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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “John LaRocca spent his winters in Florida, toasting his body into a golden glow and leaving Mike Genovese in charge of the mob.”

      Delores Tavener, prolific author of gothic bodice rippers, looked through her stacks of unsold books to the writer’s stage where crime writer Parker Stevens held court. While Delores had attracted a group of middle-aged women whose numbers hadn’t topped two dozen, Stevens had filled all one hundred seats set up before the stage in the church parking lot that adjoined the library. Others stood behind them of all ages and both sexes.

      “Whereas LaRocca was a cautious man who shunned the limelight and ruled by reputation, Genovese was impulsive and reckless,” Stevens continued.

      His story of the mob’s rise and fall had drawn nearly everyone from the rectangle of authors beneath the large white tent the library had erected over the asphalt. It was as if a giant vacuum cleaner had suctioned up all the potential buyers, leaving only crumbs for the twenty-seven other writers. Nothing sold in Pittsburgh like true crime, she thought to herself, especially if the crime was committed here.

      “One of LaRocca’s soldiers was a young man named Alphonse Marano, a two-bit hood who dealt in gambling and prostitution,” Stevens told the crowd. “Marano befriended another man, a newcomer to Pittsburgh, and introduced him into the family. When the Feds descended on two of the mob’s gaming parlors across the border in West Virginia, Genovese learned Marano’s friend was an undercover IRS agent. Someone had to pay, and with LaRocca sunning himself in Miami, retribution would be swift and bloody.”

      He lowered his voice and bent into the microphone, his listeners matching his posture by leaning forward to catch every word. “Twelve days before Christmas 1967, Genovese ordered one of Marano’s friends to take him on what would prove to be his last road trip. A passing motorist found him slumped over the wheel of his car on a blacktop road near Mt. Pleasant. No twelve drummers drumming, only a washed-up hood with a bullet where his brain should have been.”

      Delores heard a collective exhale from the crowd. “Time doesn’t permit me to tell you what that reckless act did to Frank Amato’s empire, but you can read it all in my book, Death in the Steel City. I’ll be at my table to sign copies.”

      That man knows how to sell better than he writes, Delores thought. He was in his late-fifties with a silver mane and a Van Dyke beard, not a hair out of place. Before the audience, he seemed to stand over six feet tall, but she’d seen him at his table and put him four inches shy of that.

      An introvert, Delores found it difficult even to interact with fans who approached her. She watched as Parker Stevens—whose real name, she learned, was Steven Parker—gathered up the pages of his manuscript and stepped away from the podium, raising himself on the balls of his feet.

      “What are you working on now?” a voice called.

      Stevens—or Parker, depending on how you looked at it—paused mid-stride and seemed to consider whether to answer. A dramatic touch, she decided, assuming the questioner was a shill. The crime writer returned to the microphone.

      “I’ve been reluctant to discuss this before,” he said. Sure you have, she thought. “But I’m investigating a murder that took place in 1993. The Pittsburgh Police Bureau never solved it, but I have.”

      He turned to leave, while a chorus of voices followed him with questions. “I can’t say more about it yet. I may have revealed too much already. But this time next year, you’ll find answers to all your questions in my forthcoming book.” Proclaiming his thanks to everyone for listening, he took the four steps off the temporary stage and made for his table, the crowd trailing him to form a line.

      They blocked access to Delores’s space, but as she looked around at her fellow authors of mystery, science fiction, romance, thriller, gothic, young adult, and historical novels and the equally ignored nonfiction writers, she said aloud, “We’re in the wrong business.”
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        * * *

      

      Allegheny County Police Detective Lydia Barnwell sat at the foot of her dining room table, facing her fiancé, South Hills Police Chief Calvin Mayfield. Though he was only eight feet away, she felt a chasm separated them. Calvin’s mother Ruth and Ben, his father, ate in silence between them. They had not revealed what time they would arrive from Toledo, only that they would do so. Lydia had prepared a shrimp salad with capers, fresh celery, and herbs on a bed of romaine lettuce with lemon vinaigrette dressing. She’d peeled and deveined wild Gulf shrimp — nothing farm raised for her future in-laws — but Ben stared at it as though it were a foreign dish.

