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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            AMY'S SECRET

          

        

      

    

    
      The Boyleston Police Station shouted neglect from its peeling paint to its fusty locker room odor. Karol Novak knew he’d need more than latex and Lysol to rid it of decay. As he readied himself for the challenge, he realized he’d forgotten the access code. Not a promising first act.

      He set down the carton cradled in his left arm and rang the buzzer beneath the bulletproof glass panel. A young uniformed woman with a head of tight blonde curls glanced through the window and came around to unlock the door.

      “Thanks,” he said, “I’m⁠—”

      “The new chief. I recognize you. Entré.” She performed an awkward curtsy and stood aside as he maneuvered the box through the small entrance area.

      “I’m Officer Barnwell,” she said, “Lydia.”

      Novak smiled and nodded as he braced his carton against the door and shoved four others into the bullpen with his foot. “My office is...?”

      She led the way, throwing open the door to a windowless room containing a desk, two bookcases, two office chairs in faux leather, a three-drawer filing cabinet, and stained ceiling tiles. “Deputy Chief McMahon has been using this office. He hasn’t vacated yet.”

      Reports and files covered the desk. They transferred Novak’s books and mementos from his cartons to the bookcases, refilling the empty ones with McMahon’s belongings. Barnwell loaded them onto a dolly and wheeled them down the hall, returning to stand in the doorway as Novak rearranged his collection. “We’re glad you’re here. Relieved, after all this—” She held up both hands to encompass something she chose not to describe.

      “I’m sure you’ve had a lot of uncertainty.” He didn’t know what else to say.

      “Plenty.”

      “You’re alone on duty?” He tried not to make it sound like a criticism.

      “No. We have two patrol cars out, but a delivery truck has just overturned at the entrance to Parkway West. Traffic is backed up all the way to Carnegie. We’ve rerouted traffic onto Noblestown Road. It’s all we can do until Greentree police clear the ramp.”

      Boyleston was one of 130 municipalities in Allegheny County, ranging in population from Pittsburgh’s three hundred thousand to Haysville’s seventy. They were served by 109 police agencies, some employing only one officer, many distinguished by their levels of ineptitude. Coordination was spotty. An accident in one could cascade into its neighbors, creating mayhem.

      Barnwell watched as Novak unpacked, making him feel as though he were under surveillance. “Who’s that?” she said as he hung a framed photo over a protruding nail.

      “Petr Čech. He’s goalkeeper for Arsenal and for the Czech National team.” Seeing her frown of incomprehension, he added, “Soccer.”

      “What’s with the helmet?”

      “Several years ago, he saved a goal by covering the ball with his body. An opposing player slid into his head with his cleats raised. He almost died.” Novak stared at Čech’s image for a moment. “He fought back and is still among the top keepers in the Premier League.”

      “And that one?”

      Novak followed her gaze to a faded photograph of a young man. “Henry Sutton. He was my best friend growing up.”

      When he didn’t elaborate, she said, “Weren’t you with the Pittsburgh Bureau?”

      “Thirty-three years.” Again, he offered nothing more.

      Folding her arms, she continued to study him. “Why did you come here, of all places?”

      Novak looked up, his perpetual half-smile disappearing. “I live in Boyleston, and they needed me.”

      “Yes, but what I mean is⁠—”

      “I know what you mean,” he said. He immediately regretted his sharp tone. “I’m retired, and the council asked me to step in. I feel a duty to help out.”

      “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “So am I.” He smiled and tried to look her in the eye, but found her penetrating gaze intimidating.

      She turned, ready to resume her duties, but wheeled again. “Will I be okay?”

      He frowned, shaking his head in bewilderment.

      “I was one of the officers Chief Russell used on outside assignments. All along, I thought we were working for the borough. Once I realized he was pocketing the money, I reported it to the mayor. I assume he told you.”

      “No, he hasn’t mentioned it. Why would you be in trouble?”

      She lowered her voice. “I didn’t speak out for a month. I worried he’d retaliate, feared losing my job. When he continued doing it, I worked up the courage.”

      “This was last fall?”

      “No, I spoke out around this time last year. When nothing came of it, I figured no one cared.”

      Novak looked away to conceal his reaction. She’d reported last spring that Chief Russell was using officers in his private security business, and yet the borough hadn’t terminated him until January? As a law officer and taxpayer, Novak was outraged that Russell had been allowed to continue ripping the borough off for eight months or longer.

