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Prologue

Ed Herrick was playing out the string, waiting patiently to die.

He was two days past his eighty-fifth birthday when I interviewed him on the back porch of a two-story frame house that was as worn and sagging under its own weight as its owner. It was a slate gray morning, cool for June, and the leaves on the sugar maples had turned up in anticipation of the storm that would blow through the Upper Ohio River Valley later that morning. We sat on a pair of paint-starved rocking chairs and watched the waters of Wheeling Creek churn under the Blaine Hill Bridge on the old National Road. It was the house in which Herrick had been born, lived, and planned to die. He seemed to be grateful for my company, even if it was to discuss the murder of his youngest child.

Herrick had rheumy eyes and features that had been sharpened by age. Translucent skin stretched taut over hands that were flecked with wine spots and appeared to have the fragility of butterfly wings. A fine line of tobacco juice flowed like a slow leak from the crevice that stretched from the corner of his mouth to his stubbled chin. He smelled faintly of urine, the tang of stale testosterone, and the chewing tobacco that was crammed into his jaw. He called it “my last vice.”

“The doctor won’t let me have whiskey no more,” he said, rubbing at his belly. “I got bad ulcers. You ever had an ulcer?” I told him I had not. “The doc didn’t have to do a lot of convincin’. You don’t want whiskey with an ulcer, I can tell you that, but I sure do miss it.”

He was sickly thin, a feature exaggerated by a baggy red and black checked flannel shirt that was worn thin and white around his bony elbows and green pants that were cinched tight at the waist, the excess leather from the belt lying limp between his thighs. He had outlived his wife, two daughters, and his savings. On several occasions during our talk, his sunken eyes filled with tears and he groaned that he was tired of living and wanted “to go see Mom and the girls.”

Periodically, I would lose him. His eyes would drift out over the rushing waters and focus on a time and place to which I was not privy.  When he turned his head back to me, he would ask, “What was I talking about?” After one such lapse, he said, “It’s hell to get old.”

The death of Donna Herrick weighed heavily upon him, wearing down his bones and his will to live. He wished he could reverse time and go back and save his daughter. Not once in two decades had he stopped blaming himself for her death. It was an absurd supposition. How does one stop the wanton action of an unknown killer? You don’t. But he was a father. It had been his duty to protect his little girl, and in his mind he had failed. He had held that belief since the day they had found her body, and he would surely take it to his grave. When his daughter needed him most, he wasn’t there. “I buried my wife and that was bad, but nothing hurts like the pain of burying a child.”

Donna Herrick had been young and a bit of a hellion with a quick smile and a lust for life. She was the youngest of his four children, a surprise that came fourteen years after the son that he and his wife believed would be their last. Ed Herrick was forty-eight when Donna was born, and by his own admission wasn’t as strict with her as he had been with the older children. By the time Donna was fifteen and hitting her hormonal stride, her father was sixty-three and out of gas.

“She was my wild child,” Herrick said. “She wasn’t a bad girl, but ornery as all hell, always pushing the limits. When she was little, she would always fight with the boys; she was a scrapper, that one. When she got a little older and found out she had something boys wanted, things changed. She was fearless; wasn’t afraid of a damn thing. I always figured that was what got her killed.” He pulled a balled-up, yellowed handkerchief from his hip pocket and dabbed at his eyes and blew his nose. “Donna always said that she wanted to be a movie star. She used to say, ‘Pops, someday I’m going to be famous.’ Well, she is, but for the wrong reason.” He looked out over the water and slowly shook his head. “I still miss her—every damned day.”

On July 17, 1993, a Saturday, Donna Herrick left her job at an automobile parts distribution warehouse south of Wheeling, West Virginia, and drove back across the Ohio River to the three-bedroom ranch in St. Clairsville that she was renting with two friends from high school. Donna cranked up a Def Leppard CD and the three young women laughed, sang into their hair brushes, made piña coladas in the blender, and smoked a couple of blunts before heading back across the river around nine o’clock to make the circuit of the clubs on Wheeling Island—the Merriment, Lou’s Voo Doo, and Tin Pan Alley. Donna was twenty-three and loving life, dancing and drinking; it was another raucous Saturday night on the island. The last time her friends remembered seeing Donna, she was at the bar at the Merriment. She had a cigarette in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other. No one saw her talking to anyone particular. No one saw her leave.

She was there.

And then she wasn’t.

Some forty miles to the west along Interstate 70, Piedmont Lake was overflowing its banks and spilling into the surrounding lowlands, filling the marshes and backwater inlets. These coves normally drew just enough water to create fetid mud bogs that supported little more than moss, sickly honey locust trees, and water moccasins. But after three days of rain the swollen lake had filled the back bays, including an inlet on its western edge near where Township Highway 357 dead-ends, the remainder of its southern route lost to the depths when Stillwater Creek was dammed in 1937 to create Piedmont Lake. The moss that had thrived in that dank inlet rose on the floodwaters, creating an emerald pool that shimmered when the sun finally showed itself on the morning of July 24, a week after Donna had disappeared.