      “This is delicious,” Ruth said even though she only picked at it. She looked across the table at her husband as if encouraging him to break his silence and agree.

      This was not the first time she’d met the pair. They had visited when Calvin was still deputy chief and she a detective on the force of a borough in Pittsburgh’s South Hills. Then, she’d only spoken to them in passing, since she and Calvin were not yet together. Lydia was living with one of the borough’s patrol officers, a man who later died in the line of duty. In the wake of his death, Calvin and Lydia had fallen into bed together. She had considered it a mistake the next morning, but they repeated it a week later, and soon they were a couple.

      Now, with plans for a wedding in the vague future, she faced what felt like a cross-examination, but no defense attorney posed questions.

      As though in response, Ben asked his son, “How’s the new job?”

      Calvin, oblivious to his father ignoring her, reviewed how he’d become chief of Boyleston Borough following the retirement of the man who had served as a mentor to both of them, Karol Novak. Boyleston was then negotiating with two neighboring communities to combine their police departments into a regional law enforcement agency. Now, two days away, Calvin would be sworn in to a position he’d occupied in an acting capacity for six weeks.

      Echoing a complaint Novak had often voiced, he told his father, “I love the job, but not the politics.”

      “You’d better get used to it,” Ben said. “Politics is a part of life.”

      Lydia thought he might ask about her work, how she’d joined the Allegheny force, which investigated crimes of violence for all 117 police departments scattered throughout Pennsylvania’s second-largest county except Pittsburgh, but he did not.

      “We’re so proud of you,” Ruth said.

      And why wouldn’t they be? If her father were at the table … No, he wouldn’t acknowledge the path she’d taken. He might even find fault, tell her how she might have done better if she’d remained in San Antonio.

      Placing her knife and fork atop the half-eaten salad, she pushed it back a few inches and studied the three faces engaged in conversation. Dark faces. Almost pure black, an image driven home by the contrast with the string of pearls around Ruth’s neck. She shuddered as a terrible thought careened through her body, her tight blonde curls shivering.

      Calvin’s father had emigrated from Jamaica when he was a child. While his ancestors may have inherited the English surname, one look at him revealed no trace of a white bloodline. Ruth’s family had lived on Toledo’s east side for generations, working in the petroleum and manufacturing industries that defined the downwind side of the city. She had worked as an administrator in the public school system while raising Calvin. Lydia could not detect a wrinkle on her face. She always misjudged the age of Black people.

      Facing them was this white woman whose children, if she and Calvin were blessed with them, would break the blood line. Was that what made Ben turn away from her and Ruth pick at her food?

      Excusing herself, she collected her plate, retreated to the kitchen, and let tears flow.
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        * * *

      

      Steven Parker pressed the remote control clipped to his visor and eased his Honda Odyssey into the garage, tapping the brake as his front bumper neared the wall. The ten-year-old vehicle had less than a foot of clearance when parked. He had nailed old sleeping bags to the drywall to protect both it and the car, but he sometimes misjudged the distance, usually on gray days when visibility was low.

      It had been a mistake to buy a minivan, but between the time he’d purchased it and admitted Lois had been right all along, he’d been swept aside by the Pittsburgh Herald and didn’t have the money to downsize.

      He put the vehicle in park, got out from behind the wheel, and walked to the front to check the distance. Satisfied, he shut off the engine and raised the tailgate, which extended beyond the garage door. He was fortunate it wasn’t raining, because he would then have had to back in to unload his unsold books. No cloud broke the surface of the blue sky on this autumn afternoon, and while the sun hung low at this hour, the air was still a pleasant sixty-eight degrees.

      Parker removed two empty plastic cartons from the van and set them aside. He’d sold over forty copies, netting him almost six hundred dollars. If the number of those who’d scanned the QR code on his banner was an indication, more would come from sales of the ebook version. The day had been well worth his time.

