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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Marty Sullivan waited weeks for someone to die. Not just anyone. Someone important, either revered or feared. When Alberta Allen’s heart attacked her, he saw his chance. Bert, as she was known, had served as principal of the middle school for over two decades. He’d attended there, and his mother had taught history. Everyone knew her. The whole town would turn out for her service and, more significant to the young man’s plan, her viewing.

      Marty arrived at the funeral home at seven wearing his one suit, which he’d bought for his graduation. In the ensuing years as a roofer and handyman, he’d put on muscle. He felt trapped inside the jacket and would be glad when he’d accomplished his mission and could return it to his closet.

      First, however, were the obligatory expressions of regret. He took his place among the mourners as they inched their way through the receiving line. While he recognized many of those around him, none seemed to recall him, which was just fine. When he reached the family, he muttered a few words to Bert’s two sons, who he knew, and her daughter, whom he did not. None gave any sign of recognition. “So sorry for your loss,” he said to each of them, an endless mantra repeated at the reception for his own mother five months before.

      Others passed by the casket, peering at the waxen face of the woman they’d known, but he backed away. It seemed a pagan ritual. Whoever had inhabited that body was gone. Did they need to gape at her shell? What were they thinking? Were they grateful they weren’t inside the box?

      “How’re you doing?” Jerry Mullins, one of his high school friends, blocked his way as he tried to leave the room. They’d served together on the track team before Marty had quit, but hadn’t seen each other in years.

      “Fine,” he said. “I’m good.”

      “I was sorry you lost your own mom not too long ago.”

      “Yes,” he said. Marty wasn’t sure how to react. Should he thank the man? All he wanted to do was get out of here undetected.

      “Is Dora here?” Jerry asked.

      Marty gave him a blank look. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen her.”

      “Well,” Jerry said, looking past him for a way to escape, “take care.”

      “You, too.” Marty waited until he’d moved on. He looked around him, but no one seemed to notice the man with the ascetic features and the head of thin brown hair, growing sparse at the crown.

      He retreated along the hallway, peering into darkened parlors, putting on a show of curiosity in case anyone noticed him. Pushing open the double doors beneath the exit sign at the end of the corridor, he found himself alongside an elevator leading to the rooms in the lower level where bodies were embalmed, their hair arranged and makeup applied to make them look better than they had in life. He crept down the flight of stairs, which doubled back halfway down.

      The preparation rooms were to his right, but Marty’s interest lay elsewhere. With his phone’s flashlight illuminating the hallway, he passed two restrooms until he found what looked like a utility closet. Opening the door, he trained his beam on a furnace and air conditioning unit and, against a back wall, the breaker box and control panel for the alarm system. He knew it was an older model, having examined the building permits at the town office.

      Marty switched on the overhead light, draping his jacket across the doorsill to prevent a shaft betraying his presence. He pried open the panel and studied the wiring, satisfied it was identical to the schematic he’d found online. Taking a narrow plastic case from the coat’s breast pocket—he’d worn the hated suit only to conceal his tools—he fitted one of the small drivers to an aluminum handle, then donned a pair of thin rubber gloves.

      After disabling the power to the console, he unscrewed the system's back plate and disconnected the wires to both the main and backup batteries. Finally, he reassembled the unit, examining it to ensure he’d left no sign of tempering. His task finished, he turned off the light and listened at the door before stepping into the hallway.

      Marty crept upstairs to join the stragglers who milled around the reception area, as though waiting for something to happen. Bert Adams’ children chatted with those they knew. If their experience was like his own months before, they wished everyone would leave.

      No one paid him any attention. He left the room and turned toward the entrance. A few people were leaving, and he held the door for them, allowing his eyes to fall to the lock. As they departed, he examined it from the other side. A smirk tugged at his mouth. It would present no problem. He’d opened doors far more complex.

      Whoever tried to arm the system tonight would be unable to do so. They’d call the security company in the morning, but would be told it would be at least two days before they could send someone out to diagnose the issue. One of his customers had just gone through this.