      “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell the others I was the source,” she said. “No one knows where it came from.”

      “Of course I won’t.” She exhaled and relaxed her shoulders. “And I don’t see how anyone could take issue with it. You did the right thing.”

      Her face erupted into a smile that crinkled her cheeks, making her eyes even more pronounced. “We have a lot facing us,” she said. “What’s your top priority?”

      He looked down as he considered a response. “Getting the department on track. Keeping everyone alive. These are dangerous times. I want to keep everyone safe.”

      “And pursuing justice,” she said. “We have to pursue justice, don’t we?”

      He chose not to argue the point.
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        * * *

      

      Barbara Novak arrived home to find her husband kneeling in the bathroom, drawing a bead of caulk around the lip of the bathroom tub. Their home had just passed the century mark, and while it had good bones, Karol spent a few hours each week patching tears in its ligaments, tendons, and muscles.

      She sat on the closed toilet lid and waited, a sign that she had something to discuss.

      “Nice legs, lady.”

      She laughed, leaned forward, and planted a kiss on his forehead. “Trying to make an old girl feel good?”

      “No, I mean it. You’ve still got it.” Novak had always admired his wife’s legs. Barbara Fournier, a second-generation French-Canadian, had been a dancer during her college days. The first time he had spotted her on a warm September day in Schenley Park forty years before, she had been sprawled on a blanket reading a book, her modest shorts displaying the most beautiful set of “stems” he’d ever seen. Karol Novak had come to a full stop during his afternoon run and gawked.

      “Hello to you, too,” she’d said.

      “I’m sorry,” he’d stammered, uncertain whether she was pleased or annoyed at his open admiration. “I don’t mean to stare.” Still fumbling, he’d choked out an introduction.

      Accepting his apology, Barbara had patted the blanket alongside her, inviting him to sit and chat. From that moment on, there had been no one else for either of them.

      They chased each other for three years while remaining chaste—they were good Catholic kids, after all. She sat in the front row of the stands, watching him tend goal for Pitt’s soccer team. He sat alongside her in the cheap seats at Heinz Hall, listening as André Previn led the Pittsburgh Symphony. After graduation, they married at St. Cecilia’s, her family’s parish church, settling into the three-story brick house, which, like Boyleston Borough itself, had seen better days. Over time, they restored it to its former prominence and built a family.

      “How’s the police station?” she said, interrupting his reverie.

      “Rundown. Depressing.” Boyleston’s Police Department occupied one-third of the borough office building, which also housed its library. It had been built during the late 1940s when Pittsburgh supplied the nation with all the steel it needed to feed its building boom. While Karol and Barbara had attended council meetings and spent many days at the library, neither had yet ventured into the public safety wing.

      “It needs a coat of paint and new radios,” he said as he squared off the bead at the corner of the wall. “I don’t get it. The federal government has generous equipment grants, but none of it has landed in Boyleston. Someone hasn’t been paying attention.”

      “Too busy running a side business,” Barbara said, “and fencing stolen items.”

      “I met a young officer, a woman, who claims to have reported Russell’s scheme more than a year ago.”

      “But they didn’t fire him until the first of the year.”

      “Eight long months. It does not give me confidence in their judgement.”

      “But they hired you.” He smiled, grateful as always for her unwavering encouragement. “This woman, is she pretty?” The two shared a laugh as Barbara posed the question her mother-in-law liked to ask whenever a young woman came up in conversation.

      “No, I wouldn’t say that. She’s…interesting. She has frizzy blonde hair, a nose that’s a bit big for her face, and piercing blue eyes that bore into you. She’s one hell of an interrogator. She doesn’t let up until you answer her question.”

      “I may have to keep an eye on the two of you.”

      Karol chuckled. It was part of their game.

      “Can you listen to something for a moment?” she said.

      At last, he thought, she was ready to impart whatever was on her mind. “I’m married. Listening is what I do.”

      “What do you know about a man named Thomas Walsh?”

      Karol’s hand paused. “Just a minute while I finish.” Only after he had removed caulk from the gun, cleaned the tools, and placed them in his leather kit did he turn to face her, still crouching, his back to the wall. “Why do you ask about Walsh?”

      “I sit here for ten minutes to hear you answer my question with a question.”

      “It’s why I married you. You were the only woman with enough patience.”