It was just a few hours later when Merle Dresbach parked a Ford pickup truck that was more primer than paint along the berm of Highway 357. He and his grandson, Nick, grabbed a tackle box and two rods from the bed of the pickup and maneuvered over a sodden path that led to the water. Merle had his fishing gear in one hand and two sack lunches in the other.

By the time I started looking into the death of Donna Herrick, Merle Dresbach was fifteen years gone, having succumbed to black lung, the consequence of four decades spent mining coal deep beneath the hills of eastern Ohio. But his grandson remembered that day, if only through the eyes of a boy who was barely six. He remembered following his grandfather down the path and trying to step in the footprints left by his work boots, which seemed gigantic to him. The overgrown grass and foxtail were still soaked from the rain and they bent over the path like the arched roof of a cathedral, brushing against the young boy’s face like so many wet paintbrushes. He remembered his grandfather stopping suddenly, dropping the lunches and the rods and tackle box, its contents of lures, hooks, and orange bobbers spilling over the damp soil.

“My grandpa was a pretty tough old bird, but when he saw that girl in the water, that really spooked him,” said Nick Dresbach. “He didn’t think I’d seen anything, but I did. I was little and there was a gap in the cattails, and I could see right through it. I saw that girl floating on the water; she was face down and her black hair was fanned out in a perfect circle. It was floating on the moss like a halo.”

She was naked from the waist down and had been strangled with a dirty, rawhide shoe lace.

His grandfather scooped Nick up in his arms and ran, his diseased lungs pulling hard for air and producing a strained wheezing. Nick remembered being disappointed that they weren’t going fishing and how his grandfather’s white knuckles wrapped around the steering wheel as they sped to a nearby house to call the sheriff.

The sphere of interest in Donna Herrick’s murder was centered in the Upper Ohio River Valley. Reporters came to Ed Herrick’s house for interviews and asked for photographs to accompany their articles, and for the next week stories of her death dominated the front page above the fold. But a story works its way out of a newspaper in concentric circles, like a pebble dropped in a still pond, or a body dropped in a man-made reservoir. Other people die in car crashes, mayors and city councils clash, a highway construction worker is crushed to death in Yorkville. The latest victim is always the star. Donna Herrick’s connection to an even larger evil had yet to be discovered, so the headlines faded. She was buried in a hillside plot in the Catholic cemetery overlooking the little town of Lafferty, and her life began to drift in memory except for those who had loved her.

The Belmont County sheriff assigned two deputies to the case. But where does one go when there are no witnesses and precious little physical evidence? And, after all, it wasn’t like Donna was the daughter of a state senator or bank president. Her daddy had worked in a glass factory in Bellaire. As the stories disappeared from the newspaper, so did the leads into the sheriff’s department, and soon Donna Herrick’s file yellowed in a steel cabinet.

It would be another five months before a deer hunter found the body of a second woman, Betsy Bergen, in a thicket near the Old Egypt Cemetery. She was naked, with ligature marks on her neck and a green Christmas scarf with embroidered red reindeer lying at her feet. Then came the spring thaw and the badly decomposed remains of a third woman—to this day unidentified—was found in a stand of cattails on the western shore of Piedmont Lake near the 4-H camp. Seven months later, turkey hunters would find the body of Anne Touvell lashed to an elm tree near Egypt North Road; she had been garroted with baling wire that remained embedded in her neck.

The Egypt Valley Wildlife Area is a protected expanse of more than eighteen thousand acres in eastern Ohio. It was named for the extinct farming town of Egypt, which had grown up around a flour mill that pioneer James Lloyd erected near the banks of Stillwater Creek in 1826. The little town had a school, general store, post office, and a Baltimore & Ohio Railroad train station, but not much else. Egypt disappeared sometime in the early 1900s when the surrounding farmland, known as the Egypt Valley, was purchased by the coal companies, and the vast majority of the Allegheny Plateau was stripped away. The wildlife area was reclaimed after strip mining operations had extracted the last of the Pittsburgh No. 8 coal seam that lay beneath the surface. The dense Egypt Valley Wildlife Area horseshoes Piedmont Lake, a 2,270-acre reservoir with thirty-eight miles of shoreline.

The Egypt Valley was wild, isolated, and full of timber, brush, and concealed inlets. In short, it was the ideal place to dump a body.

It was a newspaper editor at the Ohio Valley Journal, Mitch Malone, who finally discovered the pattern. He began researching unsolved murders and documented eleven deaths—all women—over a five-year period. The victims, he noticed, were largely disposable members of society—prostitutes, drug addicts, petty criminals, and the occasional wild child, like Donna Herrick. He presented his findings in an award-winning series of stories in which he dubbed the killer, the “Egypt Valley Strangler.” Newspapers all over the country picked up Malone’s stories, and the remote Egypt Valley of eastern Ohio and its strangler became known to all.

Malone’s series of stories ended, but the killings did not.

Sheriff’s offices and small police departments along the Interstate 70 corridor began comparing notes and looking at old case files.

They had a problem.

