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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Fred Tifton shifted the plastic bag from his right hand to his left, peeled off his right-hand glove with his teeth to reach in the pocket of his Navy blue slacks, and withdrew a ring of keys. He inserted one into the lock of the front door but, before turning it, glowered from one end of Pennfield Avenue to the other. His clouded gray eyes were weighed down by sagging bags that, with his drooping earlobes, reminded others of a basset hound. He had once been known for his optimism and boosterism during his several terms as mayor of Boyleston Borough. Now, having lost his office in a scandal, he carried a look of permanent disappointment. On this brisk Friday evening, having satisfied himself that no suspicious characters lurked nearby, he turned the key and entered the small real estate agency that bore his name.

      Locking the door behind him, he passed through the reception area whose two armchairs and a sofa faced a modular wall panel displaying flyers of homes and properties in plastic holders, a third of which were empty. He glanced at the desk of Amanda Naughton, his assistant, making certain she’d left no sensitive papers on her desk before leaving for a week-long Thanksgiving visit with her parents in Somerset. He made a similar inspection of the three cubicles for his agents, one of which was unoccupied, and entered his own office at the rear of the building. Tossing his keys onto the desk and hanging his wool jacket on a hook behind the door, he entered the small kitchenette across the hallway, opened the plastic bag, and extracted two white cardboard containers bearing images of a red pagoda. He took a plastic plate from the shelf above the sink, spooned white rice from one container onto the plate, then filled it with chicken and snow peas from the other. He closed both containers, placed them on the mini-refrigerator's top shelf, reached in the bag for the sleeve of chopsticks, and returned to his office. After setting his plate on the wing of his desk, he returned to the kitchen, drew a glass of wine from the box inside the refrigerator, resumed his seat, and began eating.

      Tifton tapped his keyboard to coax his computer to life. He logged onto Pandora and called up his seventies playlist. The sound of Mungo Jerry’s “In the Summertime” poured out of the twin speakers flanking the monitor. He turned the sound loud enough to compensate for his hearing loss.

      He paged through his agents’ notes as he ate, hoping one or the other had come up with an offer or a new listing. During his years as mayor, he had promoted Boyleston to all who would listen. The borough lay close to Pittsburgh, just off Parkway West, yet had a charm all its own. Stately old homes lined its tree-lined streets. All they needed was a bit of care to restore them to their past grandeur. Boyleston offered convenience and affordability, he’d argued. The old community was poised to become one of Pittsburgh’s most sought-after neighborhoods. Homebuyers listened, and the borough managed a slow gentrification without driving away those who had lived here for generations.

      The turnaround worked so well that other real estate firms, those much larger and with greater resources, began paying attention. Their dozens of agents spread throughout Allegheny County knew what was coming on the market before he did. Tifton and his two remaining agents now picked up crumbs others had left. He was a victim of his success.

      Returning to the kitchen, Tifton dropped the plastic plate into the garbage. The cleaning crew would arrive later in the evening to clean up. He opened the back door of the one-story structure, collected four open house signs from the storage closet, and carried them out to the driveway where he’d parked his blue Buick Riviera. He loaded the placards into the trunk and returned inside, leaving the rear door unlocked. This is stupid, he thought as he studied the listing for the one showing he’d scheduled for Sunday. Pitt, led by Kenny Pickett, was playing Virginia at Heinz Field on Saturday for the ACC Coastal Title. The Steelers had a Sunday night game against the Chargers that could put them in the playoffs. No one would go house-hunting on a cold, blustery weekend before Thanksgiving, but the homeowner had threatened to take his listing elsewhere if Tifton didn’t hold an open house. He would spend Sunday afternoon sitting alone at the dining room table, waiting for no one at all.

      Tifton had embarked on another venture and now turned his attention to it. The scandal that had forced him from office had also ended his forty-eight-year marriage to Erica. When she took his house in the divorce, along with nearly everything he owned, Tifton had purchased a two-bedroom flat in a condominium overlooking Boyleston. The fifty-year-old building needed a host of improvements, but seeing an opportunity, he purchased two more units and rented them out, generating enough income to offset all three mortgage payments.

      He’d worked his way onto the homeowners association board and become president. In this position, he directed maintenance projects to a firm he’d established, a side-hustle that was becoming lucrative. With his duties came the usual griping and moaning. He paged through the day’s emails as Chicago’s “Lowdown” filled the room. One owner complained about the noise workers made as they installed a new carpet in her hallway. Another groused about a water leak from the apartment above, even though it had been repaired two weeks before. Still another wanted her assigned parking place moved closer to the garage elevator. To all three, Tifton promised he’d address it the following week, though he had no intention of doing so.

