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Monday, October 23
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Megan held her breath, afraid to move. The slightest noise would ruin everything. If she remained perfectly still and waited another second...

A cool breeze rustled the copper-colored leaves canopied above her. She watched as two squirrels nibbled acorns on a half-rotten tree stump. The late October sun had faded, and in ten minutes it would be too dark to get a good picture without using a flash.

Deciding to risk it, she pressed the shutter on her digital camera and fired off a dozen shots just as one of the squirrels rubbed its face with its hand. That would make a great entry for the photography contest, maybe even a nature calendar...

The squirrel on the right picked up an acorn, then tensed and twitched its ears. Had he heard her? She stayed rooted to the spot, hoping to get a few more pictures of the little guys. The squirrel on the left cocked its head to the side, then they both bolted off the stump and leapt onto a tree.

Damn! What had spooked them? 

One of the squirrels clung to the tree trunk upside down, chattering at her. “Tssk, tssk, tssk.” Was he annoyed at her? 

A second later, someone came tromping through the underbrush to her left. Whoever it was wasn’t on the hiking trail. Great. She had purposefully come to the most remote section of the park and wandered off the trail to avoid being disturbed. And of course some idiot was crashing around in the woods. 

But what was someone doing here now? It was nearly dark. 

She moved toward the person, weaving around the trees and ignoring the “Tssk, tssk,” warning from the squirrel.

A man wearing an olive green coat stood with his back to her. Instinctively she raised her camera and peered through the zoom lens. He had something... a sleeping bag or a black tarp... slung over his right shoulder. What was he doing? This part of the park was off the beaten path and isolated from the other trails. Something didn’t feel right about this. 

A tree partially blocked her view, so she inched to the left to get a better look. As she did, the man dropped whatever he was carrying onto the forest floor. He muttered something and kicked the bundle hard. It rolled open a little and something white flopped out.

She zoomed in to get a better view and stifled a yelp. It was a hand. A woman’s hand wearing red nail polish. A trickle of fear ran down her spine, and she pressed the camera shutter as she backed away. A branch broke under her sneaker and she froze. 

She prayed that the man hadn’t heard her. The last thing she wanted was for him to notice her. They were alone out here. The squirrel had gone quiet and the woods were deathly silent. After a few seconds, she dared a glance toward the man.

To her dismay, the man had turned in her direction. A late-day beam of light broke through the trees and reflected off his sunglasses. With a start, she realized he was looking right at her. Could he see her behind the tree? Her heart racing, she forced herself to remain still. Time seemed to stop. 

Then he took a step toward her.

Her instincts kicked in and she bolted toward the trail. She snatched her red backpack off a stump as she ran past and threw it over her right shoulder. Twigs and leaves crunched behind her as the man gave chase. 

“Get back here!” 

Like hell.

She zigzagged between trees and leapt over fallen branches as she ran. It was hard to see in the fading light, but she had come this way a little while ago and knew the fastest route. Once she made it up the hill, she would be on the trail. The trail led to the parking lot. Parking lot meant car. Car meant safety.

She could hear the man breathing hard behind her, but didn’t dare turn around to see how close he was. She didn’t care. She patted the left front pocket of her jeans as she ran. Car key fob safely tucked inside. Wallet and phone locked in the car for safekeeping. 

She dug her sneakers into the dirt as she started up the hill, trying to put distance between herself and the man. How could this be happening? An hour ago she had come here to take a few nature photos, now she was running for her life.

The next thing she knew she was yanked backwards. She screamed and latched onto a sapling with both hands to keep from sliding down the hill. The man had grabbed her backpack and was trying to drag her toward him. 

She dropped her right shoulder and shucked the pack off, sending the guy tumbling down the hill.

She kept running, never looking back. 
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Detective Jim Rourke sipped his coffee and leaned back in his office chair, reviewing Officer Harmon’s latest car theft report. Harmon took his job seriously and was eager to learn. Although Harmon was only twenty-six, he had been on the force for two years and had lots of potential.

A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts and he looked up. Harmon’s six-foot-two frame filled the doorway. He had dark brown hair and a squarish face. 

“Good morning, detective. I hate to bother you, but there’s a woman up front who says she needs to report a homicide.”

Shit. He closed his eyes. Ever since he had caught what the media called “The Route 9 Killer” three years ago, he couldn’t get away from murder. People considered him an expert on serial killers, and he had to field calls from police departments and detectives asking for his advice on their cases. They thought he was being modest when he said he had no advice to give.

News outlets, TV stations, tabloids, magazines, podcasters, publishers, and streaming services had all wanted to talk to him about the case. They weren’t satisfied with the official police reports. They wanted a blow-by-blow description of every step he took to solve the case, and all the gory details of what happened to the victims. 