      “Something odd happened at the party.” Barbara had spent the day helping their daughter, Mariel, throw a party of some sort. “You know Bridey O'Connor.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Sure you do. She’s the single mom who lives a block down from Mariel. Her daughter, Amy, is Jennifer’s best friend.”

      “Uh-huh.” It would do no good to dispute the issue. Jennifer, their granddaughter, had dozens of friends, all of whom had at least one parent. Barbara somehow kept track of them all.

      “Anyway, it’s Amy’s birthday, and Mariel threw a party for her at the bowling alley.”

      “That’s generous.”

      “Bridey doesn’t have much money, and since Jennifer and Amy are so close…”

      Novak nodded as though he understood.

      “They bowled for an hour—Jen had the high score—and then we moved into the restaurant next door for pizza and sodas. Amy opened her presents—what is it about little girls and unicorns?”

      “It’s the horn.”

      She ignored him. “We brought out the birthday cake. Bridey lit the candles, told her to make a wish. And Amy sat there thinking about it, looking straight at me.”

      “At you?”

      “Yes. Just hold on a minute. After she blew out the candles, one girl asked what she’d wished for. Another said that she shouldn’t tell, or else it wouldn’t come true. Amy replied, ‘I have to tell. I need Mrs. Novak to hear.’”

      Novak, who had only been half listening, now leaned toward her.

      “She said, ‘I wish Chief Novak can get my pap out of prison.’ That was it. The whole place went quiet. No one knew what to say. Bridey gasped, grabbed the girl’s arm, and headed toward the exit, leaving her presents behind. The poor child was wailing. I ran after them. I feared what Bridey would do to her.”

      Novak stroked his cheek as he considered her story. “And her grandfather is Tom Walsh?”

      “Yes, but I had to drag it out of her mother as she dragged Amy to her car. I felt sorry for her.”

      “The mother or the daughter?”

      Barbara tilted her head from one side to the other. “Both.”

      “C’mon, let’s get out of this ridiculous position and find something to drink.”

      Staggering to his feet and steadying himself against the wall for a moment, Novak descended the stairway. His hand brushed against a portrait of his paternal grandfather, one of a dozen framed photos of three generations of family members that lined the staircase. After straightening it, he took another flight to the basement, fished a bottle of Yuengling and a can of soda water from the garage refrigerator, and joined his wife in the living room.
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        * * *

      

      They sat opposite each other on a long brown sofa that backed to a picture window. Barbara sprawled lengthwise, her feet in his lap as she sipped the beer while Karol faced the gas fireplace, above which hung a Patriarchal cross with its double crossbars.

      “Thomas Walsh…” he began.

      “Barbara!” came a frail voice from a nearby room.

      “I’ll go,” Novak said.

      “Sit still. I’ll get her.”

      With his wife gone to help his mother up after her nap, Novak flipped open his laptop and searched for the name, hoping to recharge his memory of the three-decade-old homicide. He hadn’t played any role in the case, but since the murder had taken place less than a half-mile from their home, he had followed it from arrest and conviction to sentencing. A decade-old article from the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, when last Walsh had appealed for clemency, helped fill in the details.

      “Hi, Ma, how was the nap?”

      His mother muttered an acknowledgment as Barbara eased her into the reclining chair opposite the fireplace. Novak turned on the gas log. Even in summer, any room Izabela Novak entered was too cold for her. He fetched her a glass of wine and placed a blanket over her lap.

      “Na zdravie,” his mother said, raising her glass.

      “And cheers to you, Mom.” He hoisted the can of soda water.

      Barbara was not to be deterred. “Thomas Walsh,” she said.

      “Walsh, yes. Over the Memorial Day weekend in ’89, he went fishing upstate with friends. His wife, Rebecca, was alone with their four-year-old daughter. Someone entered their home and suffocated the mother while she slept. The little girl discovered her body in the morning and ran across the street to neighbors. At first, county detectives suspected an intruder, but Walsh’s alibi didn’t hold up, and they recovered evidence from his car. They charged him with her murder.”

      “Bridey was the little girl?”

      “A terrible thing. No child should have to face that. Anyway, Walsh denied it at first but then confessed. He was sentenced to life without parole but immediately recanted and started filing appeals. They all failed. A decade ago, he appealed for clemency, but the governor turned him down.”

      “Do you think he’s guilty?”

      Novak shrugged. “He confessed. A jury convicted him. Why should I doubt it?”

      “He was a bad man,” his mother said. She’d been following the conversation, offering no opinion until now.

