Some kid brought this back from a vacation to the shore. Or maybe someone’s playing a sick joke on you.”


  With a shaking hand, she emptied the sand out onto her phone bill. It was the only thing inside. Just beige sand. She poked at it with a fingertip. Sniffed it. It was still just sand. Harmless sand.


  He’s dead, she thought. Dead.


  The microwave beeped, and she jumped.


  The Sandman was dead.


  Gone.


  Buried.


  And yet Cori felt cold all over.


  2


  Detective Lieutenant Bud Redley of the Glen Ridge Police Department sped along Harding Avenue, the town’s main drag. The sidewalks here were brick, wide enough for outdoor cafes, and newly planted trees acted as a buffer between pedestrians and the street. All part of the mayor’s revitalization of downtown. He passed the Prospect Theater, whose marquee was dark. Faded red letters spelled out CLOSED. A sign in the window of Montgomery Jewelers proclaimed MOVING, EVERYTHING ON SALE. The store was going to the mall. Redley wasn’t sure the mayor’s revitalization project was working.


  He’d been getting ready for bed when the call came. That was always the way. He was called as he sat down for dinner, got ready for bed, or in the middle of the night. All other times were safe; if the phone rang it was someone selling storm windows or attic insulation, or the call was for his wife.


  It was warm for an April night, but then this time of year you never knew what the weather would do. It would look like early summer one day, and then the Arctic Express would roar down from Canada and freeze everything solid.


  He turned left on Wyandot Street, and almost immediately the city began to deteriorate. Here downtown was untouched by the mayor’s project. Blocks of derelict buildings. Homes for the homeless. Places for addicts to make their buys and shoot up. And a few blocks that belonged to the prostitutes. Guys would cruise by in their cars, and the girls would appear from the shadows, make their pitches. Nobody around but other hookers and other johns. The city’s upstanding citizens never complained, because they never came here, never saw what went on. Out of sight, out of mind and all that.


  He turned right on Marian. Ahead were the flashing red lights, blinking out their message that something was wrong here.


  The lieutenant parked next to a patrol car. An officer at the periphery of the scene passed him through. He stepped into an alley where, illuminated by a patrol cruiser’s headlights, Detective Peter Mimovich stood over a sheet-covered lump.


  “It was only a matter of time before somebody got killed down here,” Redley said.


  Mimovich nodded. “Victim’s a hooker. We’ve already established that.”


  “Any suspects?”


  “Nope,” Mimovich said. “And no witnesses.”


  Although Redley was six feet tall, Mimovich towered over him. He was one of those people who ate everything in sight and stayed wire thin. Some of the other detectives had nicknamed him Tapeworm. He had a long, slender face, hair that was thick and black.


  “Got an ID on her?” the lieutenant asked.


  “Gwendolyn Collins, according to the other hookers I talked to. She’s supposed to have a place over on Tenth Street. There’s no ID on her.”


  “How was she killed?”


  “Strangled with a piece of nylon cord.”


  “Let’s see.”


  Bending down, Mimovich pulled back the sheet, revealing a woman of nineteen or twenty with short honey-blonde hair. Her blue eyes stared lifelessly at the night sky, wide and innocent-looking. She looked like a Girl Scout or a cheerleader, anything but a girl selling herself on the street. Even her clothes weren’t right. Instead of tightfitting, flashy stuff, she was wearing jeans, a checkered shirt.


  “She reminds me of Doris Day,” Mimovich said. “When she was younger.”


  Redley shook his head. Maybe she was just some naive kid who suddenly needed to get a few bucks as fast as possible. On the other hand, maybe the wide-eyed innocent look was what worked for her. Some guys would go for that sort of thing.


  “Here’s what I wanted you to see,” Mimovich said, pulling the sheet down a little farther. Coiled between her legs was the apparent murder weapon, a length of yellow nylon cord with a wooden handle on each end, pieces of a one-inch dowel that had been drilled so the cord could be slipped through and knotted. Something cold and clammy slithered through Redley’s memory, but he couldn’t quite get ahold of it.


  “Where have I seen—” And then it hit him. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “The Sandman.”


  A chilly gust of wind blew through the alley, flapping the sheet in Mimovich’s hands. “Weather’s getting ready to change,” the detective said. “Those gusts have a bite to them. And this alley’s like a wind tunnel.”


  Redley was remembering. The Sandman had murdered seven people and damn near killed the cop in charge of the investigation. The first murder had been a prostitute who’d been strangled with a nylon cord. Yellow nylon, with wooden handles made from dowels. The cord had been coiled up and left between the victim’s legs, as if she’d given birth to it.


  “No sand,” Redley said.


  “But everything else is the same.”