      He hauled out another container full of books then a fourth that contained his promotional sheets, pens, and the notepad containing the sign-up sheet for his newsletter. As he placed this box atop the full one, he felt a movement behind him, a rustling of air, a slight change of temperature. Parker half-turned and was about to speak when his eyes fastened on the raised arm and the object held in the gloved hands.

      “Don’t—” His was not a cry of alarm but a whispered plea, cut off mid-sentence as the blade of the shovel cleaved his skull.

      The assailant stood over him, his chest heaving. Without a word, he dropped the tool, closed the tailgate, and pressed the button on the keypad to lower the garage door.
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        * * *

      

      “You okay?” Calvin asked. Lydia nodded but didn’t answer. “You left so suddenly.”

      She turned and faced him. “They drove five hours to visit you. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

      “They also came to meet you.”

      “Did they?”

      “Yes,” he said. “What’s wrong?”

      She took the plates from his hand and scraped the leftovers into the garbage. “Let’s talk about it later. I don’t want to upset anyone.”

      “But something’s bothering you. I can tell.”

      “It will keep,” she said. “Later.”

      He uttered a small moan, conveying his helplessness. Lydia stared out the kitchen window at her garden, withering in the fading autumn light.

      “That was wonderful, dear.” She turned to find Ruth donning a pair of rubber gloves.

      “I can do that.”

      “No, you cooked for us. I’ll clean up.”

      “Calvin often does that. You trained him well.”

      Ruth chuckled. “Ben and I worked full-time. We gave him jobs to do.”

      They worked side by side for a moment without speaking, breaking the silence simultaneously.

      “Did you⁠—”

      “Calvin tells me⁠—”

      “Sorry,” Lydia said, glad to have her seize the initiative. “You go first.”

      “No, I⁠—”

      “Please,” she said. “Go ahead.”

      “I hear you lost your mother at quite a young age. I suspect you had a lot of responsibilities too.”

      “Yes, I barely remember her.”

      “You had no brothers or sisters?”

      “I was an only child. My father was an Air Force officer. We lived on bases all over the world. He didn’t know what to do with me. I kind of raised myself.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “I sometimes regret not having a normal childhood, although some of my friends raised in two-parent homes had lives that were even more unsettled. It made me resilient. I’ll say that much.”

      “I’m sure your father did the best he could. We can’t wait to meet him.” When Lydia’s face betrayed confusion, Ruth added, “At the wedding.”

      “I’m not sure we⁠—”

      “Oh, did I misunderstand? I thought you were getting married.”

      “We are, but we’re not planning a big ceremony.”

      Ruth peeled off the gloves and grasped Lydia’s arms. “But you must. My mother is still alive. Calvin has aunts, uncles, and lots of cousins. We’re a big family. Everyone will want to attend.”

      Lydia’s Motorola interrupted the torrent. She picked it up and listened. “All right,” she said. “On my way.” She returned to the dining room, where Calvin’s face was planted next to his father’s.

      “Suspicious death in Scott Township.” She dialed her password into the gun safe to retrieve her weapon. “I may be late.”

      “You have to leave?” Ruth said.

      “She’s a homicide detective,” Calvin explained. “When duty calls, she responds. We both do.”

      “Take your folks out for steak,” she said. “They’ll be hungry.”

      Never had she been more grateful for work to interrupt her personal life.
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        * * *

      

      Seven police cars and an ambulance ringed a mustard-colored ranch-style home, their blue and red flashing lights attracting the attention of neighbors and passersby. Scott Township officers directed traffic on McMonagle Avenue while county officers held back curiosity seekers. Two news vans had pulled across the street, reporters speaking earnestly into cameras as they communicated their ignorance.

      The house was at the base of a hill that wound up Fairhaven Drive. Local cops had established an outer perimeter to keep the crowds back and marked off the immediate area in crime scene tape. The medical examiner’s van was backed into the driveway of a garage on the lower level, alongside a white Honda Fit. Lydia parked behind a patrol car, flashed her ID at the officer, and advanced toward the garage, bending over to step inside, since the door had been pulled halfway down.