The strangler continued to use the Egypt Valley as his killing grounds. Frustrated sheriffs called in the FBI for assistance, but they were no more successful than the locals. The national media descended on the little towns of Flushing, Hendrysburg, Holloway, and Sewellsville, interviewing residents. Some speculated it was a local man, a hunter perhaps, someone familiar with the woods and terrain. Others suggested an over-the-road trucker who passed through the area on occasion. In the four years after Malone’s series of stories, another seven women—making eighteen in all—would be found in or near the Egypt Valley.

The murderer’s ability to ply his craft with impunity was an embarrassment to law enforcement. Thus, it was with great fanfare in late October of 2001 that they announced they had their man.

This, however, did little to ease the troubled mind of Ed Herrick. He used a yellowed nail to pick at a chip of paint that was arching its back on the arm of his chair. “I’ll die not knowing for sure what really happened, who really killed her,” he said. “They say it was that one fella, that white supremacist boy, but I don’t think they know for sure. I think they wanted to clear up all those murders, so they blamed ’em on him, and that was that. Case closed. It’s important for fellas like you to find the killer. That’s what you do. I don’t worry about it anymore. I don’t know if he did or he didn’t. Either way, it doesn’t bring my daughter back, does it? She’s gone, and I understand that he’ll be gone pretty soon, too. I suspect I’ll be dead not long after that. Maybe I’ll find out what really happened when I get to the other side.”
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The higher you climb in the justice system, the less interaction you have with the Ed Herricks of the world, the victims, the individuals left to pick up the pieces and whose lives are forever broken by the cruelty of others. The day I drove to eastern Ohio and interviewed Ed Herrick and Nick Dresbach was the first time I felt like I had done legitimate investigative work in the nearly three years since I was elected attorney general of the state of Ohio. I had been dealing with the so-called elite of the criminal justice system, the white-collar stuff, graft, misspent campaign funds, scams. The men—they’re always men—I dealt with wouldn’t sully their hands with a Saturday night special, but they had no compunction about bilking an eighty-year-old widow out of her life savings.

Losing a life savings, however, is nothing like having a cop show up at your front door and tell you that your daughter has been found face down in a lake. For that reason, law-enforcement professionals tend to dehumanize the victims. They push to the outside limits of their consciousness the photographic images of the victim’s smile or tales of their tenderness. They treat their cases as if they are complicated puzzles to be solved and devoid of humanity. It is a coping mechanism that keeps them from losing their minds with grief.

I had done it many times. I immersed myself in the technical, scientific, and legal machinations of the case in order to put a man in prison or see him sentenced to death. But at some point, I would find myself across the table from a grieving father or wife seeking answers for their loss, my technical world colliding with their raw emotions.

That is why I became a prosecutor. I sought justice for those who could not fight for themselves, either because they were dead or because they were survivors thrust into the violent world of predation. Regardless of my motivations, the worst part of the job was dealing with the Ed Herricks of the world, those souls who would go to their graves with a hole in their heart as real and ravaged as one from a bullet.

As I drove back to my office that day, I was oddly rejuvenated by the misery of Ed Herrick. I had shared in his pain at the loss of a woman who would be perpetually twenty-three and full of life, and it was a reawakening. I remembered what I had been born to do, and once again my life had real purpose.


ONE

Four days earlier.

Eight weeks and one day before the scheduled execution of Lester Paul Yates.

Be careful of what you wish for in this life.

I dreamed of the day that I would be Ohio’s attorney general—the most powerful law-enforcement authority in the state.

I have now ascended to the throne.

And I have never been more miserable.

From my corner office on the thirty-second floor of the Rhodes State Office Tower, the city of Columbus and the plains of central Ohio spread out before me. To the west, the Scioto River bends south and starts its trek to meet the Ohio. To the south is the state capitol building, the gray lady, and beyond that the orange neon and moving white lights of the Ohio Theatre marquee. I was at my office each morning by seven and frequently drank my first cup of coffee while watching the city stir to life.

I could see the skyline through my own reflection on the tinted windows. There were mornings when I wasn’t sure I liked the man staring back at me. It was not the creases that ran away from the corners of my eyes, the flecks of gray or the softening of the jowls that I found troubling. It was my eyes, and it was what I didn’t see that troubled me.

They had lost their fire.

There had been a time in my not-too-distant past when, as a county prosecutor, I arrived at work every morning with an inferno in my eyes and my belly. Like a burning ember that fades from bright orange to gray ash, my fire slowly dissipated over the months I sat in the office of the Ohio attorney general. The Peter Principle states that we rise to our own level of incompetence. I don’t believe I am incompetent. I believe I have risen to my own level of complete boredom and uselessness. Once, I was good at putting bad guys in jail. Now, I’m a bureaucrat and a politician, which is about one step above the scum I used to prosecute.

I campaigned hard and fought to be Ohio’s attorney general, but once in office it didn’t take long for me to realize how ill-suited I was for the job. I’d won the election because of my reputation as a no-nonsense prosecuting attorney. I once held press conferences to announce the arrest of suspected murderers and serial rapists. My last press conference as attorney general had been to announce a class-action suit against an out-of-state travel agency that had bilked Ohioans out of thousands of dollars with bogus vacation packages.