      It was almost eight o’clock, and Tifton was on his third glass of wine. From the speakers, David Clayton-Thomas belted out the lyrics to the Blood, Sweat & Tears hit, “When I Die.” The music was so loud Tifton failed to sense the movement behind him until a shadow fell over his keyboard. He turned and looked up. “What are you doing here?” he said. His surprise turned to apprehension. “What are you doing with that sign?”

      Tifton gasped as the twin prongs loomed over him. His hand shook, wine spilling down his shirt and onto his pants. He leaned back in his swivel chair and raised his arms to ward off the attack. His weight sent the chair reeling backward, his head colliding with the edge of his desk, then the floor.

      “I can swear there ain't no heaven,” Clayton-Thomas sang, “but I pray there ain't no hell.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two rivers join forces in Pittsburgh. From the high bluff on Grandview Avenue, one can see the muddy brown waters of the Allegheny River as it flows southwest from the mountainous chain that bears its name, merging with the dark waters of the Monongahela as it flows north from farmlands in West Virginia. They squeeze the city of Pittsburgh to a point as they travel west to their confluence, where they form the Ohio River.

      From this point, the Ohio flows a thousand miles to Cairo, Illinois where it joins the Mississippi River, dividing Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and Kentucky from Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois—or, at an earlier time—slave states from free. It passes a dozen river cities, including Cincinnati, Louisville, Evansville, and Paducah. Ninety miles downriver from Pittsburgh but only fifty-nine miles by car, the city of Wheeling, West Virginia, slopes gently toward the river.

      At the moment Fred Tifton was fighting to defend himself, a figure sat in a parked Chevy Malibu on 14th Street, a block west of Wood Street. He was nearing sixty, and his head of white hair receded at the crown. His thick neck hinted at a muscular body, for he once had been an amateur athlete. Tonight, as he sat behind the steering wheel, his dark brown eyes shifted from his rearview mirror to the door of a two-story brick townhouse three doors away. During its heyday, when the city was known for its steel industry and cigars, this row of houses had been part of a fashionable neighborhood. Since then, Wheeling’s industrial base had collapsed, its population declined with each census, and this once-thriving street had fallen into decay. Someone in a neighboring townhouse had placed a pair of plastic chairs on the sidewalk outside the entry. Who would use them with winter approaching was an open question, but one the watcher didn’t trouble himself to ask.

      He hunched in his seat, trying to minimize his six-foot-two height, not just to get a good look at the front door, but to keep from drawing attention to himself should someone pass by. Not that anyone was likely to do so on this night. The temperature had dropped below freezing and would plunge into the mid-twenties by midnight. Few people were likely to be abroad, which made his presence even more of a fool’s errand. He shivered as he watched the street, for he’d turned off the engine and cracked the passenger side window to keep the windshield from fogging. His right calf froze in a spasm from sitting too long in this position. He reached down to massage it, his eyes never leaving the front door of the home with its peeling white paint.

      This was his third trip to Wheeling in the past month, and he had yet to find what he was after. Perhaps the tip Father Murray had given him was incorrect. Had the priest lied to him, or had he been lied to? Had his quarry moved on? The watcher had searched all the databases at his disposal—which were many—but found no trace of the man, only the address sent to him in an unmarked envelope two months before, without a name or any clue as to the sender. But he knew the priest was responsible, repaying him for a favor he’d done weeks before.

      He jerked to attention as the door of the townhouse opened. A single figure emerged, clad in a dark parka, the hood pulled over his head. The watcher couldn’t make out the man’s features from this distance and seemed shorter and thicker than he remembered. But a half-century had passed.

      The watcher turned on his engine to close the car’s window, shut it off, and opened his door. As he stepped out of his seat, he stretched as his muscles complained from his hour of inactivity. Leaning against the hood of the Chevy with his right hand, he tested his balance, which had been a problem in recent years, then began following the man, who was now halfway down the block.

      As he did so, a voice from behind said, “Sir, my captain would like you to come with me.”

      The watcher turned and looked at the uniformed officer. “I’m⁠—”

      “Chief Novak from Boyleston PD,” the patrolman said. “We know, sir. We ran your plates. Captain Nelson would like a word.”