      Tomorrow night, he’d make his move. Bert Allen’s funeral at All Saints would be over, her body lowered at St. Mary’s, and the mortuary would be closed. He would return to exact his revenge.
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        * * *

      

      Allegheny County Police detective Lydia Barnwell took a deep breath as the prosecutor finished eliciting her testimony and turned her over to the defense counsel. Damien Goddard was a tall, wiry Black man with a full head of hair and trimmed goatee, a dark blue suit gathered at the waist in the newest style, and a reputation for eviscerating white police officers testifying against minority defendants, which was the case here.

      “Ms. Barnwell,” he said, acknowledging her without using her title, also part of his act. He turned and faced the jury with a smile that conveyed the message, “Watch this!”

      “You testified that when the Wilkinsburg police force arrested three young men on charges of stealing an automobile, they brought you in to investigate. Why did they find that necessary?”

      Lydia, dressed in gray slacks, a dark brown blazer, and a white blouse, open only at the collar, did not hesitate. “The county is charged with investigating all major crimes, including armed robbery, grand theft auto, homicides, and⁠—”

      “But the local police made the arrests. Why did they need you?”

      “Three men fled the car,” she said. “They called us in to determine who was driving.”

      “And so they chose you,” Goddard said.

      “I was assigned to the case.”

      “How long have you been a county detective?”

      “For five months, but prior to that⁠—”

      “Five months as a detective,” he said. “And during that time, in how many automobile thefts have you been the lead investigator?”

      “This is my first, but I’ve worked⁠—”

      “A brand new detective,” Goddard said, angling his body toward the jury box, “working her first investigation of this type.”

      “Objection,” the assistant DA said. “Detective Barnwell has⁠—”

      “Overruled,” the judge broke in. “You’ll have your chance on redirect.”

      The lawyer smirked, a reaction meant for the seven men and five women on the panel, half of whom were Black. “Three young people were in that car. Wilkinsburg police claim they caught them after they fled. Is that not correct?”

      “It is.” Barnwell knew from experience to keep her responses brief and to the point. She’d tried to clarify three answers so far and been shut down on two of them. The jury must not see her as argumentative.

      “When you questioned the three boys, they denied having anything to do with the theft. Is that not correct?”

      She longed to correct the impression he was creating that the thieves were mere teenagers, out for a joyride. If they hadn’t reached eighteen years of age, they would have been in juvenile court. “It is,” she said.

      “How long did you question them?”

      “Initially, for an hour each.”

      “But after that. You spoke to two of the boys for over two hours, didn’t you?”

      “My partner and I did.” Detective Lyle Jeffrey had also been present during the interviews, but had not been called to testify.

      “And then what happened?”

      “Two admitted their involvement.”

      “And they pointed to my client as the ringleader, didn’t they? They insisted they were just along for the ride. It was all Theo Moseley’s doing. Isn’t that what they told you?”

      “They testified he’d stolen the car,” she said. Seeing where this was headed, Lydia added, “but they were willing participants.”

      “And my client, young Theo here, continues to maintain his innocence, doesn’t he?”

      “He does.”

      “These two young men—” he began. Ah, yes, she thought. The other two are grown men. “—the ones who fingered Theo, they’re white, aren’t they?”

      She struggled to avoid frowning in reaction to the intended slur on her reputation. “Objection,” the prosecutor roared. “This is immaterial and irrelevant.”

      “Sustained,” the judge said. “Mr. Goddard, you’ve established no basis for this line of questioning.”

      “I apologize, your honor.”

      “The jury will disregard this question.” Sure they will, Barnwell thought. You’ve given half of them reason to doubt the clear evidence. You think at least one won’t be swayed by that?

      “I have no more questions of this rookie detective,” Goddard said.

      The assistant DA rose to her feet. “I have questions on redirect,” she said. Barnwell watched as the prosecutor shuffled her papers, trying to decide which parts of the damage to undo. She knew she wouldn’t touch the racial issue. The judge had ruled it out of order, and to question Lydia about anything touching on the subject would not only emphasize it, but allow Goddard to reopen the wound on redirect.

      She had Barnwell review what they’d already established, that the prints of all three men were found in the stolen vehicle, and that those of Theo Mosely were on the steering wheel. Then she asked what Barnwell had done before joining the ACPD.