There were times when I fantasized about finishing my term and returning to Akron and again running for prosecutor. And those plans might have been set in place, were it not for Big Jim Wilinski.

Big Jim was the governor. He was in his second term and wildly popular. He was a former all-American tight end for the Ohio State Buckeyes and a four-time All-Pro with the Chicago Bears. Big Jim had chiseled good looks, hands the size of stop signs, and an Appalachian Ohio twang that he could summon on command when it played well with voters. He was a staunch conservative who had cut individual taxes, lowered regulations and corporate taxes, and attracted thousands of new, blue-collar jobs to his Rust Belt state. This had made him the darling of the national Republican Party and a favorite to win the nomination for president in 2008, if he decided to run. He acted noncommittal, but even a blind man could see he was prepping for a presidential campaign. He had the looks, the smarts, and most important, the ego.

A year earlier, I attended a fundraiser with Big Jim. After he had tossed back a few Wild Turkeys, he walked me off to a corner, draped an arm the girth of a sewer pipe around my shoulder, and said, “Padnah, when I get elected president of these here U-nited States, I’m going to need an attorney general, someone I know, someone I can trust.” He winked and clicked his cheek a couple of times. “You know who that will be, don’t you?”  With his left arm he squeezed my shoulder with the grip of a python, and with the index finger of his right hand poked me three times on the breastbone. “That would be you, padnah.”

Hutchinson Van Buren, Attorney General of the United States of America.

I do not like the bureaucracy and partisan politics that exist in Columbus, Ohio. God only knows what it would be like in Washington, DC. But I am not without ambition and vanity. While I would be happier putting away criminals in Akron, Ohio, I won’t deny the allure of being the top law-enforcement officer in the nation. Thus, I decided that when Big Jim Wilinski won the presidency, I would firmly grab hold of his coattails and ride them all the way to Washington, DC.

After all, I was his padnah.

[image: image]

It was eight o’clock on a gray morning in Columbus.

That is to say, it was a typical day. It’s almost always gray in Columbus, a city that ranks high when dermatologists come out with their annual ranking of best places to live, based on a gloom factor of how many days you fail to see the sun. Columbus usually ranks right behind Seattle and Portland. I’m guessing the number of people who don’t die of skin cancer is offset by those with seasonal affective disorder who commit suicide, but at least they die with nice skin.

From my office, I could hear Margaret Benning in the lobby setting up for the day. At quarter after eight, she walked through my door. In her right hand was a printout of the day’s schedule and in the left a stenographer’s pad on which to write the various assignments that she would distribute to the staff at my behest.

Margaret had been with me since I was first elected prosecutor in Summit County in 1996 and was the only member of my former staff to follow me to Columbus. She is black, about five-foot-four-inches tall and just as wide (she refers to herself as “sturdy”), profoundly religious, and a heavy-handed single mother. She’s also the most loyal human being on God’s earth and protects my privacy and schedule with the ferocity of a pit bull. SEAL Team 6 couldn’t get past her without an appointment. She’s put up with me through at least four relationships, none of which ended well, including a torrid fling with my former campaign manager that ended in more flames than Mt. Vesuvius. Margaret serves as my moral compass and over the years has spent considerable time trying to protect me from my own bad judgment, particularly where women were concerned.

For example, a year earlier, an attorney in our crime victim services section requested a meeting to discuss funding issues. She was blonde, had legs that started just below her rib cage, and was as flirtatious as she was beautiful. She also was half my age. She was playing up to me because I was the attorney general, and I had the power to enhance her career. I knew this, but I still absorbed her flattery for a full thirty minutes. Not a minute after she left my office, Margaret came in and closed the door behind her. She beelined for my desk, her brows barreling down on her forehead like a hawk locked in on a bunny.

“What?” I asked.

“Don’t you what me, Hutchinson Van Buren,” she said, an index finger shaking in front of her face. “You keep your distance from Little Miss Sugar Britches.”

“Little Miss Sugar Britches” was Margaret’s catchall name for all of my exes and potential future exes.

“Margaret, I don’t have any intention of snuggling up with one of my employees.”

“Uh-huh. Let’s hope not. Do I need to remind you what happens when men elected to powerful offices start messing around and can’t keep their pants on?”

“Nothing good,” I said.

“That’s right. Nothing good. Don’t forget that I moved here from Akron for you, and I’m not losing this job because you can’t keep it in your shorts.”

[image: image]

On this morning, Margaret was wearing a purple skirt and a floral blouse and smelled heavily of lilac, her favorite scent.

“Good morning, Margaret,” I said.

“G’ morning, Mr. V,” she replied. She set her pad on the edge of my desk but didn’t hand me the schedule, which was her usual routine. “You’re not going to be happy about this.”

I reached, and she slipped the paper between my thumb and index finger. She had blocked out nine o’clock to noon. Next to it, she had made the notation, Leadership meeting with Governor Wilinski.

I could feel my right eye start to twitch. “When did this happen?”

“There was a message from his assistant on my phone when I got in.”

My voice climbed. “He calls and expects me to drop everything and come running?”

Margaret planted her fists on her ample hips and said, “Don’t you raise your voice at me. I didn’t schedule the meeting.” She picked the receiver off my phone and held it out to me. “If you’ve got a beef, call the governor.”