      A blue sheet covered a body on the stone-tiled surface. Blood splatter arced behind it, staining a pile of books from an overturned plastic carton. The photographer had finished his work. Brandy Timmons, the crime scene investigator, crouched over the body. She glanced up as Barnwell hovered over her. She pulled back the sheet, revealing what remained of a man’s skull. Timmons volunteered no information, and Barnwell did not quiz her. What had happened was apparent.

      Other members of the team had bagged both ends of a round point shovel, laying it alongside a small pool of blood. An iPhone was alongside the body. Timmons’s crew had bagged it as well. Two dusted for prints, while a third swept a broom across the floor, picking up leaves, debris, and potential evidence. The victim’s left hand extended beyond the sheet, an indentation on his ring finger. Had someone stolen it?

      As she prepared to question Patrol Officer Barry Barnes, who’d been first to arrive, Lydia’s partner, Detective Lyle Jeffrey arrived, dressed in jeans, a denim jacket, and a cap from his son’s baseball team. He took in the scene and joined her in questioning the patrol officer.

      “He’s Parker Stevens, the crime writer,” Barnes told them. “His wife discovered the body when she came home. She’s upstairs now. Neighbors are with her. She’s in quite a state.”

      Lydia told him to take another officer and question nearby residents to learn if anyone had spotted suspicious-looking individuals or vehicles lurking in the vicinity.

      She led Jeffrey up the interior steps to the living area, entering a long-narrow hallway lined with family photographs. They followed the sound of weeping to their left. Three figures sat clustered around a circular coffee table. Two women held hands on a sofa, while a man who appeared to be in his fifties leaned toward them from an armchair. All looked up as she entered.

      Barnwell introduced the two of them. “Which one of you is Mrs. Stevens?”

      The older of the two women replied in a shaky voice, “I’m Lois Parker. Steven inverted his first and last names. It sounded more literary.” Her light-brown hair was flecked with gray. A silver necklace interrupted her tan knit top. Neither looked expensive.

      “And you are…”

      “Joanne Schuster and my husband Ron,” the other woman said. “We’re neighbors.”

      A young man entered the front door, shoving his phone into the hip pocket of his chinos. Before either detective asked, he said, “I’m Bill Parker, Steve’s son. Mom called me when—” He fumbled for the right word as his thumb massaged the index finger of his right hand.

      “We’ll interview all of you, but we’ll begin with Mrs. Parker.”

      “I’ll stay with her,” the son said. “You can see she’s in shock.”

      “I know this is difficult,” Lydia said, “but I’ll speak with her alone. We want to find who did this to your father, and I need to get her information while it’s fresh in her mind.”

      He seemed about to protest, but Jeffrey ordered that he follow him toward the kitchen. The neighbors remained in their places. Lydia turned toward the husband, fixing her azure eyes on him. Her long nose and tight blonde curls completed the impression of a bewigged British judge staring down a barrister who had overstepped his bounds.

      “We’d better leave them alone,” Ron Schuster said to his wife. “Lois knows how to reach us if you need to speak to us.”

      “We will. Give me your address.” She added it to the names she’d already recorded in her notebook.

      Lydia waited until the front door closed then donned a reassuring smile as she turned toward the now-widowed woman. “I’m sorry to make you go through this, but we need to catch whoever attacked your husband. Every minute that goes by makes it more difficult.”

      Lois Parker covered her face with a tissue and nodded without speaking.

      “How did you discover his body?”

      “I opened the garage door and found him lying there.” Her voice trembled as she spoke. “At first, I thought he’d had a heart attack, so I stopped the car and ran toward him, but I only took a few steps before I realized …”

      “What time was this?”

      “I don’t know exactly. Four-thirty? Four-forty-five? I called my son right away, and he phoned the police, so they’ll have it.”

      She shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself, rocking back and forth. “Do you need water?”