      “I spent three years with the Boyleston Police Department,” Lydia said.

      “What was your rank when you joined the force?”

      “Patrol officer.”

      “And when you left?”

      “I was a detective.”

      “So you were promoted during your time there. How did that come about?”

      Lydia explained she’d studied for the detective exam and passed it with the highest marks of anyone taking the test that round. “But passing the exam doesn’t make you a detective, does it? What led to your promotion?”

      “I uncovered evidence that solved a murder.”

      “In so doing, what else happened?”

      “Oh, you mean—” Lydia began. “It was a twenty-year-old case. Someone had already been charged and convicted of it. He’d been sentenced to death.”

      The prosecutor faced the jury as she spoke. “So your investigation into an old murder case freed an innocent man?”

      “Yes.”

      “How many other homicide cases have you been involved in?”

      “Three others,” Lydia said, “two since I joined the county. I led the team investigating the death of a man who’d bilked five women out of thousands of dollars. As we developed evidence, one suspect died. It was meant to look like suicide, but we proved it a homicide.”

      “Were these committed by the same individual?”

      “No. There were two separate killers.”

      “And you identified both killers?” she asked.

      “We did.”

      “And when was this?”

      “Three months ago.”

      “Would you call yourself an experienced investigator?”

      Lydia looked toward the jury. “I’d like to think so,” she said. “I received a commendation for my work on these cases.”

      “Thank you, detective.”

      Lydia stood down, proud of her performance, but seething that the defense attorney had dragged race into the case. She glared at him, her intense blue eyes which had disarmed so many reluctant witnesses drilling into him as she left the courtroom.
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        * * *

      

      “He knew what he was doing.” Lydia threw a knotted towel into the sink as she yelled loud enough for neighbors to hear. “He’s tainted the jury pool.” Calvin Mayfield, Lydia’s boyfriend, sat at the kitchen counter, listening to her diatribe. “Aren’t you going to say anything?” she asked. She tossed her head with such vehemence that her tight, blond curls pranced across it, threatening to gallop off.

      “I was waiting for you to finish.” Mayfield was chief of police of Boyleston Borough, the small force Lydia had served until her transfer to ACPD earlier in the year. He looked up at her, taking her in with his brown eyes, and said, “He was doing his job. He uses that trick whenever he faces a white officer. You knew that going in.”

      “He accused me of racism.” Howie, her West Highland terrier, stared up at her, then turned his attention to her partner.

      Mayfield sighed and shook his head, allowing his beer’s carbonation to bubble off. “I understand why you’re angry. You have a right to be. But he uses it because there’s a long history of white cops grabbing the nearest Black man to close their case. Even here in Pittsburgh.” He draped the last few words in sarcasm.

      She looked out the window toward the garden. The evening sun painted her hydrangeas a flaming orange. Her neighbor, Anna Molnar, had helped her conceal the green beans, lettuce, and zucchini behind a wall of rosemary and marigolds to discourage the deer, who roamed the neighborhood as though they owned it. Which they once had, now that she thought about it. “You know what really pisses me off? The jury will release Theo Mosely.”

      “You can’t be certain of that,” he said.

      “I am. I saw the looks on their faces as I left the stand. Goddard’s little stunt worked. Mosely will be back on the street tomorrow afternoon and will probably heist another car before the day’s out.”

      Mayfield made a low moaning sound, accepting her analysis. “I hope you’re mistaken, but there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      Lydia turned toward the range, removed a pot of steaming water, and strained the contents through a colander in the sink. She scraped clams out of a plastic container into a sauté pan in which she’d heated minced garlic, stirred the mixture long enough to warm them, and returned the linguine to the sauce. Only when she’d split the dish between two bowls and topped it with freshly squeezed lemon just and parsley from her garden did she say, “I know.”

      She poured herself a glass of wine and offered one to Mayfield. “I’ll stick with the beer,” he said.

      She piled into the still steaming dish, closed her eyes as she enjoyed the fragrance, and polished it off with a sip of Sauvignon blanc.

      “What will you do now?” Calvin asked.