I took the receiver from her and set it back in the cradle. “I didn’t raise my voice.”

Her eyes widened. She was thrice divorced and had three teenage boys. Margaret Benning was used to the denials of men. “Oh, you raised your voice. Trust me.”

I smiled and motioned for her to sit down. “My humble apologies, Margaret,” I said.

“Accepted.” She opened her pad. “So, what do we want to get done today?”

I rattled off a half-dozen assignments for Margaret. Before returning to her desk, Margaret would rattle off the list of people who wanted a piece of my time that day. The list was usually substantial. I told her which ones to slot for that afternoon, which to slot later in the week, and which to hand off to one of my lieutenants. “Anything else?” I asked.

“One more thing. There’s a gentleman in the lobby who wants to talk to you, too.”

“Who is he?”

She looked at her notebook. “His name is Reno Moretti.”

“Reno Moretti,” I said out loud, feeling the creases building across my forehead. “Reno Moretti. Reno Moretti. I know that name. Who is he? What’s he want?”

“He was waiting in the outer lobby when I got here. He said he’s a prison guard at the Northeast Ohio Correctional Facility in Youngstown. He won’t say what he wants to talk to you about, only that it’s an extremely urgent matter.”

“I’ve got this meeting with the governor.” I looked at Margaret and frowned. “Reno Moretti. I should know that name.” I shrugged. “See if there’s someone else who can help him.”

“Already suggested that, but he won’t have any of it. He said he needs to talk to you. Says he’ll wait as long as it takes.”

I rubbed at my temples. “This isn’t about a labor issue, is it?”

Margaret put two palms on my desk and leaned in toward me. “Since he won’t talk to anyone but you, Mr. Van Buren, how would I know that?”

“Point taken, Margaret. Bring him back, please. Tell him he can have ten minutes—max.”

A few moments later, Margaret opened the door and allowed Moretti into my office. I didn’t know what a stereotypical prison guard looked like, but I had spent enough years as a prosecutor to spot a cop when I saw one. The moment he entered my office he began consuming his surroundings the way a cop surveys a crime scene, his eyes darting from wall to wall. He walked with the easy, fluid amble of an athlete, though he was carrying an extra twenty pounds around the waist and had dull yellow nicotine stains on his index and middle fingers. He looked uncomfortable in a navy suit that stretched tight across his shoulders. As I stood and walked out from behind my desk, he surveyed me as he had his environment, like a fighter measuring an opponent. He was a shade under six feet, had the flattened nose of a street brawler, and close-cropped black hair that was quickly losing dominance to the gray. His jaw was broad and a scar, stark white against his olive skin, ran from his lip to his nostril. Under his left arm were a pair of three-ring binders.

I extended my hand. “Hutchinson Van Buren, Mr. Moretti. Nice to meet you.”

He shook my hand and said, “I apologize for showing up without an appointment, but it’s a matter that I didn’t want to become public knowledge. I appreciate you taking the time to meet with me.” His hands were broad across the knuckles and his grip strong. I have long believed that a man’s hands and wrists are indicators of physical strength. Reno Moretti possessed a raw-boned strength, not the kind you get in a gym, but the kind the good Lord bestows upon you at birth. He was a man you wanted on your side if things got rough. No doubt; he was a cop. And one I thought I should know. He looked familiar but gave no indication that we had ever met.

He sat down without being invited and set the black binders on the corner of my desk. “I know you’re a busy man, Mr. Van Buren, so I’ll try to make this quick. Are you familiar with Lester Yates?”

“Of course, the Egypt Valley Strangler.”

“Or so they claim. Have you read much about the case?”

“I confess that I don’t personally handle the death penalty cases at this level, but I am peripherally familiar with it, yes. What about it?”

“You’re a proponent of the death penalty, right?”

“I think that’s pretty well documented.”

“Then you should be very concerned about putting Lester Yates to death, because he did not kill Danielle Quinn. And just so you know, I’m a death penalty guy, too. Lester’s an innocent man.”

“Okay, I’ll bite. How do you know that?”

“About a year ago, I began working the night shift at the prison as a guard. There are a half dozen Death Row inmates on my block. Yates is one of them; he’s an insomniac. He’s up all night pacing around his cell; he’s crazy scared to die. We talk a lot. He told me his story. I know how cons lie, and I was skeptical at first. But I listened. I’ve been around murderers and thugs my entire professional life, and I’m telling you this guy doesn’t fit the bill. They said he was guilty of killing eighteen women, and I have a hard time believing he’s capable of squashing a bug, let alone be a serial killer.”

“It takes more than a hunch to overturn a death penalty.”

“I think what’s in these binders is compelling, but I’ve got more information that might interest you. I’ve also got a snitch at the prison who works in our library, and we’ve worked out a little system where he leaves me notes hidden in a book. Obviously, that’s information I would prefer you keep to yourself.” I nodded. “There’s a guy in general pop named Herman Fenicks, a nasty sort who got arrested for trying to strangle a prostitute somewhere in northeast Ohio. He likes to brag that he’s killed women all over the Midwest. Apparently, he particularly likes offing prostitutes. He was a truck driver and told my snitch that he would sometimes dump bodies near a lake just off of Interstate 70.”