He’d had offers to host his own true crime show. Someone wanted to produce a Netflix series about him. Publishers offered large advances for him to dig deep into the horrific crimes and write about the gruesome murders. 

He wanted no part of any of it. He had refused to give interviews or comment on the case. He wouldn’t speak at law enforcement workshops or conferences, and he wouldn’t discuss serial killers with anyone.

The department had asked him to go along with the publicity. They said it helped improve their image to have a 46-year-old, Black detective from Central Jersey take down a vicious serial killer. But he wouldn’t play nice. After all, the brass and Lieutenant Morgan hadn’t taken his serial killer theory seriously and had ordered him to stop investigating. Now they could stuff it.

After the case broke, he had taken a few weeks off to decompress and spend time fishing with his father. Eventually, the vultures had moved on and life went back to normal. Thankfully, homicides were few and far between in Sayreville. 

“Is she confessing?” he asked. 

“No. She said she came to report it around six last night, but...” 

“But?”

“DiGennaro was at the desk.” Harmon shrugged. “I guess he gave her a hard time about it and she left.”

He rolled his eyes. Officer DiGennaro was overdue for retirement. He wasn’t exactly warm and fuzzy to the general public, and he was so lethargic he could stretch a ten minute task to two hours. Someone once commented that DiGennaro should be manning a booth at Motor Vehicles and denying people their drivers’ licenses. 

“Bring her into the conference room. I’ll talk to her.” He opened his top desk drawer and took out a notepad. Maybe this would turn out to be nothing. It was barely seven-thirty, way too early to deal with a body.

Five minutes later, he entered the conference room carrying a bottle of water and his notebook. A woman was standing near the head of the table. “Miss? I’m Detective Rourke.” He smiled and extended his hand.

She turned and looked him up and down. He imagined what she saw: a tall, light-skinned Black man in a gray suit, blue shirt, and navy tie. But did she recognize him? Know him from the murders? Usually he could tell when people placed the name and face with the killings.

She shook his hand. It was a strong, firm grip. “Hi. I’m Megan Graystone. I came here last night to report a murder.” She paused and gave him a sideways glance. “Are you interested in hearing about it?”

“Yes, absolutely. Please sit down.” He took a second to study her. She appeared to be in her late-twenties or early thirties, about five-foot-seven, with honey-blonde hair, an oval-shaped face, small nose, brown eyes. There was a lean look to her, like she worked out. 

She pulled out a chair, sat, and put her black purse on the table. He offered her the water and she shook her head. “No thanks. Where should I start?”

All business. Not emotional. He liked that. It would be easier to hear her story. “The officer at the front desk said you were here last night. What time was that?”

“Around six-fifteen or so. It had just gotten dark. I was... shaken up when I got here. I came in to report what I saw and the older guy at the desk totally blew me off. He said I was hysterical, imagining things,” she said, her voice taking on a tone. 

“Let’s start at the beginning, Miss Graystone.” He opened his notebook and pulled a pen from his jacket. “You wanted to report a homicide. Who is the victim?”

“Call me Megan. I don’t know. A woman.” She exhaled loudly. “I saw her body in the woods.”

A chill ran down his spine. He ignored it and kept writing. “What woods? Where exactly?”

“I was in the park near Washington Ave. I went off the trail, back into the woods, near the train tracks.”

“Why were you there?”

“To take pictures. I’m a photographer.”

He cringed. The Route 9 Killer was a photographer too. He had an entire album filled with pictures of the women he had killed. Rourke pushed the memory aside. “Tell me what happened.”

Megan leaned back in the chair. “I was taking pictures and heard someone stomping through the leaves. He was carrying something wrapped in a dark tarp, or whatever. He dropped it on the ground and a hand flopped out.”

He stopped writing and looked at her. “You definitely saw a human hand? It wasn’t a branch or a stick?”

“Not unless branches wear red nail polish.”

He ignored the sarcastic edge to her voice and asked his next question. “Was it only a hand, or was there an arm too?” 

“I guess there was an arm, but I didn’t see it. If you’re asking if it was ‘just’ a hand, a dismembered hand, no. The killer had a woman’s body wrapped in a tarp.”

Dismembered? Most people wouldn’t even think along those lines, and here this woman was blurting it out like it was no big deal. That was strange. “Why do you call him the killer?”

Megan furrowed her brows. “Because he was in the woods with a body? I presumed he was the guy who killed her. I didn’t see a shovel, so I guess he wasn’t going to stick around and bury her.”

He started writing again. Megan Graystone was a bit odd, but she sounded rational. “So you saw him, and saw the hand, and then what?”

“He looked right at me. I turned and ran like hell. When I got to the hill—”

“Wait, he saw you?”

“Oh yeah. We practically stared at each other for a few seconds,” she answered, nodding. “Then he came after me. I ran up the hill and he tried to grab me, but I got away. I hauled ass to my car and drove straight here.” She folded her arms across her chest. “I told the officer at the desk that there was a guy in the woods with a body, and he said it was probably a Halloween prank. He didn’t want to hear about it.”