      “I’ve meant to clean out the attic ever since I bought this place. In another week, it’ll get too hot to work up there.”

      “I wish I could help,” he said, explaining he had a meeting in the morning. Boyleston was merging its police departments to create a regional force. He’d been chosen to lead it. “I’m tied up until noon, but after that, I’m your man.”
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        * * *

      

      Lydia had bought the house as soon as she joined Allegheny County. This was the first time she’d owned anything more than a used car. After years of moving from military base housing to one rental after another, having her own place gave her a sense of permanence. She hadn’t bought the narrow, two-story house just for herself, however. After her former lover, David Kimrey, had died during a domestic dispute, his father had willed her David’s dog, a West Highland terrier named Howie. The animal had been in depression after his owner’s death, and something about his estranged girlfriend brought him back to life. After first resisting the offer, she’d relented, adopting Howie. The house had followed, then Calvin. She not only had a home, but the beginnings of a family.

      After Calvin left the following morning, she went to work. A door in the spare bedroom opened onto a stairway to the attic. She dressed in jeans, a heavy long-sleeve cotton shirt, a baseball cap, and a pair of leather gloves. Although she’d detected no nighttime scampering, she worried about what she might find up there. She also toted an LED lantern, but was surprised to find a light switch at the base of the stairs. When she flipped it on, a bulb lit up the staircase, another illuminated the rafters overhead, and a roaring sound assaulted her. It took her a moment to identify the noise as an attic fan, which pulled air from the second floor, ruffling her curls.

      Howie followed her to the base of the stairs, but she ordered him to remain behind to avoid tripping over him. The first object she found was a drop leaf dining table covered by a quilted cover of the type used by moving companies. A lamp and a box of decorative glass globes lay atop it. She carried them down to the bedroom, placed them on the floor, and returned. She’d wait for Calvin to help move the table.

      A rattan bassinet stood in a corner, its white paint chipping off the reeds. She could carry it downstairs herself, but as she picked it up, she was enveloped in a cloud of dust that gave her a sneezing fit. This may not be my best idea.

      But she’d begun the task. She wasn’t about to quit now. Taking the rickety stairs one at a time, she moved an array of items into the spare bedroom until she could find no more room. Piles of newspapers and magazines stood against one corner of the roof; it took her four trips to carry it all to the back porch, where she’d recycle them. A fire waiting to happen. Why did they leave all this?

      She stopped for lunch, and Calvin joined her. They began lugging items from the bedroom down to the dining room. “What are we going to do with all this stuff?” he asked.

      She replied with an involuntary shrug. “I have no idea.” She’d only planned to empty the attic, not what to do with what she found there.

      “Let’s call Vietnam Veterans,” he said. “They pick things up and sell anything of value.”

      Lydia agreed. “There’s one item I want to keep, though. Help me move this table.”

      Mayfield followed her up the stairs, Howie trailing along behind them, but halted as his owners ascended into the attic. “Place it in that bare corner of the living room. We can put plants and books and stuff on it.”

      Calvin cleared his throat, ready to argue the point, but gave up, knowing he wouldn’t win this one. He picked up one end and she the other, but as they began moving it to the top of the stairs, he stumbled over something and dropped the table to the floor. “What the…?”

      He grabbed a canvas duffle bag that had been shoved beneath the table and cast it aside. Backing down the stairs one at a time, calling out each step to Lydia, he maneuvered the table through a path they’d cleared in the bedroom. After taking a slight break, they carried it to the ground floor, placing it in the space she had selected.

      Dusting off her hands, she said, “I’ll cover it with a tablecloth and put a lamp on this end.”

      “It’s in remarkable condition,” Mayfield said, expressing grudging approval to what she envisioned.

      She spent another hour cleaning and dusting the attic while he filled plastic bags with dirt and debris. As he hauled the vacuum down the flight of stairs one last time, Lydia carried the canvas bag over which he’d stumbled, placing it on her kitchen counter while he took out the trash. He settled before the TV to catch the last two innings of the Pirates game. She opened the duffle bag, ignoring its musty smell. Inside, she found a drawstring sack whose contents rattled as she lifted it out. It held a cloth cosmetics pouch, whose daisy applique had faded like fall leaves, and a purse.