      Karol Novak looked after the retreating figure, shrugged, and followed the officer to his waiting squad car.
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        * * *

      

      A woman sat alone at a bar on Braddock Avenue in Rankin, hunched over a ginger ale the bartender had poured into an Iron City glass. She was in her twenties with tight blond curls and a prominent nose, taller than average at 5-foot-9, and slender by the standards of most women of her age in Pittsburgh. She wore tight blue jeans and a long-sleeved Pittsburgh Steelers T-shirt that clung to her body. What most impressed those who glanced at her, however, were deep-set blue eyes that seemed to peer into anyone with whom she spoke, a feature that put many men off.

      Not the beefy guy with slicked-back brown hair and a beard flecked with red who now straddled the stool next to her. Over the sound of Kenny Chesney’s “Wasted,” he said, “Can I buy you a drink?”

      She studied him without smiling, noting the light, indented circle around the base of his ring finger. “No, thank you,” she said.

      “You sure?”

      “I have one,” she said, raising her no-proof glass as proof.

      “You from around here?” he asked.

      “No.” She intended her curt reply to discourage him, but he didn’t take the hint.

      “I didn’t think so. I stop by here most nights.” When she didn’t respond, he asked, “Waiting for someone?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Godot.”

      The man shrugged. “Don’t know him. He must not be a local either.” The woman remained silent. “Busy tonight,” he said, twisting in his bar stool and casting a look around the room. Twin television screens above them carried a high school football game. A mirror over the bar was festooned with a strand of artificial evergreens studded with tiny red bulbs, whether in anticipation of Christmas or a permanent fixture she couldn’t tell. To the right of the bar, three machines churned containers of garishly colored alcoholic slush.

      She stared straight ahead without speaking, sipped her drink, and set it back on the counter. A man at a corner table rose from his chair, but when she shook her head, he resumed his seat.

      Her interrogator gave her one last look, shrugged, and hoisted himself off the chair, joining two friends sitting near the pool table. He spoke to them and was rewarded with a round of raucous laughter.

      The woman allowed herself a contemptuous smirk, suspecting what he’d said to salve his wounded ego. She appeared to study the single row of bottles lining the mirror as she upended her glass, but for an instant, between a bottle of Knob Creek and Four Roses, she caught the reflection of a figure at a table behind her. He sat alone, seemingly oblivious to what had transpired, but she knew he’d watched the exchange and had been studying her from the moment she entered the bar. Widow’s peaks cut twin swaths through his black hair like a pair of racing boats leaving rooster tails. His thick eyebrows met over a nose canted to one side, the result of a fight. This was not a supposition. She knew this and more about the man. His thin lips were locked in a grimace, and his eyes darted around the bar as though plotting an escape route. He was on his second beer but didn’t run a tab, paying the server both times she brought his glass. And the woman sitting at the bar knew why.

      On the electronic jukebox along the wall, Kenny Chesney gave way to an unintelligible voice deepened by a synthesizer of some sort. Everyone in the bar was white, but someone liked hip-hop enough to inflict it on the crowd.

      Another woman slipped into the seat the burly man had vacated. She might have been in her late thirties, but the wrinkles in her neck put the lie to that. Despite the chilly November weather, she wore a short skirt and a salmon-colored blouse with cut-out shoulders and a scoop neckline. Her blond hair gave way to brown at the roots, and her thick lips were red as traffic lights. Or, during an earlier time, a bulb advertising its purpose over a doorway.

      The younger woman smiled to herself as she rose from her seat, sliding a twenty toward the bartender. At another time, she might have paid more attention to the hooker, waiting to see what john she picked up—perhaps the guy who fashioned himself a beefcake. But tonight, her mind was elsewhere.

      She left the bar without a glance, trying to ignore the smell of urine at the entrance, turned right on Braddock, and walked toward her car. Without turning, she knew the man with the broken nose was behind her. She also knew unseen others were on the street, but this gave her little comfort. For the first time, she wondered why she’d put herself in this situation. Her pulse quickened as she fished in her crossbody handbag for her keys, but rather than quickening her pace, she slowed as she spotted her gray Honda parked in a darkened spot midway between the nearest street lights.

      As she felt her follower draw closer, her breath came in quick gasps. She hooked her keyring around the index finger of her left hand, closing her fist around it to keep her right hand free. Her pulse pounded in her temples, but she struggled to appear calm. He was now close enough that she could hear his steps. As she turned toward her car door, she imagined his breath on her neck.

      Now, she thought. Any second, he’ll wrap his arm around my throat and reach beneath my shirt and down my jeans, as he’s done to three other women in the neighborhood over the past month. She was ready for him. She widened her stance to balance herself, prepared to grab his hand, pull him toward her as she leaned forward, and slam him against the pavement.