      “Still, will you look into it?” Barbara said.

      “I can’t.” When she turned a rare frown his way, he said, “Although it took place in Boyleston, the county handled it, as they do every crime of violence. I haven’t yet assumed command, but I’m sure the department has a full plate. Plus, we have nothing to go on—no new information, no sign that there was anything wrong with the conviction.”

      “All you have is a nine-year-old girl’s birthday wish.”

      “Nice try.”

      Barbara smiled as though giving up, though Novak doubted he’d heard the end of it.
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        * * *

      

      “Won’t you come in with me?” Izabela remained in the passenger seat as the car idled, willing her son to join her at early Mass.

      “I can’t, Mom.” Novak stared straight ahead, unwilling to meet his mother’s gaze.

      She did not move. “Why don’t I walk you in?” he said, attempting to break the spell.

      “No. I can take care of myself.” She opened the passenger door, then leaned over to peer back in. “You can’t hold this anger inside you. It’s not right, not healthy.”

      “It’s perfectly healthy,” he said, still refusing to meet her eye.

      “Your father⁠—”

      “—would have felt the same.” Which was untrue.

      “You should return,” she said in a softer tone. When he didn’t answer, she said, “I’m worried about you, Karol.”

      “I assure you, my soul is in good hands.”

      “No, I’m worried about you. You look tired. You’re under too much stress.”

      “I’m fine, Mamička,” he said, hoping the childhood endearment would placate her.

      “Are you sure you should take this on? You don’t need to.”

      “I’m fine,” he repeated, and immediately regretted his sharp tone.

      She sighed and, gathering up all the strength in her 84-year-old body, slammed the door before stalking toward the entrance. Despite the line of cars gathered behind him in the circular driveway, Novak waited until the heavy wooden doors of the ancient church had closed behind her before driving away.

      St. Cyril and Methodius Church, one of Pittsburgh’s Slovakian parishes, had been her home and refuge since her arrival in the United States at the end of the war. Here, Slovak-speaking nuns had taught her to read, write, and speak English. Here, her younger brother and sister, both born in the US, had been baptized. Here, both she and her sister had married beneath its arched wooden timbers.

      The diocese was studying parish consolidation, and Karol Novak suspected that St. Cyril would not survive the process. Not wanting to alarm her, he had not told his mother that she might soon lose her church home.

      It was one of several things he kept from her, some of which were known only to police officers. And to the church.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THE HOLDUP

          

        

      

    

    
      Mayor Fred Tifton had asked Novak to come first to his office before reporting for duty, but when Novak arrived Monday morning, the mayor's assistant reported he was already in the police wing. Novak checked his watch. He was ten minutes early. The assistant led him down a hallway and punched in the code to unlock the door to the department.

      “Ah, there he is,” Tifton said as Novak entered the bullpen. The mayor stood surrounded by eight uniformed officers, three plainclothes investigators, a dispatcher, and an administrative assistant, some perched on chairs or desks around the room, others leaning against the walls.

      “Am I late?”

      “No. Everyone else was here, so I figured we’d get started,” Tifton said without further explanation. The mayor, who’d held office for over a decade, was in his seventies, with receding sandy hair and deep bags under his gray, clouded eyes. His dour expression and marionette mouth suggested a man who’d seen it all and disapproved of most of it.

      Turning to the officers, he said, “Let me introduce Karol Novak. He’s local. Lived in Boyleston all his life. I’m sure many of you have run into him. We pulled him out of retirement to serve as chief, at least until he returns the department to a stable footing. I don’t know how long that’ll take, but the council and I will monitor progress.”

      Novak opened his mouth to respond, but Tifton forged ahead. “I won’t tell you what a setback this has been for the community.” Then he did just that. “We’ve worked hard to bring new business to Boyleston—create jobs and attract new residents so we get our fair share of Pittsburgh’s revitalization. But this...”

      Tifton shook his head, his wattle trailing behind. One of the investigators covered his mouth and feigned a cough as he suppressed laughter. The mayor appeared not to notice. “We hired Novak to restore the good name of this department and the borough. I expect you to cooperate with him.” He fixed his mirthless eyes on each of them, then turned to Novak. “Do you have anything to add?”

      “No, Mr. Mayor. Thank you.” As Tifton turned to leave, Novak silently motioned the officers to remain in place. Novak stepped forward and put his hand on a desk to steady himself. When the connecting door closed, he said, “That was uplifting.” A few chuckled, but most showed no emotion, not reacting to his sarcasm.