      She set the latter aside for a moment and opened the drawstring sack, withdrawing a handful of costume jewelry, silver earrings that fastened to the earlobe with a set screw, a necklace with a strand of cultured pearls, and a host of small pins that featured everything from inlaid designs to Eastern Star rhinestones. Someone might like these, she thought, but to her they were just junk. The cosmetics bag contained tubes of dried lipstick and a powder compact. Lydia didn’t understand why any woman would have kept them, much less stored them in the attic.

      She reached for the purse, a bright yellow frame bag whose bottom was wider than the top, giving it a trapezoidal shape. Its jaws were secured with a kiss lock. She first took the exterior to be faux leather, but on examination realized it was the real thing. She found nothing inside but a tag reading Morris White. The label meant nothing to her, but the purse, she told herself, was both old and new, in that it did not appear to have ever been used. Its leather was dry, but otherwise in good condition. Had the attic fan circulated enough air to help preserve it? Perhaps she could restore its luster with leather balm.

      Strange, she thought, that the woman had taken an attractive handbag, probably costing a good amount at the time of purchase, and stored it in an attic. Deciding it might be worth something, she put it aside and went upstairs to take a shower.
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        * * *

      

      Officer Kay Ingram jostled the front door of the tavern, making certain it was locked. As she walked through the narrow parking lot toward the rear of the building, her flashlight caught a reflection. The officer leaned over and examined a hypodermic needle. She fetched a pair of puncture proof gloves from her cruiser, brought a disposal kit back to the lot, and placed the needle into the plastic container.

      You could at least clean up after yourself, she thought as she returned to her vehicle. Etna, a small borough along the north bank of the Allegheny River, was no stranger to drug use. Named for the Sicilian volcano to honor the blast furnaces that had once dominated the town, Etna was reinventing itself as a family-friendly community. Unlike much of Allegheny County, the average age of the borough’s four thousand residents was declining as young families took advantage of the low cost of housing and the proximity to the urban core. It was a decent place to live, and Officer Ingram was distressed to see evidence of open narcotics use. Her immediate concern was not finding the user, but keeping youngsters from finding the needle.

      Retracing her steps through the parking lot, she tried the tavern’s back door and, as expected, found it locked. She continued up Mount Royal Boulevard, Etna’s main drag, and checked both front and rear doors to the local hardware store. It was a quiet weekday evening, one of the last few days of spring, and a breeze off the river helped cool the warm air trapped beneath the layer of clouds. A few cars whizzed by, ignoring the twenty-five mile-per-hour speed limit. She passed a group of teenagers wandering up the street with nowhere to go and nothing on their minds except enjoying the freedom of being out of school.

      “Hi, officer,” one girl said as they moved past.

      “Evening, Morgan,” she replied.

      They giggled after they’d passed by, as though they’d gotten away with something. And perhaps they had. Did their parents know they were out on the street at this hour?

      Her next stop was Tomas Sedlak and Sons, the local funeral home. Tomas was long gone, as were his sons, replaced by grandsons and granddaughters, but the name of the venerable institution was unchanged. Officer Ingram turned the door handle. To her surprise, it gave way. She considered what to do. Perhaps the owners had forgotten to lock up.

      She could step inside, engage the lock, and return the next day to advise them to be more careful, but her training kicked in. The entrance was supposed to be secured. Ingram couldn’t ignore it.

      She was alone. The Etna police department comprised the chief, six full-time officers, and two part-timers. Not enough personnel for two-person overnight shifts. Whenever Etna needed back-up, it called on Millvale, the adjoining borough, an arrangement that worked both ways. Kay now spoke into her shoulder-mounted speaker-microphone to summon help. Five minutes later, Officer Ken Pollard, a veteran cop with twenty years of experience and a gut to match, arrived. He ran his hands through his non-existent hair and listened as she explained the situation.

      “Probably nothing,” she said.

      “But we should check,” he finished for her. “Let’s go in and turn on the lights to make sure nothing’s been disturbed, lock the door, and leave. We’ll have checked the place, right?”