“Do you think it’s just talk, or do you think there’s something to it?”

“Hard to tell with the cons. They’ll lie when it’s easier to tell the truth and brag if it gives them cred in the yard. Mostly, it’s what my gut tells me about Yates. He just doesn’t fit the mold, so I started looking into it on my own.” He opened up the first binder to an index on the first page. The sections inside were tabbed and neat. It was an impressive piece of work. It contained arrest records, trial transcripts, newspaper clippings, transcripts of interviews, and photocopies of the victims’ rap sheets and photos.

I flipped through the pages. “How long have you been working on this?”

“About eight months.”

“It’s impressive.”

Moretti reached across the table and flipped open a section near the front of the binder. “Here are a couple of things I think are important.” His index finger ran down a page of bulleted items.


• While Yates was supposedly involved in eighteen murders, no physical evidence linked him to any of the victims, including the woman he was convicted of strangling, Danielle Quinn.

• Yates had no known connection to Quinn or any of the other victims.

• Authorities originally said Yates was responsible for as many as twenty deaths attributed to the Egypt Valley Strangler. Yet, two other strangulation murders—Carla Antigo and Melody Ann Zwick—were eventually solved and two other men convicted.

• After Yates was arrested and incarcerated, there were as many as three other women strangled in the area.

• If he was the Egypt Valley Strangler, he would have killed his first victim when he was seventeen years old.

• Yates worked in a cement factory. On the day that Danielle Quinn was reported missing, he clocked in at 6 a.m. and spent most of the day making three separate runs to a pour for a church parking lot in Mount Pleasant, Ohio. He worked nearly five hours of overtime and clocked out at 6:43 p.m. 



Moretti looked up and said, “Nothing matches up.”

“Just because he was working the day she disappeared doesn’t mean he didn’t run into her later and kill her.”

“If that’s the case, it means she left work and was roaming the woods of the Egypt Valley all day waiting for him to show up and strangle her.”

I flipped through a few pages. “How did Yates become a suspect?”

“About a month after her body was discovered, he got caught using her credit card trying to buy fishing gear in a sporting goods store. The card had been tagged, and the clerk called the cops.”

“How in God’s name did he think he could get away with using a woman’s credit card?”

Moretti smiled; the scar at the corner of his mouth fish-hooked. “Lester’s not the sharpest tool in the shop. He found the card and thought the name was Daniel. Her driver’s license was in the purse, but he didn’t make the connection. Prisons are generally not populated with members of Mensa.”

I flipped through the pages of the binder and found the testimony of the county sheriff. I pointed to a passage where the sheriff, who I knew quite well, testified that after Yates was apprehended with the murdered woman’s credit card, they found her purse during a search of his motorcycle gang’s clubhouse.

“Lester said he found the purse in a thicket of reeds at Piedmont Lake when he was fishing. He had no idea it belonged to someone who had been murdered.”

“Do you believe that?”

He reached across the table and tapped a photocopy of a newspaper story with an index finger. “First of all, the cops called it a gang clubhouse. You know what it was? It was an old chicken coop out behind his family’s farmhouse where he and his buddies hung out. I drove down and checked it out. Think about this, Mr. Van Buren. Here’s this supposed criminal mastermind, the Egypt Valley Strangler, the guy who evaded police for eight years without leaving a shred of evidence, and then suddenly he decides to use a victim’s credit card to buy a fishing rod and casually leaves her purse on a table, in a chicken coop, on his family’s property. No logical person could believe Lester Yates is the same guy who murdered those women.”

“Didn’t his defense attorney bring up any of this?”

Moretti waved at the air. “This poor schmuck had a public defender and got the worst representation in the history of the criminal justice system. Read the transcripts. It was pitiful. The guy didn’t challenge anything. Lester might as well have defended himself.”

I flipped through the pages. “Does Yates have any priors?”

“Yeah, one. For assault.”

“Female?”

“Yep.”

I squinted at Moretti. “That’s not good.”

“I asked him about it. He said it was a dustup in high school. He was charged with aggravated assault, but pled to simple assault and got probation.”

“Still, he attacked a woman.”

“Technically, yes. But he didn’t kill one.”

Margaret walked through the door and tapped her wristwatch. “Are you going to keep the governor waiting?” she asked.

I’d lost track of time. “Can I keep these binders?”

“I made them for you.”

“Good, good. Thanks. I’ll give them a good read.” I reached down behind my desk and grabbed my portfolio. “Come on. Walk with me.”

We took the elevator to the ground floor and began walking toward the governor’s office on South High Street. “Help me out here, Mr. Moretti. What’s your motivation?”

“I like Lester, and I feel sorry for him. He got set up and he’s going to pay with his life. Nobody wants to see an innocent man get executed. If he rides the needle, eventually the truth is going to come out and that’ll be the end of the death penalty in Ohio. The do-gooders will be dancing in the streets. I like the governor. He seems like a stand-up guy. I hear he’s running for president.”