      “No, thank you. Joanne looked after me. She found a—” She pointed to an amber bottle resting alongside a half-filled glass on the end table. Lydia raised it and saw it contained lorazepam, a mild sedative. It had been prescribed for Joanne Schuster. “She returned to her house to find this?”

      “No, I think she had it in her purse. I’m not certain. I’m not sure of anything.” She tried accompanying this with a chuckle, but it deteriorated into a spasm of coughing.

      Lydia asked if she needed a break, but the woman told her to continue. “The sooner you’ve asked your questions, the sooner I can lie down.”

      In response to her gentle questioning, Lois explained her husband had spent the day at a book fair in Mount Lebanon while she’d attended a movie in Robinson Township. As often happened with people under stress, she gave Lydia the name of the film. “It’s the first time I’ve been to a theater since COVID. I wasn’t that interested, but Jane was eager to see it and didn’t want to go alone.” Jane, she explained, was a woman she knew from church.

      Not wanting to seem adversarial, Barnwell resisted the temptation to halt the torrent. “As you arrived home, did you see anyone else in the vicinity? Anyone near your property? A car parked on the street?” To each question, the woman shook her head.

      “Your husband was a crime writer?”

      Lois took her through his career, his years at one of Pittsburgh’s dailies, the buyout that left him with far less than they could live on, and his turn to true crime articles and books to scrape together a living. “It’s still two years before he can get social security and touch our retirement savings.” As was true of many who were suddenly bereaved, she spoke of her husband in the present tense.

      “Did he have any enemies? Someone he’d worked with at the paper? A character in one of his stories?”

      Lois replied with a series of nos, adding that the crimes of which he wrote were so old that none of the principals were still alive.

      “Have there been any neighborhood disputes? Did he owe anyone money?” Keeping her voice level, Lydia ran through most of the reasons someone might want another person dead.

      That left only one possibility. “I’m sorry to have to ask this, but I need to find a motive for what’s happened. Were the two of you happy?”

      To her surprise, she didn’t react, appearing to give the question serious consideration. “What’s happy?” she said. “We’ve been married thirty-four years and have been together since college. We’ve had good times and bad. At our age, I guess you’d say we’ve grown used to each other.”

      “Were there other women in his life?”

      She looked away and inclined her head. Lydia waited, knowing she’d hit a nerve. “One,” she said in a voice so soft that Lydia had to lean forward to hear her, “but it ended years ago. Another reporter. I’d heard rumors. A friend saw him together with a woman at a restaurant downtown. I went through his pockets and found a hotel receipt wadded up in his jacket. I confronted him. He denied it at first, but I made him confess.” She met Lydia’s eye for the first time since beginning the story. “He promised to end it. I heard she left the paper.”

      Wasn’t that always the way? Two had tangoed, but when the music stopped, only the man remained on the dance floor. Lydia had to pry the other dancer’s name from her. Lois claimed to know nothing else about her. “It was a long time ago,” she said.

      “There was only the one?” Barnwell asked.

      Again, the woman gave the matter some thought before answering. “As far as I know.”

      “Can you think of anyone who would have done this to your husband? Someone with a grudge that festered?”

      “No, I can’t.” She melted into the cushions and studied the ceiling. “I’ve realized… Well, no. I realized it back when he cheated on us that I don’t know all that much about him. Do you believe that?”

      Lydia did. She’d heard others say the same thing.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Jeffrey almost had to push Bill Parker through the dining room and into the kitchen as he turned to check on his mother. “She’ll be all right,” Jeffrey said. “Barnwell has a gentle touch. If she needs you, she’ll call out.”

      His shoulders slumping in defeat, the son relented. He led the detective into a spacious kitchen that looked out on a sloping lawn and oak trees parading their colors in the autumn breeze. “Hold on a sec. I need to make a quick call.” He stepped into the hall, cupping his hand over his cell phone. Jeffrey stood near the door to eavesdrop. What could be so important?

      “Someone entered the garage as he was unloading his books and struck him over the head with something heavy,” he said. “It looks like a shovel.” He answered a few questions and promised to keep in touch as Jeffrey retreated.