      While she felt something more than a cursory inspection was called for, the older officer had taken charge. Swallowing her reservations, she agreed. Pollard opened the door and fumbled for the light switch. “Where is the damn thing?” he muttered.

      Ingram swept her flashlight along the walls until she found a switch, revealing a reception area painted in a light rose color. Bulbs concealed in silver-colored sconces provided illumination. A long hallway stretched before them. “That’s where the chapel and viewing rooms are,” Pollard whispered. To the right, a small room lay behind a pair of doors. Its glass panes revealed three comfortable chairs nestled around a table, a box of facial tissue at its center. A heavy wooden door across the foyer concealed another room. She assumed this was the office.

      “Everything seems copacetic,” he said. “Satisfied?”

      “We should check the chapel,” Ingram said.

      Pollard shrugged. “Your call.” He followed her down the hallway, standing behind her as she opened the chapel door. Her fingers found the light switch, and as she eased the sliders up, the small room was bathed in soft light from outlets concealed by the crown moulding. Three pews faced an altar and an open space where the casket containing the remains of the departed was displayed during services. She peered under the back pew while the older officer chuckled to himself. “Satisfied?” he repeated.

      “I suppose so.” She backed out and extinguished the lights. As they retreated up the hallway, they heard a thump from somewhere beneath them. The officers looked at each other and, without a word, turned toward a pair of double doors at the end. Their flashlights revealed a flight of stairs that doubled back at a landing. They crept down, Ingram wincing at the other officer’s heavy tread.

      They faced a pair of swinging metal doors with small glass windows similar to those leading from a restaurant into its kitchen. Standing to one side with Pollard opposite her, Ingram eased the right door open. She spotted movement. Certain it was not an illusion created by light streaming in from the stairwell, she pointed at a coffin in the middle of the room, one of six on display from which the bereaved might choose.

      Using hand motions, Kay Ingram outlined what she proposed, and the other officer nodded agreement. They advanced on the coffin, both holding flashlights, Pollard’s in his left hand and his revolver in his right. She moved behind the casket while he stood before it. She reached over the top with both hands and pulled at the lid.

      The coffin flew open. A figure sprang out like a jack-in-the-box, barreling into Pollard, who dropped both his torch and his weapon.

      Ingram released her grip on the lid. Pollard called out in pain, but she paid no attention, chasing the retreating figure as he tore up the stairs and through a back door. It didn’t register that the alarm had failed to go off as she pursued the intruder. “Stop!” she yelled. “Police!”

      The man didn’t pause, running across the loading dock and jumping into the alley. She chased through the darkened neighborhood for five blocks, weaving between side streets and another alley. Kay considered himself a decent runner, but he left her behind. Wheezing, leaning forward with her hands on her knees, she spoke aloud. “Now, what was that about?”
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        * * *

      

      Allegheny County has 118 municipalities—cities, boroughs, and townships—101 of which maintain police departments. The rest are patrolled by neighboring communities, three regional law enforcement agencies, or the Pennsylvania State Police. The Allegheny County Police Department rises above this hodgepodge, providing investigative services to the smaller towns and handling all serious crimes, such as homicide, outside the City of Pittsburgh. Although the break-in at the Sedlak Funeral Home wasn’t a major crime, Officer Ingram requested ACPD assistance. Lydia Barnwell took the call from the dispatcher at 1:05 a.m., was out the door at 1:22, and arrived in her cruiser at 1:45. Ingram greeted her and apologized for the early morning call.

      “That’s all right,” Barnwell replied. “I’m a light sleeper.” On most nights, she had nothing to drink, and when she did, she limited herself to one beer or glass of wine. Even after three hours of rest, she awoke grouchy but clear-headed. Ingram led her through what had transpired. “Hiding in a casket?” she said.

      “Yeah. As we entered the room downstairs, I thought I saw the lid close, so we tried to surprise whoever was hiding inside. He got the better of us, jumping out as I pulled the top open and knocking Officer Pollard over.” She nodded toward an overweight uniformed officer sprawled in a chair like a discarded rag doll.

      “I must have interrupted him when I first tried the front door. He may have crept down the stairs while I awaited back-up, hoping I’d make just a cursory check.”