      “As the mayor says, I’m a native. I attended St. Cyril’s through grade school, finished at Boyleston High, then on to Pitt. I spent thirty-three years with the Pittsburgh Police Bureau—the last eight as chief of detectives. Please introduce yourselves and give me a brief bio.”

      At first, they looked at one another as though waiting to see who would start. “I only attended public schools,” one investigator said. “The nuns wouldn’t have me.”

      His fellow officers laughed, then the rest opened up, punctuating their life stories with other bits of good-natured humor. As each spoke, Novak jotted in a stenographer’s notebook, occasioning a few side glances among the officers.

      When the last officer had finished, Novak said, “I serve at the pleasure of the council, just as Mayor Tifton does.” He saw no need to remind them that, in the scandal's wake, the council had removed Tifton from the chain of command. No matter how uncomfortable Novak was at the prospect of answering to seven bosses, it beat reporting to the mayor.

      “I’ll serve as long as they are satisfied with the job I’m doing,” he said. Several officers exchanged glances, a few smiled, and one let out a satisfied sigh. “I intend to focus on the present and work toward the future—not get mired in what’s gone on before.”

      Norma Marks, the administrative assistant, tried to initiate a round of applause but stopped, embarrassed, when no one joined in. A few rewarded Novak with smiles, however, and he could sense most of the men and women had relaxed.

      “Questions?” he said.

      Lydia Barnwell raised her hand. “You’re in this long-term? The mayor made it sound like you’re only a caretaker.”

      “I’m here as long as I can be useful,” he said, “and as long as the council wants me.”
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        * * *

      

      Deputy Chief Daryl McMahon wore a half-smile as he loped into Novak’s office without knocking. He draped his long frame over one of the two office chairs, sitting crosswise with one leg resting on the right arm. Novak placed him at about six-four, slender despite his height, his face and body all angles and crags. A long, thin nose was perched above a compressed mouth, his blond hair clipped in a short, military-style cut.

      “I suppose you want to know what we’ve got going,” McMahon said. Novak had asked him in after the meeting, and he seemed to take it as a summons. The deputy had applied for the chief’s job; Novak wondered whether he harbored resentment.

      “Let’s first get better acquainted,” he said. “Tell me a bit more about yourself.”

      McMahon shrugged. “Not much to tell. Like I said, I’ve been with the force for two years. Chief Russell brought me on from a small police force in Ohio, where I was chief.”

      “Where was that?”

      “A small town between Toledo and Cleveland.”

      “Where? Norwalk? Sandusky?”

      “Doubleday,” he said. “One of those places where they print ‘Welcome’ on both sides of the same sign.”

      “And before that?”

      “I was with a campus police force for several years.”

      “Which one?”

      “Norwalk State.”

      Novak wrote a few lines in his notebook. “Is something wrong?” McMahon said.

      “Not at all.” In an effort to put him at ease, he detailed his own career, but the deputy seemed to pay little attention. Novak figured everyone on the force had been vetting him from the moment word got out that he would be leading the department, so he switched gears. “What are our most pressing current cases?” he said.

      “A guy held up a convenience store Saturday night. Asian, I think, though it’s hard to tell since he was wearing a nylon stocking over his head. Not Black, anyway. He made off with about $375. Didn’t pull a weapon, so we haven’t turned it over to the county.”

      Most municipalities in Allegheny County lacked a crime lab, so they turned to the County PD whenever they needed help with forensic examinations, including all homicides and crimes of violence. McMahon should have done so in this instance, but Novak kept the thought to himself. This was only his first day, and he needed to assess current practices before making changes. He posed a few questions to make certain they had followed procedure—viewing surveillance videos, dusting for prints, patrolling the area for signs of the robber.

      Satisfied with McMahon’s responses, he said, “Anything else?”

      “We broke up a couple of domestics over the weekend. One guy over on Farmington beat up his wife pretty good, but she won’t press charges.” Something about the way he said it put Novak on edge, but again he withheld criticism.

      “Our biggest headache is a bunch of A-holes breaking the speed limit on Corcoran outside Boyleston Elementary,” McMahon said. “They ignore the blinking yellows and go barreling through at thirty, thirty-five miles an hour.”

      “How are we handling it?”

      “Don’t worry. We’ve got it covered.”

      “How are we covering it?”