      “Thanks,” Bill said. “Do you want a cup of coffee? I can sure use one.”

      “That would be fine.” He didn’t need a jolt in the late afternoon, but if it put the man at ease, it was worth it.

      The detective studied him as he dropped a pod into a coffee machine. He was of medium height, five-nine by Jeffrey’s estimate, which, after a quarter century as a cop, was usually dead on. His wavy dark hair, steel-gray eyes, and pointed chin reminded him of an actor whose name he couldn’t recall. Perhaps no one in particular, he thought as Parker slid a mug toward him and repeated the routine for himself. He wore an open-necked, short-sleeve blue shirt that displayed muscled arms.

      “Cream?” he asked.

      Jeffrey declined and took a chair at the breakfast table at the kitchen window, indicating with a nod of his head that Parker should join him. He propped his body worn camera on the surface and explained he was taping their conversation. “It saves you a trip to headquarters.” Parker waved his hand, accepting the explanation.

      “Who did you speak with just now?” Jeffrey asked.

      “Christie, my sister. Mom asked me to alert her, but I waited until I got home to assess the situation for myself. It was all Mom could do to call me.”

      “That’s how you learned?” It may have seemed like a silly question, but if one of the Schusters had conveyed the news, that put them on the scene early.

      “Right. She was…not hysterical but confused. She said Dad was lying in a pool of blood in the garage and she didn’t know who to turn to.”

      “And you…”

      “Called 911. She was in no shape to do so. Then I left work and came here.”

      “Where’s work?”

      Parker told him he was development director for a small theater company in Pittsburgh’s Oakland neighborhood. “It’s opening night of a new production, Good Day, by a Texas writer. It concerns an exterminator who comes to clear out a wasp’s nest. We’ve scheduled a donor reception after tonight’s performance. I was setting up tables and putting up posters of the cast members⁠—”

      He stopped mid-sentence. “Christ, I need to cancel that. Can you give me another minute?”

      Jeffrey waved him on and listened as he spoke to someone, barking out a chain of instructions. “Go to the office and get into my computer. Send out a broadcast email to the mailing list. Regrets. Family emergency. Will reschedule.”

      Jeffrey overheard a woman’s voice responding but couldn’t make out the words. He rose from the table and looked out the window as he listened. “No,” he said, “do it now. I’m sorry, but I’m⁠—”

      The woman made a quick reply. Jeffrey watched his back tense. “Damn it, Jenny. Someone murdered my father. Do it!” He stared at the phone. “Fucking students with their heads up their asses. Where were we?”

      Jeffrey thought he might have led with the news and requested the woman’s help, but stress did strange things to people. Or was it his way to be brusque and demanding?

      The detective led Parker through questions similar to those Barnwell was posing to his mother. He could not think of anyone who wanted to kill his father. He knew of no disagreements the man had with others.

      “What about criminal figures he mentioned in his books?”

      “They were about old cases,” he said. “He rewrote stories he’d published over the years in his columns. If someone felt threatened by them, they would have been after him long before.”

      “What was he working on now?”

      “I don’t know. He never discussed his work with us. The first we knew of it was when he’d finished a book.” No matter how Jeffrey approached the subject, the son could think of no motive for the slaying, but he volunteered an additional detail. “He’s always tight-lipped about his projects, but on this one he was downright secretive. I think it was something special.”

      “What sort of person was he?” Jeffrey asked.

      Parker seemed to give the matter inordinate thought. “He was a proud man. Over his years at the paper, he’d attracted a devoted following. He enjoyed meeting his fans. Many gave him leads for stories. When they laid him off, it punctured his ego. He couldn’t understand how they could do that to him, of all people.”

      “He was bitter?”

      The young man rose again and made himself another cup of coffee, not bothering to ask Jeffrey if he’d like a refill. “He’d convinced himself many folks subscribed to the paper only to read his column,” he said over the gurgling of the machine. “When they let him go, he predicted their circulation would suffer. When it did, he took grim satisfaction.” He brought his coffee to the table and stared into the cup. “It didn’t occur to him the same thing was happening to most local papers. He thought he’d done it.”