      “Can you describe him?”

      “I only caught a glimpse from behind, but he’s a white male, youngish—mid-twenties. He’s taller than me, 5-10 to six feet at most, and slender. I’d put him at 160 to 170 pounds, but don’t hold me to it. He wore jeans, a long-sleeve Steelers t-shirt, but no cap, and a pair of trainers.”

      Barnwell was impressed by the thoroughness of her description, given the circumstances. “I think he had light brown hair,” she added, “but the light wasn’t too good. I’m an okay runner, but he outdid me.”

      “How did he get in?”

      “We don’t know. There’s no sign of forced entry. I haven’t looked too closely, though. I’ll leave that to the crime lab.”

      Barnwell noticed she’d donned plastic gloves. This officer knew her business. “Any idea what he was after?”

      “None. I can’t imagine they keep drugs in a funeral home, at least not the sort you’d want to take.” She allowed herself a smile. “I peeked inside the office. Nothing seems out of place, but I’ve alerted the director. His wife says he’s on his way.”

      They heard a vehicle enter the parking lot. Both women stepped outside as a man emerged from a black Escalade. He walked toward them with his head pushed forward, as though battling a headwind.

      “Dan Sedlak,” he said as the officers introduced themselves. He was in his late forties with thick, salt-and-pepper hair combed back from his forehead. Lydia found him handsome in a rugged way, heavy features in a lean face, giving him a look of authority. He was dressed in a gray suit with a white shirt and pale blue tie. She wondered if he’d taken time to shave, since she’d driven from Carnegie, yet arrived before he had. His brows were knitted in concern as he looked from one of them to the other. “What’s happened? You said there’s been a break-in.”

      As the Etna officer described what she’d found, Sedlak pushed past them, heading toward the office to the left of the reception hall. “Don’t touch anything,” Barnwell warned. “The crime lab is sending an evidence team. We want nothing disturbed.”

      “My prints will be all over the office,” he said as he approached a row of file cabinets fronted with polished walnut.

      “You might cover the intruder’s prints with your own. Please wait,” she said, her voice commanding despite the politeness of her words.

      “All right.” He stepped back, staring at the wooden surfaces of the cabinets as though they’d tell him something. As he rubbed his cheeks in frustration, his hands trembled.

      “Mr. Sedlak,” Barnwell said, “why would anyone break in to a funeral home? What would they hope to find?”

      “I don’t know,” he said as he scratched in chin with a baffled expression on his face.

      “Do you keep narcotics on hand?” He shook his head. “Weapons?”

      “Certainly not.”

      “Why then?” He shrugged, sending a long strand of hair over his ear. As he pushed it back, he glanced toward the file cabinets again. “What sort of things do you keep on file?” she said.

      “Business records, of course. Invoices, payments, balance sheets, tax returns. But also information on the clients we’ve served. These are confidential; that’s why I’m concerned.” The funeral home kept track of every action they’d taken with a decedent, he said, from the time the body arrived at the mortuary until the moment they delivered it to the cemetery or placed its ashes in the hands of a loved one.

      “But why would that matter to anyone?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. We don’t determine the cause of death or sign death certificates. That’s the county’s job. We serve families in making final arrangements and play no other role.”

      “Do you have a burglar alarm?”

      “We do, but we couldn’t set it last night. It’s an older unit. We’ve had the problem before. I called the security company to service it, but they can’t come until Monday.”

      “Who was the last one here?”

      “I don’t know. I had an afternoon meeting at church, so I left my sister in charge.”

      He led them through the rest of the mortuary, opening doors to chapels, visitation rooms, and the preparation labs where the body was readied for burial. “And there are no chemicals here anyone might find useful?” Barnwell asked.

      “Nothing,” Sedlak said. “Besides, as you can see, everything is secured. Nothing’s been disturbed.”

      Finally, he showed them the cold room, where two bagged bodies awaited the ministrations of the staff. “Could he have been after jewelry?” she asked.

      “Valuables are usually removed before we receive the body. If we find anything of value, we secure it until we can return it to family members.” He led them upstairs again, approaching the office safe to show it was empty. Again, she had to warn him away.