He kept scribbling notes, letting a silence fill the air while he wrote. He knew from experience to leave long pauses in the conversation. It made the witness, or suspect, uncomfortable and they would talk to fill the silence. After a minute, Megan continued.

“I told him to call someone and go look in the woods to see if the guy was still there, or check to see if he left the body, but he didn’t listen. He didn’t even want to see the pictures.”

“Pictures?” He snapped his head up. “You’ve got pictures?”

Megan opened her purse and took out a digital camera. “I checked them last night. They’re not very good.” She pressed a few buttons, then handed him the camera. “See the white thing on the ground? It’s a hand.”

He bent over the tiny screen. There was something white on the ground, but the screen was so small, he couldn’t tell what it was. “Hang on.”

He left the room and returned with his laptop. “Can you plug your camera into this?”

Five minutes later, he was looking at the same photo blown up to fill the screen. Megan had scooted her chair around the table and sat next to him. 

“See there?” She pointed at the screen. “That’s the tarp or whatever on the ground, and there’s the hand.” 

He peered at the blurry image. He saw the white thing and noticed there were bits of red on the ends of white. Nothing in the woods this time of year would be so stark white. But he couldn’t jump to conclusions. If he had learned anything from the Route 9 case, it was that people lied.

“No photos of the man who chased you?”

“No. I was too busy running. But he was big, husky. Had on an olive green coat. He wore sunglasses and had a dark beard and mustache.” She paused. “And a baseball hat.”

He jotted that down. “Did he say anything?”

“I think he yelled, ‘Get back here.’” She let out a short laugh. “Like I’d listen to him?”

He studied the photo on the screen, then zoomed in and out a few times. It could be a hand. Had Megan interrupted the man while he was trying to leave a body in the woods? “Did you tell anyone about this? Post anything about this to social media?”

“No. I don’t bother with that crap, unless I’m promoting my business. Memories by Megan. I mostly do weddings.” 

He tapped his pen on the table. Her business. Megan was a photographer. If she wanted to create a hoax for publicity, why would she bother coming to the police with a blurry photo? She could have used a dozen software programs to doctor the photo and make it look better. And if this was a hoax, why didn’t she post the photo online to get attention? 

Something in his gut told him this picture was real. Megan seemed reliable and her story stayed consistent. He believed her.

Megan cleared her throat and fidgeted in the chair. “There’s one more thing.”

He glanced at her, bracing himself for anything.

Megan met his gaze. “The killer might know who I am.”

***
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“You’re doing great, Megan. This is very helpful,” Rourke said as they made their way down the wooded trail.

She didn’t feel great, and she didn’t give a damn about being helpful. She just wanted this over with. This expedition was a waste of time. What did they hope to find? The body? If they did, what good would it do? The guy was long gone. If someone had listened to her last night, the police might have been able to catch the killer. 

At least Detective Rourke had agreed to come out to the woods with Officer Harmon and look around. 

Before leaving the station, Rourke had checked and said nobody had reported a missing woman or notified them about finding a body in the woods. But it was still early, barely eight o’clock, and it was possible that nobody had discovered it yet. Or maybe the man from last night moved the body after she had disturbed him. 

Either way, Rourke wanted her to show him where she had spotted the man. He mentioned that even if someone had taken her statement last night, they still would have had to wait until sunrise to investigate.

After she got home last night, she had checked that all the doors and windows were locked, then took a hot shower. She was too keyed-up to sleep—her body was swimming with a mix of adrenaline, jangled nerves, and a touch of fear. The killer had her backpack. He might know who she was and where she lived.

She had wracked her brain for a while, trying to remember exactly what was in the pack. A bottle of water, a Cliff bar or two, hand sanitizer, tissues... But what else? Business cards, promotional stuff for work, a few pens, maybe a copy of her schedule? Did she throw the mail in there? She wasn’t sure...

After she’d given herself an hour to settle down, she called Lori and—

“Is this where you stopped?” Rourke asked, breaking her from her thoughts.

They were at the bottom of the hill. In the early morning sun, the woods were peaceful. Birds were singing and the sunlight-dappled red and orange leaves formed a colorful canopy. She loved everything about autumn; the cool nights and warm days, picking apples and pumpkins, cinnamon-infused cider, and of course, Halloween.

Now that she was here in the daylight, it didn’t seem like a place where a murderer would try to dump a body. But she was positive she saw the man, and the hand.

“No. It was more this way. I walked around for a while, then I saw the squirrels here.” She tramped through the leaves, deliberately crunching them underfoot. After a few minutes, they reached the stump where she had taken the photos of the squirrels. “I was here and heard him coming toward me from over that way.” She pointed to the left.