      Instead, he brushed past her, his shoulder almost touching hers. In a gravelly, mocking voice, he said, “Have a good evening, officer.”
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        * * *

      

      Patrolman David Kimrey was working the night shift when they got the call. At first, he’d resented working these hours, but the weeknights were quiet enough that he could study for the detective’s exam on Boyleston’s time.

      Friday nights were different. The end of the work week brought people pouring into Boyleston’s bars, frittering away their paychecks and, for a few, tangling with each other at closing time. Too often, someone drew a weapon, spiraling the night out of control.

      This Friday evening had so far been uneventful, a fact Kimrey ascribed to the upcoming holiday. The patrolman had come a long way from months of poor performance reviews, disciplinary work plans, and attendant fears for his job. He’d worked hard to regain the trust of his superiors, doing everything by the book. When Deputy Chief Calvin Mayfield assigned him to train Norville Chastain, the department’s newly recruited Black patrol officer, he took it as a sign he was back on the team.

      Kimrey had taken the month-long assignment without complaint and almost regretted returning to a day shift the following week, for he’d have to study on his own time.

      Allegheny County’s 9-1-1 Center interrupted his concentration. “Neighbors report a domestic dispute at 625 Barker Street.” Chastain acknowledged the call, and the two officers donned their parkas and headed out in the cruiser.

      The address lay in the middle of a side street off Noblestown Road. In the dim light afforded by street lamps, Kimrey made out a two-story brick house with white trim, identical to its neighbors set fifteen yards apart. Lights blazed on both floors, but through the slapping of the windshield wipers, the officers saw no sign that anything was amiss.

      Once they opened their car doors, however, they heard a man shouting. His voice was shrill, and while they couldn’t make out the words, these were howls of panic. “Heads down,” they heard as they approached the door. “Incoming!”

      Kimrey motioned Chastain to stand away from the door while he rang the bell. The bellowing came to an abrupt stop, and they heard nothing from inside. To Kimrey, the sudden silence was even more menacing. He rang again and then knocked.

      The timid sound of a woman’s voice asked, “Who’s there?”

      “Police,” Kimrey said. “We’ve had a report of a disturbance. Open up.”

      A hurried discussion took place, the woman pleading, a man breaking into sobs. “No, no,” he bawled.

      Kimrey opened the clasp on his Taser with his left hand and knocked on the door again with his right. “Please open up,” he said in a softer voice. “We want to make certain everyone’s all right.”

      The door opened a crack, and Kimrey inched it forward. The woman stood in a pink housecoat, her straight, lusterless hair tangled like strands of vermicelli. She held a toddler who buried his face in his mother’s shoulder. A girl of about three clung to her leg.

      “I’m sorry,” she said in a timorous voice. “Brock’s having a flashback.”

      “May I come in?” Kimrey asked, not waiting for an answer as he entered the house. Beyond the entry, a man sat huddled on a gray sofa, nestled between twin pillows, his legs drawn up. His hands covered his eyes, and he rocked back and forth to some internal melody. Kimrey introduced himself. “And what is your name?” he asked. The man didn’t respond, continuing his rocking motion.

      “Brock Gifford,” the woman responded. She answered Kimrey’s follow-up question with the single word, “Shari.”

      “What’s going on?” the officer said. Officer Chastain stood off to the side, observing, but saying nothing.

      “He thinks the Taliban is attacking us,” the woman said. “He did four tours. The VA’s trying to help him, but …”

      Kimrey made a low moan to show he understood. “Are you all right? Has he harmed you or the kids?”

      “No, he’d never do that.” Her voice rose an octave as she added, “He’s just frightened.” She broke down in tears, then sniffled as she tried to recover. Kimrey realized she was struggling to stay strong for her children. Had she been alone, she would have been shaking with fear.

      Kimrey told Chastain to take the family into the kitchen. “See if the kids need milk or something.” While the officer led them away, Kimrey sat alongside the man. “Brock,” he said in his softest voice, “I’m David Kimrey. I’m a police officer, but I’m not here to harm you. I want to help you get hold of yourself.”

      The man stopped rocking. He cupped his mouth in his hand, shook his head, but said nothing.

      “You’re not in Afghanistan,” Kimrey said. “You’re home in the US, in Pennsylvania, in Boyleston. You’re safe. Your wife and kids are here to protect you.”

      The officer spent ten minutes speaking to Gifford, reassuring him in a soft voice. Once he’d calmed down, he leaned sideways on the sofa with his head on the armrest, his energy spent. “Why don’t you turn in for the night?” Kimrey said. “Sleep will do you good.”