      “We send a patrol car once a week and park it at the south end with lights flashing. That slows ‘em down.”

      “But the remaining four days…”

      “We don’t have that many units, and since the state won’t allow us to use radar…” He finished the unspoken thought with a sneer.

      Novak could remain passive no longer. “Let’s position a VASCAR unit every day this week, then taper off next week to every other day.”

      “That’s a lot of manpower,” McMahon said.

      His patience at an end, Novak said, “We’d use more if some kid got hurt…or worse. See to it. What else?”

      “Aren’t you going to ask what I knew about Chief Russell’s side business?”

      “I’m sure the Allegheny PD turned over everything relevant to the mayor and town council. Unless there’s something you want to tell me.”

      McMahon shifted in his chair. “May I speak frankly?”

      “Always.”

      He looked around him as though someone might be listening. “Officer Barnwell—the girl—she got this whole thing started. She reported him.”

      “Are you certain about this?”

      McMahon snorted, as though the question were unworthy of being asked.

      “How did you learn this?”

      “Sources,” McMahon said, then pinched his lips between thumb and forefinger.

      Novak leaned forward, planted his elbows on the desk, and rested his chin on his knuckles. “Who else knows this?”

      Again, McMahon didn’t provide a direct answer, spreading his arms out to encompass everyone.

      “How do they feel towards her?”

      McMahon looked Novak in the eye, like a father addressing an errant child. “It’s a dangerous business. We can’t operate as a team if we can’t trust one another.”

      “He stole from the borough,” Novak said, “time, resources, equipment.”

      McMahon cocked his head, his surprise evident. “I’m not defending him. I’m the one who had to pick up the slack. I’m just saying officers don’t rat on each other.”

      “He undermined public confidence in this department, making the job of every officer more difficult. Someone had to stop it.” Novak waited for a reaction but got only a bland stare. “I would have great difficulty with anyone who exacted retribution on an officer who tries to do what’s right. Is that clear?”

      McMahon nodded.

      “That is all. Please close the door when you leave.”

      Novak began to write, his eyes veering off the page, his head turning to the right. He moaned, placed both hands flat on his desk, and fixed his gaze on the office door until the moment passed, wondering all the while who had “ratted” on Lydia Barnwell.
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        * * *

      

      Over the past few days, Novak had studied the policy manual and recruitment procedures, both of which were inadequate and would require his attention. Now he prowled the office space, exploring the layout, viewing the large, glossy borough map through new eyes, and peering into the few offices surrounding the bullpen.

      “What’s in this room?” he said as he halted before a locked wooden door with chipped white veneer.

      Norma Marks rushed to his side. “That’s our supply room. It’s, uh...we have a little problem.”

      As she unlocked the door, Novak made ready to step inside, then stopped. “What is this?” Fluffy white rolls wrapped in plastic jammed the small room from floor to ceiling.

      “It’s toilet paper.”

      “I see that, but what⁠—?”

      A small crowd of officers gathered around them.

      “It appeared in December,” she said.

      “Appeared? You just opened the door one morning, and there it was?”

      “Something like that.”

      Novak thought for a moment. “I take it my predecessor had money left in the budget at year-end and thought he’d keep the department well stocked.”

      Norma nodded while two officers snickered.

      “What should we do with it?” she said. “Whenever we need to get a piece of equipment out, we have to move all this crap into the bullpen, then move it all back in again.”

      “I suppose we should be diligent about using it,” Novak said to loud guffaws. As the group broke up, he asked her for a copy of the previous year’s budget report. In his office, he confirmed his suspicion. Chief Jason Russell, sensing that the county’s probe was closing in, had spent the last six weeks of the previous year in a spending frenzy that rivaled a Black Friday sale at Walmart.

      Besides toilet paper, Russell had purchased four sets of walkie-talkies that were on civilian frequencies, two dozen neon green safety vests, six electronic tablets, twenty-four boxes of ammunition that fit no weapons the department used, and a security camera system that was redundant considering the more advanced system that already covered every square foot of the department’s interior and exterior. Having read the county’s investigative report, Novak knew that Russell had sold all except the safety vests and ammunition—and apparently the toilet paper—through online auctions. The ammunition had ended up in the retail stock of a local gun store. The man had been rapacious.

      Novak spent the afternoon drafting a lengthy memo to the borough’s auditor requesting that she declare the toilet paper surplus so the borough could distribute it to other departments, schools, and nonprofit organizations.