“And where was he?”

“He was standing there, with the body slung over his shoulder. Then he dropped it and I saw the hand.” 

Rourke’s phone rang, and he turned away to answer it. “Harmon, take a look around.”

Harmon walked to where she pointed and moved the fallen leaves aside with his boot. “I don’t see anything that would indicate a body was here, ma’am. It hasn’t rained, and the soil is too hard to show any footprints. There’s no sign of anyone digging. The leaves and other ground cover would hide any drag marks he might have made.”

She cocked her head to one side. What that his polite way of saying there was nothing out here? “He didn’t drag her. He carried her. I saw him. And if he wasn’t out here doing something suspicious, why did he chase me?”

“I don’t know, ma’am,” Harmon replied. “Maybe he was doing something with a mannequin, making a Halloween decoration to scare people. After all, Halloween is a week away.”

She rolled her eyes. Arts and crafts in the middle of the woods at dusk? That was absurd. “What if he finds out who I am and comes after me? I’m a witness. And he has my backpack.”

“Was your wallet in it, ma’am?”

She bristled. She hated being called ‘ma’am.’ It made her sound like she was eighty years old. 

“No, but I had other—”

“Ma’am, I wouldn’t worry about it. If he took the pack and there was nothing of value in it, he probably threw it away. And I don’t see any evidence of a crime here,” Harmon said with a tone of finality. “I’m sure you’re not in any danger. Odds are he’s long gone by now, if he was ever here.”

Rourke walked up to them. “I’m sorry Miss Graystone, but Officer Harmon and I have to leave.”

“Leave? We just got here. Aren’t you going to look around or—”

“We have another case.” Rourke took a business card out of his suit jacket pocket and handed it to her. “Call me if you think this guy might be hanging around your house, or if you remember anything else, okay?”

“Sure,” she said as she followed Rourke and Harmon through the woods. “If something happens to me, I’m sure you’ll get right on it.”

***

[image: ]


Rourke pulled onto the cracked asphalt driveway of the abandoned tire company and killed the engine. The squat, one-story concrete building was painted a hideous pea-soup green and looked like it had been out of business for years. The front door was boarded over, the large display window was covered in a web of thick cracks, and an accumulation of trash and weeds blocked the three bay doors. The body was off to the side of the parking lot behind a rusted metal sign.

There never seemed to be a shortage of abandoned places to leave a body along Route 9.

He stared out the window, savoring a moment of peace. It was a gorgeous October day. Bright blue sky, a refreshing breeze, temps in the mid-seventies. The kind of day he should be spending on a charter boat fishing with his father, not visiting a crime scene and dealing with death. Again.

Harmon cleared his throat. “Detective, you don’t think this...” He gestured out the window toward the coroner’s van, “...is related to what Miss Graystone said she saw in the woods, do you? It’s a coincidence, right?”

He rubbed his eyes and wished they had stopped somewhere for coffee. Maybe a caffeine boost would give him the energy to deal with this. “Harmon, one thing I’ve learned over the years is that there’s no such thing as coincidence.”

He got out of the car and greeted Hollister, the uniformed officer who approached him. Harmon shadowed him, standing off to his right side. Hollister gestured with his head toward a balding sixty-something man in khakis and a blue dress shirt sitting in a red Nissan. The Nissan sat diagonally across three parking spaces near the side of the building. 

“What do we have?” he asked Hollister. 

“That is Mr. DeCarlo. He discovered the body about half an hour ago.”

Rourke walked over to DeCarlo and introduced himself. The man nodded at him and Harmon. Rourke noticed that DeCarlo looked green around the gills. “Can you tell me how you—”

“I was driving to work and I guess I ran over a nail or something. I started hearing a ‘whump whump’ noise and my low tire pressure light came on.”

Rourke took his notebook out of his suit jacket pocket and flipped to a new page. It would be easier to let DeCarlo ramble on and tell the story in his own time. 

“I pulled in here because it was close and deserted. I didn’t dare risk pulling over on Route 9 with all the traffic. I got out and bent down to look at the tire. I glanced behind the sign and saw the—” He swallowed hard and bowed his head. 

Rourke waited for DeCarlo to continue, but he didn’t. Some people couldn’t bear to say the words, and he understood that. “Before you pulled in, did you notice a vehicle leaving the parking lot?”

“No. But I was focused on my tire. I can’t believe someone would... do this. She’s just... lying there. At first I thought it might be a mannequin, or someone got hit walking along the road... but she’s naked.” He swallowed hard again. “Can I call my wife? And work? I’m taking a sick day today. I can’t go in after... this.”

“Of course. Call whoever you need to.” He was worried that DeCarlo might throw up, and he couldn’t deal with that this morning. He hated being around when people threw up; it triggered his own gag reflex. “But stay here in case I have more questions. Officer Hollister will take your statement.”
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