“That’s the rumor.”

“Well, you tell him this. How’s a man running for president going to explain to the American people that an innocent man, a sad sack like Lester Yates, was executed on his watch?”

I looked at Moretti. “Good point.” We stopped in front of the Riffe Center. “Do you think the real killer is still out there?”

Moretti shrugged. “Who knows? From what I know about serial killers, they don’t magically turn over a new leaf. Generally, they don’t stop killing until they get caught or die. The last woman to be found strangled in the Egypt Valley was a woman named Nancy Lehman in 2004. That was more than three years after Yates was convicted. The murders didn’t stop, but the cops don’t have an explanation for that, and they don’t want to talk about it. How can they claim to have captured and convicted the Egypt Valley Strangler when more women were killed? They want Lester to take the fall so they can pat themselves on the back and hand out the medals.”

“Where does Yates stand in his appeals?”

“He doesn’t. He’s out of appeals. His case is headed to the parole board on a clemency request. If they deny it, his only chance is a reprieve by the governor.”

“The governor has never blocked an execution.”

“He better start. If not, they’re going to execute an innocent man. If there’s no interest on your part, you can tell the governor that I’m taking it to the media.”

I reached out and shook Moretti’s hand. “Let me ask you a question: Have we ever met?”

“Before today, no.”

I shook my head. “You look like someone I ought to know.”

“I get that sometimes.”

“Thanks for bringing this to my attention, Mr. Moretti. You have my word that I’ll look into it.”

As I turned to walk into the Riffe Center, Moretti said, “By the way, Mr. Van Buren, you know who the sheriff was who arrested Yates, don’t you?”

I nodded. “Oh, yes.”

“I read the articles about him in the newspaper. He was pounding his chest and acting like this paragon of justice. I’ll tell you what he did. He picked on a guy who couldn’t fight back. He knew Yates wasn’t the killer, but he wanted that notch on his gun belt. He wanted to be the guy who put away the Egypt Valley Strangler.”


TWO

It was ten before nine when I got off the elevator on the thirtieth floor of the Riffe Center. I said good morning to the receptionist and nodded at the Ohio state trooper who was stationed outside the entrance to the governor’s office. Sitting in his office at the far end of the suite was the governor’s chief of staff, Alfonso Majestro.

I did not like Alfonso, though I feigned civility.

Alfonso didn’t like me either, but was a less skilled actor.

He had arranged his desk so he could see everyone who entered the suite. On this day, he was sporting a white shirt starched to the rigidity of cardboard and a green and gold necktie, and his usual dour personality. He pretended to be busy when I entered the suite.

“Hey, Alfonso,” I said, forcing him to lift his eyes and acknowledge my presence, which he did with the slightest of nods. This irritated him, which is exactly why I did it every time I walked past his office.

Alfonso Majestro had a compressed head with round cheeks and a pointed nose that gave his face the unfortunate resemblance to a ferret. He was small in stature, maybe five-seven and one hundred and thirty pounds, a moustache that a fourteen-year-old would have been ashamed of, and he had the tiniest feet I’d ever seen on a grown man. People who worked with Alfonso and didn’t like him, and that number was substantial, joked that he bought his shoes at Stride Rite. That was one of the kinder things they said.

He was the least popular member of the governor’s cabinet, which didn’t bother Alfonso Majestro in the least. He was fond of saying, “I didn’t come here to make friends.”

If that was the case, he was succeeding magnificently.

He had grown up in Martins Ferry, in the heart of the Ohio River Valley. It was a place where strength and athletic ability were revered, and he had been blessed with the body of a clarinet player. It had grated on him his entire adult life. I have long believed the fields of law enforcement and politics are full of frustrated individuals seeking power in order to extract revenge on a world they perceive as unfair because they were born without athletic talent or with a little ferret face. That was Alfonso Majestro.

I continued past the state trooper and into the conference room. I was the first to arrive.

While I technically wasn’t an underling of the governor, technically didn’t apply when you were dealing with James D. “Big Jim” Wilinski. If you were involved in Ohio Republican politics, you had better understand the ground rules. In Wilinski’s mind, everyone in state government was there to serve his needs. Period. The fact that I also was an elected official, and an important one, was of no significance to the governor. He was the alpha male. He expected undying loyalty, but there was no such thing as reciprocity where Wilinski was concerned. I was part of the club. However, if such a day came when I proved to be a liability or a deterrent to his political aspirations, he would toss me out like an undersized catch.

Wilinski was handsome, six-four, and you could land a small plane on his shoulders. He played professional football for ten years, then wisely retired while his body and brain were still intact. At age forty-nine, he still looked like he could suit up for the Bears. While in Chicago, he graduated from the Loyola University School of Law and married a local news anchor and former Miss Illinois. He returned to Ohio and practiced real estate law with a prestigious Columbus firm for five years, personally amassing the mineral rights to tens of thousands of acres in gas- and oil-rich Appalachian Ohio.

He ran for Congress as a Democrat in 1994, the same year he was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame. In the middle of his second term, he switched parties, announcing that the Democratic Party and what he called its “environmental lunatic fringe” no longer served the best interests of a southeast Ohio district packed with steelworkers and coal miners. He won a third term in Congress before his successful run for governor in 2000.