      “When was this?”

      “It must have been…” He did some calculations on his fingers. “Four years ago this Christmas. Can you believe they’d do that to someone on the holiday? Say, do you want another cup?”

      Jeffrey declined the belated offer. “Did you get along?”

      Again, Parker considered before answering. “We didn’t fight, if that’s what you mean.”

      “So you disagreed.”

      He looked over the detective’s shoulder at the fading light. “Dad was a man of set opinions, which he was unafraid to express.” He snorted, and Jeffrey decided his hesitation had less to do with uncertainty than with finding the most elegant way of expressing himself. “He didn’t much care for my career plans.”

      “Fundraising?” Jeffrey asked.

      “No, acting. I was a drama major at Point Park. It was all I’d ever wanted to do. He thought I was a dreamer, not that he put me down. He thought success on the stage was less about talent than luck. Perhaps he was right.” Bill turned from the window. “He never questioned my talent but was concerned about my future.”

      He looked at Jeffrey for his reaction. When he got none, he said, “I landed this fundraising job. The pay’s poor, and I’m not sure how effective I am. The arts are tough. People think the price of a ticket covers our costs. It doesn’t come close. Without donors…”

      “Was he happier about that line of work?”

      “He didn’t say. That wasn’t his way. But he seemed pleased I was bringing in a steady paycheck.” He peered into his empty mug. “It’s funny how things worked out. He was always the breadwinner. Now my sister and I are employed.”

      “What does she do?”

      “Christie’s a professor of American studies at Smith College. Pretty good for thirty-two, don’t you think?”

      “Did that impress your father?”

      The man stared at Jeffrey as though he hadn’t been listening. “The only person my father impressed was himself.” Parker shook his head as though warding off a thought. “That’s too harsh. Don’t get me wrong. He loved us, sent us to college, and let us follow our own paths, even if they weren’t what he wanted for us. He could be a hard man, but he was fair. None of us is perfect.”

      He clasped his hands and bent as though in prayer. “I will miss him.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll be late,” Lydia said. “Give your parents my regrets.”

      “That bad?” Calvin said.

      “Worse, and not a clue who’s done it.”

      “We’ll see you when you get here. Tommy’s taking Howie out for a walk. I’m cooking out on the deck.”

      Howie was the West Highland terrier bequeathed her by the father of her late lover. Lydia paid Tommy, a fatherless neighborhood boy whom Calvin had informally adopted, to walk him twice a day. He’d offered to do it for free, but Lydia had insisted. Anna, his mother, was a good friend who showered them with homemade food whenever she got the chance. A diabetic, her meals were always healthy. Lydia liked her for that but loved her for her friendship and bright spirit.

      “Everyone’s taken care of except for yours truly,” she said.

      “You want to tell me what was bothering you this afternoon?” Calvin asked.

      “No es importante.”

      “All right,” he replied. “Suffer in silence.”

      She gave him a laugh she didn’t feel, told him she loved him, and ran off as they reached the door of the Schuster house.

      “I’m fixing dinner,” Joanne said. Her eyes were red, and she carried a crumpled tissue in her hand. “I’m making extra for Lois and Bill.”

      “This will take a minute. We can speak while you cook.”

      The neighbor backed into her home, raising her eyebrows in an exaggerated display of annoyance. Her husband sat at the kitchen counter nursing a glass of red wine. “Can I get you anything?” he said.

      “No, thanks,” Jeffrey said. He removed his camera and gave the pair the same explanation for recording their interview he’d provided to Bill Parker. “How long have you known the deceased?”

      “The deceased?” Ron Schuster said. “Christ! His name was Steven.”

      “How long have you been acquainted?”

      Joanne responded, “We bought this house—what, Ron?—twelve years ago. Lois welcomed us with a big casserole. We’ve been friends ever since.”

      “The closest,” her husband said and gulped from his glass.