      Russell had cost Novak most of his first day. He wondered what other potholes lay ahead.
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        * * *

      

      Novak lay still for several minutes after he awakened. He twisted onto his left side, trying not to disturb Barbara, and focused on his late father’s portrait on the bedroom wall. He remained in that position for a minute. Lowering his feet to the floor, he lifted himself into a sitting position, still staring at the photograph. He rose, took a deep breath, and ventured a few tentative steps toward the bedroom door.

      “How is it?”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you,” he said, avoiding her question.

      “What time is it?”

      “Nearly six.”

      “Time to get up, anyway.”

      “It will reach eighty-five today.”

      “That’s nuts,” she said.

      “You’ve been waiting for summer.”

      “Yeah, but a forty-degree swing in four days…are they trying to kill us?”

      Suppressing a grin, he shuffled to the kitchen, ground four measures of coffee, put water on to boil, and poured raisin bran into two bowls, slicing a banana over the cereal. His wife padded in as he poured the water over the coffee grounds and depressed the filter.

      “Busy day?” he asked. His mother slept late on all mornings but Sunday, so breakfast was a rare moment of privacy in their daily schedules.

      “The superintendent is making his semi-annual pilgrimage. I’m looking forward to it. It’s our chance to shine.” Barbara was the principal of Washington Middle School, one of three in a district that served four boroughs.

      “You always do.” He shared with her his visits to business owners, clergy, and other civic leaders over the past week. He’d even introduced himself to the other public and parochial school principals, even though he already knew most of them through Barbara.

      “Did you visit Father Murray?” Since most Boyleston residents were Catholic, Father Thomas Murray of St. Cyril and Methodius Church would have topped the list of local clerics. Novak didn’t answer as he poured her a cup of coffee.

      “I ran into Marilyn Bonner yesterday,” she said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “She said to thank you again for the—what do you call it?”

      “Targeted enforcement.”

      “She’s noticed how traffic has slowed outside the school. She’s been complaining about it for months, but no one addressed it until you took over. You’re her hero.”

      Novak sighed. “So she told me Tuesday. Such a simple thing. What have they been doing all this time?”

      They ate in silence for a few minutes, then Barbara opened a sheet of paper that was folded in a bowl in the middle of the table. “Deputy,” she said.

      “Daryl McMahon.”

      “Detectives.”

      “Mark Ewer, Gordon Horvath, and…”

      She waited until he signaled to her by spinning his right index finger in the air. “Black,” she said. “Your Black officer. He often plays infield.”

      “Calvin Mayfield. Jesus!”

      “Uniforms.”

      Novak recited a list of names, missing a veteran officer and one other. “Your great-aunt’s name and water on the farm,” she prompted.

      “Lydia Barn-well,” he said, enunciating it. “How could I forget her?”

      “How indeed?” she said with an impish grin. “You did well. Better than yesterday.”

      “I should know them all by now. It’s discouraging. I hope I’ve done the right thing.”

      She laid her hand over his. “You have,” she said. “Remember, Marilyn has been trying to slow traffic for nearly a year. You did it.”

      “Tah-dah!” Novak said, but he didn’t accompany it with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Ajai Patel sat on the stool behind the counter of his convenience store, peering at Novak through overlarge glasses. His dark hair cascaded over his eyes; his hand, as he raised his arm to shove it back into place, shook.

      “Tell me anything you remember about the man,” Novak said. Patrol Officer David Kimrey, taking him at his word to alert the chief whenever the need arose, had summoned him to this convenience store holdup at half past eleven. Despite the hour, Novak was alert and eager to participate.

      Patel gave a detailed description of the assailant. “He wore a black and yellow jacket that was too big for him. It hung almost to his knees.”

      “Which team, do you know?”

      “Pirates, Steelers, Penguins—they all have the same colors.”

      Novak urged him to continue. “He had a baseball cap with some sort of writing on it pulled low on his head and a stocking over his face, so his features were...”

      “Distorted,” Novak suggested as Patel searched for the right word. “Was he White, Black, Hispanic, Asian...?”

      “He had an accent, I think. Skin a bit lighter than mine. Black hair. He held his hand in his left pocket as though he had something in it.” Patel pulled his left hand to one side to indicate the weapon the suspect may or may not have been clutching.

      Novak complimented him on his detailed description. Patel allowed himself a small smile of triumph and described how he’d estimated the man’s height by comparing him to the display rack behind
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