      The crime lab arrived, and the two officers briefed them on what had occurred. As the technicians went about their work, Lydia discharged the Millville officer and sat in the kitchenette, Ingram drinking coffee while Barnwell contented herself with herbal tea.

      “What’s Sedlak doing?” the Etna officer asked.

      “Lurking,” Lydia said. “I told him to stay out of their way, but he’s standing back from them, watching everything they’re doing.”

      “Creepy,” she said.

      Lydia was noncommittal. Burglary victims reacted unpredictably. She’d await the verdicts of the crime lab.

      Two hours later, the technicians announced they’d finished, having taken prints off door handles, desks, the file cabinets in Sedlak’s office, and everywhere else they found them. “How did he gain entry?” Barnwell asked.

      The team leader turned at the entrance. “Through here. Your officer discovered the door unlocked. He walked right in.”

      “My sister,” Sedlak said behind her. “Delores can be forgetful.”

      Barnwell turned to the crime team. “Did you check the alarm box? They couldn’t activate it last night.”

      “We took prints off the cover, but…” Realizing he’d neglected to scrutinize it, he retreated toward the back stairs.

      She followed Sedlak as he returned to the office, watching while he opened each of the file cabinets and one built into his desk drawer. He leafed through records, taking his time about it. “Nothing appears to be missing,” he said after nearly a quarter hour. “No harm done. I’ll speak to Delores about the front door. She needs to be more careful.”

      He opened the safe. “See,” he said, “it’s empty.”

      The crime lab investigator loomed in the door. Barnwell followed him into the hallway, our of earshot. “Nice catch,” he said. “Someone cut the wires to the unit.”

      This was no random event. Someone had planned the break-in.

      Sedlak had insisted there was no jewelry on the premises, and Officer Ingram hadn’t noticed the intruder carrying anything as she chased him through the deserted street. Someone had broken into this funeral home. But why?
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        * * *

      

      Lydia arrived home to find Calvin sitting at the dining room table across from Tommy Molnar, Anna’s fatherless son whom Mayfield had taken under his wing. Howie and Tommy’s dog Ginger rested at their feet. Numbered cellophane bags lay to one side while the pair worked on a pile of plastic pieces. “What are you building?” she said.

      The ten-year-old looked up, a shock of tousled brown hair obscuring his eyes, and smiled. “Chief got me this LEGO kit,” he said, “McLaren’s Formula One car.”

      Lydia wondered how much it had cost, but it wasn’t her business. She and Calvin, whom Tommy had begun to call by his title, kept their finances separate. If they ever married, they could revisit the matter. Neither had popped the question to the other, and she wasn’t certain how she’d react if he did so. He’d not even hinted at it. For the first time, she asked herself if she’d made him too comfortable with their present arrangement.

      Calvin, reading from the instruction booklet that lay crosswise between them, shoved a piece across the table, and Tommy fit it into place. Soon after she’d bought the house during the winter and Mayfield paid his first visit, Tommy’s mother had taken him for an intruder and called Carnegie police. Alerted by the flashing lights of the squad car, Lydia charged from the front door, berating the officers while Calvin, bent over the hood of the cruiser as the officers searched him, tried to calm her.

      While the misidentification soon resolved itself, Lydia arrived home the following day to find a noose dangling from the second floor bannister. Tommy later confessed to the act, having been goaded by a schoolmate. Calvin took a special interest in the boy, and now that the school year had ended, spent what free time he had with him.

      Lydia watched the pair for a moment, then ventured into the kitchen, Howie trailing after her in the hope she might top off his breakfast with a treat. She poured a measure of coffee into her Moka and placed it onto the smallest of the burners. Moments later, Calvin joined her. “I found enough pieces to keep him busy for a few minutes. What happened this morning?”

      She took him through her summons to the funeral home. When she described the burglar springing from the casket, Mayfield doubled over in laughter. “But nothing seems to have been disturbed,” she said. “We can’t imagine what he was doing there.”

      “Perhaps looking for a place to sleep,” he said.

      “Permanently,” she added. The last wisp of steam escaped from the Moka, and
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