      He didn’t know whether that was true. Did the terror return as nightmares? But Gifford muttered a word of thanks and stumbled up the stairs.

      Kimrey returned to the kitchen, where Shari Gifford and her children were devouring a bag of microwave popcorn Chastain had prepared. “He’s settled down,” he said. “I’ve sent him to bed.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Do you and the kids have a place you can stay tonight? It might be safer.”

      “No,” she said, putting her arm around her daughter. “These come on every few weeks. He’ll be fine for a while. I’ll take him to the VA on Monday.”

      “Mrs. Gifford, does he have any weapons in the house?”

      She shook her head.

      “Because someone with mental and emotional problems shouldn’t have guns around.”

      “He doesn’t,” she said. “I don’t allow them. Even if he didn’t have these spells, I wouldn’t permit it with two young kids in the house.”

      “That was impressive,” Chastain said as they drove back to headquarters. “Where’d you learn to do that?”

      “It’s part of being a cop,” he said. “You just listen to hear what people have to say. The rest comes naturally.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Greta Geilke pulled into the driveway and inched toward the rear door of the office building. She was surprised to find a Buick blocking her path. This was a private drive; no one should be parking here. Whoever had done so might return while she was inside and demand that she stop work so he could leave. Inconsiderate idiot!

      She opened the trunk of her Nissan and removed a sizable rectangular bucket filled with cleaning supplies. Mr. Tifton kept his office stocked with sprays and cleaning rags, but she preferred her own. Greta hoped he’d repaired the vacuum cleaner. Last week it had made a strange noise, and she’d smelled something burning.

      Shivering against the evening cold, she reached for her keys, then realized the door was unlocked. Someone had left it open, and the kitchen light was on.

      “Hello?” She shuddered as a chill raced through her body. “Who’s there?” Hearing no answer, she stepped inside. Light shone beneath the office door. Placing her bucket on the kitchen floor, she advanced toward the door and tapped. Hearing nothing, she knocked, then pounded, calling out to whoever was inside.

      Greta stepped back from the door while she considered the situation. She was alone here, while someone in the office was playing music at peak volume. Was this who had parked in the driveway and left the back door unlocked? She should call for help, but who should she disturb at this hour? And what if she was mistaken?

      She stepped into the darkened hallway, turned on the light switch, and opened the storage closet to her left. The broom and mop were in their usual places, the latter having the stouter handle. She advanced on the closed office door, wielding the handle like a sword. Leaning forward, she turned the handle and pushed the door open with her left hand while wielding the mop with her right.

      She stared in front of her, not comprehending the scene. What first struck her was the For Sale sign tilted at an angle toward the desk. Then the pool of dried blood surrounding the upended chair. For an instant, mental muscle memory made her wonder how she could clean this up. Then the outstretched body registered. All this in the space of less than a second.

      Greta Geilke screamed, which only added to the tumult of AC/DC’s “Back In Black.”
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        * * *

      

      The five-block drive from 14th Street to the Wheeling City Hall on Chapline Street took only two minutes. The patrolman parked on 15th Street in front of St. Matthew’s Episcopal Church and led Novak through the side entrance of the block-long building, which also housed the Ohio County Courthouse. Stairways to other city offices flanked the entrance to the department along a long lobby that let in natural light through windows spanning both floors. Novak took it all in, envious at the modern facility that made the aging police wing of Boyleston’s municipal building seem even more decayed.

      A uniformed captain stood inside the entrance to police headquarters. He was about 5-10, bald, and heavyset, but Novak suspected his bulk was muscle. He introduced himself as Captain Donald Nelson. His high tenor voice belied his formidable appearance. He shook Novak’s hand and, without another word, led him through the bullpen to a windowed office at the back. Motioning Novak into a chair, he took his seat, folded his hands, and asked, “What brings you here, Chief?”

      Novak had spent the short drive wondering how best to answer this question. “I’m looking for a priest.”

      “We have lots of those,” Nelson said.

      “We do, too,” Novak replied. He looked above the captain’s head while gathering his thoughts. “This one’s retired. I have information he lives at this address. I’m trying to confirm it.”

      “What’s he wanted for?” the captain asked.

      “There’s no warrant for him,” Novak said. “This is unofficial. Personal.”

      “I take it you’re not trying to make your confession.”

      “No. It’s nothing like that.” Novak rubbed both eyes. “Timothy Dacey was a Catholic priest who served in the Pittsburgh diocese years ago. He was in his late twenties then, so I guess he’s well into his seventies now.”