      “Put that down. You don’t need to finish the bottle.” She turned to the detectives. “He’s upset. We both are. Lois is my dearest friend.”

      “You were also friendly with them?” Jeffrey asked the husband.

      “Very close,” her husband said.

      “They golfed together. Tell him, Ron.”

      “We hung out. Made up a foursome with a couple of others. Took in a few Pirates games.” He pulled the bottle toward him.

      “Did he have any enemies?” Lydia asked, eager to break through the back and forth between the pair.

      “How would I know? He kept to himself,” Ron said. Was he always this belligerent, or was the alcohol talking?

      “Everyone liked Steven,” she said. “He was a local celebrity.” She reached for another tissue, sobbed into it, then cast three chicken breasts into a sauté pan, flinching as the grease hit her arm.

      “Everyone,” Ron said.

      Joanne shot him a look of contempt. “It had to be a random thing. Nothing like this happens in our neighborhood. Not to someone like Steven. It scares the hell out of me.”

      They jockeyed with the pair for another ten minutes, but Joanne was consumed with frying the chicken while Ron, ignoring her instructions, polished off the bottle and opened a replacement.

      “What have we learned?” Jeffrey said as they returned to their cruisers.

      “Not a damned thing. He’s drunk, she’s preoccupied, and Officer Barnes says none of the other neighbors saw a thing. The garage opens on McMonagle, and no homes front on the street for a block in either direction. We have no eyes or cameras on the murder scene.”

      “And everyone loved the victim.”

      “Everyone except his wife,” she said, reviewing her conversation with the widow. “And she and her son are accounted for.”
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      Lydia awoke before Calvin or his parents. She made herself a cup of espresso and perched on the barstool while she jotted notes on a yellow pad. Bill Parker had given her the name of his father’s agent, and she’d left a message on his voicemail. She’d speak to whoever organized the book fair to get a list of other authors at the event. This being a Sunday, she’d have to wait until one o’clock when the library opened, and it might be difficult to reach potential witnesses. She hoped she and her partner didn’t have to interview every writer, but they had to start somewhere.

      “Any leads?” Calvin placed a beefy hand on her neck and gave her a ten-second massage.

      “Apart from an affair fifteen years ago, he seems to have had a blameless life. Everyone loved him, or so we’re led to believe.”

      “Speak no ill of the dead,” he said.

      “And leave nothing for us to go on.” She brewed a pot of coffee then cracked eggs into a Pyrex pan, sliced mushrooms and sautéed them for a half minute, added milk, cheese, and broccoli, shoving the stirred mixture into the oven. “If you and your dad want sausage, it’s up to you.”

      Ben rumbled in and collapsed into a chair at the breakfast table. “Bad night?” Calvin asked him.

      “I only sleep well in my own bed,” he replied.

      Lydia poured him a cup of coffee. Ben carried it into the living room, turning the television set loud enough to awaken neighbors. As she set the table, Lydia heard a KDKA reporter detail what was known about the crime writer’s murder. “County police say Parker’s wife discovered the body when she returned from an afternoon with a friend. They’ve questioned friends and neighbors but so far have no leads. Parker had long been a crime reporter for⁠—”

      “Hey,” Ben called, “it’s you.”

      Lydia followed the sound of his voice and caught a fleeting image of her walking away from the camera toward the Schuster’s residence. “You want me to back it up?”

      “No, thanks,” she said with a chuckle. “It’s not my best side.”

      “You’re working on this murder?”

      “She’s in charge of it, Dad.”

      Ben turned toward her, his eyes round and his mouth open. “You investigate things like this?”

      “She’s a homicide detective,” Calvin said. “It’s her job, and she’s good at it.”

      “Well!” he said. Lydia was certain this was not the first time Ben had heard this, but with an active case being splashed across the television screen, it registered. “Will you find the killer?”

      “That’s why they’re paying me,” she said. “Come on. Let’s get you fed.”

      He followed her into the kitchen, sat at the foot of the table, and watched as she freed a slice of casserole from the pan. “And she cooks,” he said
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