  “But why duplicate one of the Sandman’s murders and then leave out the most important part, the Sandman’s special calling card?”


  “Maybe he didn’t have any sand,” Mimovich suggested.


  “The Sandman got his from the shore of Lake Erie. It’s not a very long drive.”


  Mimovich shrugged. “Don’t look at me, Lieutenant. I’ve never been a crazed killer. I don’t know how their minds work.”


  “Doesn’t make any sense,” Redley muttered. He was remembering the Sandman killings again. The last victims had been a family of four, murdered in their own home, sand sprinkled on the bodies just to make sure there was no doubt who’d done it. Why copy the Sandman’s first murder and leave off the sand? The question circled in his mind like an airplane with nowhere to land.


  Mimovich covered the victim with the sheet and stepped back from the body. Another gust of wind came through the alley, steered and intensified by the grimy brick walls. Stronger than the last gust, it lifted the sheet entirely off the dead girl, sent it sliding along the dirty asphalt like a ghost. Mimovich stomped on it, then picked it up and put it back over the lifeless lump that had once been Gwendolyn Collins.


  “Gonna get cold again,” the detective said. “No doubt.”


  The lieutenant nodded. “What you figure the chances are that someone would just happen to copy the Sandman in every detail except the sand?”


  “We could have a copycat on our hands,” Mimovich suggested. “But maybe he hasn’t got around to getting the sand yet. Or maybe he’s leaving it out for some reason. He could even be doing it just to confuse us.”


  “Or maybe it’s not a copycat at all,” the lieutenant said. “Maybe it’s the real thing.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Just what I said. Maybe it’s the real Sandman.”


  “But he’s dead.”


  “Is he?”


  “Department closed the case.”


  “But he was never tried. Closing the case got the department off the hook. Nothing ever had to be proven in court.”


  Mimovich was looking at him, frowning. “Sure looked like the right guy at the time.”


  “It was a sloppy investigation. The cop heading it let the guy abduct her, for Christ’s sake.”


  “She didn’t exactly let him,” Mimovich said.


  “It wasn’t exactly the department’s finest hour, either.”


  “So you’re saying the guy just went to ground for a few years, and now he’s back?”


  “I’m saying it’s possible, that’s all.”


  Mimovich’s frown deepened, but he didn’t say anything.


  A uniformed officer joined them, said, “Meat wagon’s here.”


  Mimovich said, “The medical examiner’s already been here, and I’ve taken the photos, so I’m through with her. How about you, Lieutenant?”


  “They can take her.”


  Mimovich chalked a line around the body, and then two ambulance attendants lifted Gwendolyn Collins onto a body board and took her away. A gust of wind snapped the sheet off the body, plastered it against the back of the attendant at the head of the stretcher. He ignored it.


  “Lieutenant!” Mimovich was staring at the chalked outline marking the spot where the body had lain. The victim’s legs had been spread, her arms flopped out to the sides, so the chalked shape with its rounded contours resembled a cookie-cutter man.


  Within the outline was the grimy black asphalt of the alley.


  But outside of it was a thin layer of beige granules, like dirty sugar. The body had kept the alley floor clean the way masking tape protects a surface from paint.


  “It’s sand, Lieutenant.”


  Redley bent down, touched the granules, examined those that clung to his fingertips. “It’s sand, all right.”


  “The wind must have blown it off of her.”


  Brushing the particles from his fingertips, Redley rose. “Must have,” he said.


  “So we have another Sandman,” Mimovich said. “Or the same one.”


  The wind gusted again, picking up a yellowed sheet of newspaper, sailing it along the alley until it came to rest against an abandoned tire. Shivering, Redley jammed his hands into the pockets of his overcoat.


  Something was here. In the room with her.


  Cori O’Connor rolled over, trying to figure out whether the sensation was real or part of a dream, an actual danger or a sleep-induced fantasy. Her mind, still in the foggy embrace of slumber, seemed incapable of concentrating on the problem. She rolled over again, pulling the covers up protectively.


  Something’s here. In the bedroom. Very close.


  A … a presence.


  Something jarred the bed, touched her leg through the covers. Cori heard a high-pitched noise, a sort of gurgling squeak, and then she realized it was her own voice trying to locate enough moisture in her sleep-dried throat to scream. Suddenly she was throwing off the covers, frantically trying to fight her way out of the bed before she was trapped, at the mercy of …


  Of what?


  It was dawn, and enough gray light was seeping into the room for Cori to tell that no one was here except her. Then, sitting with one leg on the floor while the other one was still hopelessly tangled in the sheets, she saw the culprit. Tat. Her gray tomcat. Sitting on the floor near the foot of the bed, looking at her with that mocking expression only cats could produce: Hey, how come I’m so cool while you’re carrying on like a blithering idiot? And it was blatantly taunting, as if the damned cat were giving her the finger.