      Captain Nelson made a sound in his throat meant to stand in for uh-huh, nodded his head, and waited.

      “He was a predator,” Novak said. “The state grand jury named him in its report three years ago. You may have heard about it.”

      “We had a few of our own,” Nelson said. “I’m sure you heard about that.”

      “I suspect Dacey was among them,” Novak replied. “The Pittsburgh diocese transferred him to Charleston … after they’d finished transferring him from one parish to another in Pittsburgh.”

      “Yeah,” Nelson said, his voice communicating his distaste. “So why are you trying to find him after all this time?”

      “I just want to know where he is, what he’s doing.”

      “You said this is personal, not professional.”

      “Yes.”

      Nelson ran a thick hand across his bald pate. “You’re not out for revenge, are you?”

      “No, no, nothing like that. I just want to confront him,” Novak said.

      “And then what?”

      “I, uh—” Novak bobbed his head several times while he looked off to the side. “I haven’t figured that out. But I don’t intend to hurt him.”

      “Good, because if you were to do so—threaten him, assault him, whatever—I’d be forced to arrest you. And I’d do it.”

      “I’d expect you to do so,” Novak said.

      “It’s customary, as you know, for an officer operating out of his jurisdiction to notify the locals when operating in their area.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not required. Nothing in the law says you have to. But it’s a courtesy. It avoids situations like this.”

      “I apologize. I wasn’t acting in an official capacity. Still, I should have,” Novak said. “I assume a neighbor reported me.”

      “No. Officer Riley patrols that area. It’s a high-crime neighborhood, so he keeps his eyes open. He spotted you tonight and remembered seeing you here two weeks ago. He ran your plates and,” Nelson spread his hands, “here we are.”

      The captain waited for Novak’s response and, getting none, said, “Are you going to pursue this?”

      “I don’t know. I thought I’d spotted him leaving the house just before your officer stopped me. But I’m not sure.”

      “Because there’s nothing legally you can do to him. Like Pennsylvania, West Virginia doesn’t have a look-back window.” Nelson referred to a provision some states had adopted extending the statute of limitations in cases of child abuse. “And even if we did, it’s only applies to civil cases, not criminal.”

      “I know that, and even if we had such a law, the statute wouldn’t have been extended indefinitely.” Novak studied the captain, debating how much to tell him. As Nelson returned his gaze, wearing a look of concern, he decided to trust the man. “My best friend committed suicide because of this man’s abuse. I intend to make him face what he did.” To him and to me, Novak thought, unwilling to show all his cards.

      Nelson rubbed the fingers of each hand with the other. “Let me check with my chief,” he said, “but if you promise not to attack him … if you pledge you won’t threaten him in any way….” Novak shook his head as the officer spoke. “Then I’ll find out what I can about this Dacey character. After all, we may not want him in our community.”

      Novak thanked him and left, refusing the offer to drive him to his car and walking up 14th Street in the brisk night air.
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        * * *

      

      Boyleston Borough Detective Lydia Barnwell uncapped her omnipresent water bottle and took a swim before closing it again. Every other officer sitting around the conference table at Allegheny County Police headquarters on Greentree Road gulped mugs of coffee or bottles of cola, but the last thing Barnwell needed at 10:30 on a Friday night was caffeine. County detectives and patrol officers passed a box of chocolate chip cookies from hand to hand, but when it came her turn, she slid the box along without grabbing one.

      “What went wrong?” she asked. “How did he know?”

      Detective Sergeant Lyle Jeffrey, sitting at the head of the table, said, “We have no idea.”

      “The bartender?” she said.

      “No,” another officer responded. “Jerry’s solid. We’ve used him before.”

      “Who then?” No one had an answer to her question.

      Marvin Milford was suspected of having assaulted multiple women over the past few months, three in Rankin and Braddock in the last thirty days. He attacked at night and always from behind, so none of his victims could identify him. Milford liked a certain type: younger women, tall, blond, and well-built. When the ACPD had decided on a sting operation, Jeffrey recalled the Boyleston officer from a case he’d worked months before and asked if she’d be willing to work as a decoy.

      Lydia Barnwell welcomed the assignment. As a new detective, she longed for a case of her own. She had nearly bungled her last investigation, one that wasn’t even hers. When a mother had reported her child missing from a local thrift shop, Lydia inserted herself into the county’s investigation despite Jeffrey’s objections. She befriended the mother, accepting her story without questioning it. As they talked, the woman made an inadvertent disclosure that led Lydia to suspect the woman’s boyfriend had murdered the child. Sergeant Jeffrey made the arrest, but Lydia knew she’d slipped up. By identifying with the woman’s supposed plight, she’d hampered the investigation. Chief Novak had been understanding—she had cracked the case, after all—but Lydia was not as forgiving. She had become more objective, doubting anything a witness told her.