  “Jesus,” she said. “Do you know what you just did to me?”


  Tat just looked at her, his gaze full of feline superiority.


  He knew.


  The cat had come with the house, as had the small pet door that allowed him to come and go as he pleased. As a former police officer, she knew that such doors, while convenient for dogs and cats, were an open invitation for burglars. She would have secured it years ago if it hadn’t been for Tat. Although he wasn’t exactly a homebody, this was the only shelter he had, and she couldn’t bring herself to lock him out and condemn him to life on the streets.


  Not that he was unable to take care of himself. He had to be fairly old in cat terms. His gray coat had lost its sheen, and his eyes held a sort of weary sageness that could only come with experience. Tat was the name she had given him; it was short for tatters. The first time she’d seen him, he was missing hunks of fur, his nose was bloody, and his ears were all but shredded. Although his other wounds were fresh, the ears had clearly been that way for a long time. The big gray tom was a fighter, the sort who stood his ground, took no sass from anyone. Cori had always suspected that he was top cat in the neighborhood, father of most of the kittens, anathema to dogs of all sizes.


  “Hey,” she said to the cat, “you want we should continue to be friends? Then don’t do that again. Having myself scared senseless is not the way I like to start the day.”


  Tat just looked at her, aloof, unconcerned with the problems of mere human beings.


  “So, what you been doing all night? Out spreading your genes throughout the neighborhood? Terrorizing dogs?” Cori shook her head, wondering what it meant, her trying to hold a conversation with a cat. Did normal people do things like that? The question floated away unanswered. As long as no one knew except her and the cat, it really didn’t matter, did it?


  Tiring of the game, Tat walked out of the room, and Cori finished untangling herself from the covers. Twenty minutes later, she was dressed and standing in the kitchen, measuring Folgers into the drip coffeemaker. Switching the machine on, she simply stood there, watching the brown liquid trickle into the glass pot, listening to the belching, gurgling noises. She wondered why the workday didn’t start later, when people’s brains could operate without most of the thoughts getting lost in the early morning fog. She also wondered what she would say in the proposal Jeffries had given her two weeks to prepare.


  On the table behind her was the plastic container she’d found on her stoop last night. She’d poured the sand back into it, then tried to put the whole thing out of her mind, having concluded that it was most likely something left by a child. And even if it was a sick joke, it was probably a one-shot deal, and there was no reason to believe anything further would come of it. When the coffee was ready, she filled her white Garfield mug, took it to the table, and sat down. Then she remembered the morning paper.


  As she moved to the front door, a feeling of foreboding came over her. Cori reached for the knob, then hesitated, reluctant to touch it. What was she afraid of? No monster waited on the porch, ready to pounce on her the minute she opened the door. She’d stepped out to get the paper every morning since she moved here, and she’d never once been attacked. So what was the problem?


  Deep down inside, she knew the answer to that. She was just reluctant to admit it to herself. Something, some part of her, some sense, thought there was evil out there. Badness.


  Like a whole bucket of sand.


  Cori shuddered, desperately trying not to remember that night, for the recollections were still entirely too vivid, entirely too terrifying.


  She put her hand on the door, and her stomach shriveled up as if icy fingers had just squeezed her insides. She forced herself to turn the knob, the chilly metal feeling as cold as a snowball; then she yanked the door open as if the sudden movement would scare away whatever malevolence lurked out there.


  There was nothing on the porch. Not even the paper. It was a cloudy day, a light mist hanging in the air, the temperature a good twenty degrees cooler than it had been yesterday. Her eyes scanned the middle-class homes of her neighbors, their greening lawns, their budding trees and shrubs, their cement driveways.


  The neighborhood was its usual friendly, ticky-tacky self.


  Normalcy.


  Totally nonthreatening.


  Relief washed over her. She’d overreacted to the sand and the scare Tat had given her this morning. The Sandman was dead. It was all behind her. Over and done with. It had been at least a year since she’d woken in the middle of the night, screaming, shaking uncontrollably.


  Cori found the paper in the bushes below the porch. No one leaped out at her when she bent down to pick it up. No shadows moved at the periphery of her vision. She took the Glen Ridge Gazette into the kitchen, sat down at the table, and took a swallow of coffee. What’s wrong with me? she wondered. Why am I letting something from the past eat me up like this?


  The Sandman case was the reason she'd resigned from the force. Although she usually attributed her decision to burnout—even to herself—most of the burnout had been caused by the Sandman. By that night. Momentum had kept her
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