      Jeffrey had also pardoned her. She’d allowed him to claim credit for solving the case. Now, he’d invited her to lure Milford into another attack, giving her an opportunity for redemption.

      But something had gone wrong tonight. Milford had seemed to swallow the bait, but he’d recognized her as soon as she entered, then had the audacity to mock her effort.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      Jeffrey turned to the other officers without looking at her. “It’s back to the drawing board,” he said. “Let’s review every victim’s story and see if we’ve missed anything. We know he’s the guy. We just don’t have enough to charge him.”

      “What can I do?” Lydia asked.

      Jeffrey cleared his throat. “Nothing, I’m afraid. You did a good job tonight. We couldn’t have asked for more. But he sniffed you out, and there’s nothing you can do about it. We’re grateful.”

      The other officers nodded their heads, but the message was clear. She’d only served as bait. They had no further use for her. Suppressing a sigh, she remained stoic, unwilling to share her disappointment. She would have to find another way to prove herself to these men.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Kimrey and Chastain responded to Greta Geilke's frantic midnight call, entering the office building through the rear door. The cleaning woman sat at a small table in the kitchen, her body trembling and tears streaming down her face. He introduced himself and Chastain, showed his ID, and asked her where she’d found the body.

      “In there,” she said, waving him in the general direction of the office. He told the new patrolman to remain with her, stepped into the hall, and peered into the room. The scene was unlike anything he’d ever encountered. A man lay on his back, his left arm extended, his right lodged upright against a metal file cabinet. Dried blood pooled at his side, and a sign bearing the bright red words “For Sale” seemed to be propped against the desk.

      Kimrey donned white booties and disposable rubber gloves and entered the room, stepping around the body to avoid the blood. On closer examination, he realized the sign was not resting against the desk but had impaled the victim’s body. One prong went through his right eye, the other through his stomach. The patrolman reached down to feel for a pulse in the man’s throat, but the action was futile. He was dead and had been for some time.

      Kimrey peered again at the sign, noting the agency's name, then looked at what remained of the victim’s face. Recognizing the implications, he broke protocol and tried to raise Chief Novak on his shoulder-mounted two-way. Getting no response, he reached for his cell phone and called the deputy chief.

      Mayfield listened, then asked, “Have you notified county?”

      “I was about to, but seeing how this is the former mayor, I thought I’d better let you know first.”

      “Do it now,” Mayfield ordered. “I’ll be there in fifteen.”
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        * * *

      

      Detective Sergeant Lyle Jeffrey stood over the cleaning woman. At over six feet, with the build of a college wrestler and dark, deep-set eyes, he was an intimidating presence. “Did you touch anything?” he asked.

      She looked up at him with pleading eyes. “No, sir. It’s like I told the officer,” she said, nodding toward Kimrey. “I opened the door, found him lying there, and backed right out.”

      “You’re sure?” he asked, and she repeated her assurance. “How often do you see him?”

      “Almost never,” she said. “I work for his maintenance company. We do Boyleston Arms and sometimes one of his listings. Rita—she’s supposed to work with me, but she was busy tonight, and since this is usually such a quick job….” Her voice trailed off without completing the thought.

      A white-coated photographer interrupted the conversation, walking through the kitchen toward the back door. “They still at it in there?” Jeffrey asked him.

      “Yeah. It’ll take a while, this one.”

      The photographer left. Jeffrey returned his attention to Greta Gielke, who continued her explanation. “We have our schedule. I see him coming and going at the condo⁠—”

      “The Boyleston Arms?” he asked.

      “That’s what I said. I see him coming out of the building in the morning sometimes. He never speaks to me, but I always say, ‘Hi, Mr. Mayor.’ He’s not very friendly these days.”

      “He’s Boyleston’s mayor?” Jeffrey asked, turning to the deputy chief.

      “Was,” Calvin Mayfield answered. “He resigned a couple of years ago after⁠—”

      “Could there be a political motive?” Jeffrey interrupted.

      Mayfield shrugged. “Anything’s possible, but he’s been out of the picture for some time. Chief Novak can tell you more about that.”

      “And where’s he tonight?” Jeffrey asked.

      “He’s off duty. A personal matter of some sort.”

      Jeffrey snorted and turned to Officer Kimrey. “When you recognized Tifton, you called your deputy chief before notifying us.”

      “Y-yes,” Kimrey stammered.

      “Relax,” Jeffrey said. “I would have done the same.”

      Returning his attention to the cleaning woman, he said, “You say the rear door was open when you arrived. Is that typical?”

      “No,” she said. “They lock the doorknob and secure the bolt when they leave. I need two keys to get in. They’ve never left it open.”

      “Have you ever found him at the office at this hour?”

      She shook her thinning gray hair. “Like I keep saying, I only see him when I’m arriving at the Arms and he’s leaving. I’ve come across him three, maybe four times in the year I've worked here. Honest.”

      Jeffrey had a crime lab technician take her fingerprints and swab her cheek for her DNA, “Just to exclude you from other samples we collect,” he told her. Kimrey’s were already on file. He posed a few more questions, but since the woman had nothing more to offer, he sent her home. He told Mayfield and Kimrey that she was “just a cleaning lady.”

      Mayfield stiffened but held his tongue. His mother had spent her life cleaning for white people. She wasn’t “just” a cleaning lady. He dismissed Kimrey, and the two officers sat at the kitchen table, waiting for the crime lab to finish its work. Jeffrey questioned him about Tifton’s relationship with other council members while he was mayor, but Mayfield deflected him. “I don’t get into borough politics,” he said. “And I was still a detective when he was in office.”

      A member of the white-suited crime crew poked his head into the kitchen. “Since he was working at his computer when he died, we’re taking it for forensic evidence.”

      “No objection,” Jeffrey said. After they wrapped up, another team from the medical examiner’s office entered, placed Tifton’s corpse in a long body bag, and left. Jeffrey entered the office. The crime lab had removed the carpet stained with dried blood, allowing the pair to approach the desk without disturbing the scene. Mayfield was amazed Jeffrey allowed him to remain on the scene. Crimes of violence were the county’s job, since the Boyleston force lacked the resources to pursue them on its own. Months before, Jeffrey had fought Lydia Barnwell’s effort to help search for a missing child. Only the mother’s continued phone calls and visits to the officer had kept her involved, leading her to the tragic solution to the case. Had that experience softened Jeffrey’s antipathy toward the borough?

      The detective removed everything from the desk drawers, one at a time. They examined each item, finding nothing interesting except a notebook in which Tifton kept names and addresses. They would leave the file drawers for the next day.

      When they heard the rear door open, they returned to the kitchen to find a haggard-looking Chief Novak standing there. “You heard,” Mayfield said, stating the obvious.

      “Kimrey called and told me. What do we know so far?”

      Jeffrey led him into the office and told him what little he’d learned. “The cleaning woman found the back door unlocked, so either the killer had a key, or Tifton was expecting him.”

      “Or he got careless,” Novak said. “Any sign of a struggle?”

      Mayfield described the position in which they’d found the body. “Otherwise,” he said, “the room seems undisturbed. Nothing was overturned, and there’s no sign the killer went through his desk or rifled through his files.”

      Novak studied the office, trying to reconstruct the scene. He wandered from one side to the other, examining the desk and overturned chair from several angles. He stopped, crossing his right arm before him, stroking his chin with his left. “The two weren’t at eye level. The killer stood over him. This wasn’t a conversation that got out of hand. The assailant approached him from behind,” he said, demonstrating, “holding the sign over him like so.”

      Jeffrey nodded in agreement. “He took Tifton by surprise,” he said.

      “A For Sale sign?” Novak continued. “What an odd weapon. It could be a statement of some sort, in which case it was premeditated. Or else his killer grabbed the closest thing at hand. But the kitchen is just steps away.”

      He left the room, and Jeffrey and Mayfield could hear him opening drawers. “There are plenty of knives,” he called. “So why use the sign? It’s an awkward way to kill someone.”

      “It makes no sense,” Jeffrey said. “Mayfield says he used to be mayor.”

      “For years,” Novak said. “Remember the Thomas Walsh case? The man who was falsely accused of killing his wife years ago?”

      “Detective Matt Harries screwed up that case,” Jeffrey said. “You proved he was innocent. That was also two years ago, wasn’t it?”

      Novak nodded. “From the moment we reopened it, Tifton threw every roadblock he could in our way. I couldn’t figure out why. As we dug into it, we discovered he and Tom Walsh had been friends since grade school. The weekend Walsh’s wife was murdered, they and two others were on a fishing trip up at Bessemer Lake.”
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