He was extremely intelligent and street-smart, keenly aware of how God had blessed him. He took advantage of those gifts in his political career, which was to include a run for the nation’s highest office.

I set my portfolio on the mahogany table and walked over to the end of the room where there hung a photograph of Wilinski in his Chicago Bears uniform. It had been taken from a low angle; he was crouched in a three-point stance, crystalline blue eyes beneath a furrowed brow, square chin, flattop haircut, and forearms that looked like a twisted rope. I was staring at the photo when the governor came into the room behind me.

“That’s a young buck there, huh, padnah?”

“You don’t look that much different today, Governor.”

“Looks can be deceiving, my friend.” He grinned, patting a stomach that from all appearances was still taut. “I’m spending too much time on the rubber-chicken circuit and not enough time in the gym.”

The governor’s bodyguard and members of his cabinet began to file in. The last to arrive was Majestro, who took a seat near the governor without speaking to anyone.

Majestro and four other cabinet members had been the first loyalists to jump on Interstate 70 and drive west from the hills and dales of eastern Ohio to Columbus after Wilinski won his first term as governor. This caravan of Wilinski devotees was derisively referred to as, “the Hillbilly Mafia.” Wilinski, of course, was “the godfather,” and Majestro was “the consigliere.” Wilinski’s bodyguard, “the enforcer,” was a lifelong friend and mountain of a man named Danny Doyle, whose sport coats could be used as comforters on queen-size beds. Wilinski was a big man, but even he was dwarfed by Doyle, who was six foot nine and looked like an upended dirigible with a leather belt. He could always be found near the governor, his hands clasped, his eyes half shut and his mouth half open, with what seemed to be a perpetual scowl on his face.

It was said that there was nothing the members of his inner circle wouldn’t do for the governor. Jess DiCanastraro, a Democrat state rep from Cleveland, once said, “They don’t have the style of the Italian mob or the brazenness of the Irish Mafia, but those boys from the hills are twice as vicious.”

When the rest of the cabinet was seated around the table, Majestro started the meeting.  The governor, for his part, leaned back in his chair, swiveled, frowned, played with his phone, and jumped in when it appeared something wasn’t to his satisfaction. The last hour of the meeting was less about policy and more about image, a pep rally of sorts, as he ramped up for his presidential campaign. He reminded us that he hadn’t yet decided to run for president, but if he did, we could all expect to follow him to Washington. He winked at me.

When the meeting ended, I said, “Governor, do you have a minute?”

“Not much more than that,” he said. “I’ve got an important lunch meeting.”

“This won’t take long,” I said. “We’re getting ready to start the final prep for the parole board on the Lester Yates case.”

“The Egypt Valley Strangler.”

“Exactly. We might have a fly in the ointment.”

“How so?”

“I was approached by a prison guard this morning who wants me to look into the case. He’s gotten to know Yates, and he thinks the guy is innocent.”

“Every guy in prison is innocent.”

“True, but this guy doesn’t strike me as a bleeding heart. He says he’s got some concrete proof and wants me to investigate.”

“Yates is a white supremacist who is believed to have murdered, what, eighteen or nineteen women?”

“Eighteen. And yes, that’s true.”

“He got caught because he was trying to use one of the victims’ credit cards, right?”

“Right again.”

“What the hell is there to look at?”

“He says there are some things that don’t add up. I haven’t had a chance to give his information a good look, but I think we need to be careful about this. The guard is absolutely convinced that Yates is innocent, and he said he’s prepared to go to the media with his information.”

“The great equalizer of the liberals—their friends in the media.”

“He’s actually a fan of yours, and he makes a valid point. If you run for president, we can’t be executing innocent men. It’s not the kind of thing you want to see on a campaign commercial for your opponent.”

“You’re certainly not talking about a pardon?”

“No, of course not. However, the execution is less than two months away. I might need a stay to look this over. If it’s shaky, you need to think about a commutation—life in prison with no chance of parole.”

He frowned and shook his head. “You’re kidding, right, Hutch? You want me to commute the sentence of one of the most notorious serial killers in US history, and a white supremacist, to boot? Wouldn’t my opponents have a field day with that one? Remember, I’m supposed to be the law-and-order governor.” He inched toward the door. “The Yates case was one of the highest-profile criminal cases in Ohio history, and you want me to stay the execution? The optics are terrible.”

“Not as terrible as executing the wrong guy. Remember, he was only convicted of killing one woman. He was linked to all the other deaths by innuendo.”

“Perception is reality, Hutchinson.”

“I’m going to look into this and it’s probably nothing we need to worry about, but I wanted you to be aware of it. I know you don’t like surprises. If there’s anything hinky about this case, we need to take a look.”

“When is the execution scheduled?”

“August 24.”

“That’s plenty of time for you to do your due diligence, is it not?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem, but . . .”

“Nope. Stop right there. It shouldn’t be a problem. That’s what I wanted to hear. Get it wrapped up. I can’t have this hanging around out there while I’m . . .” He cut himself off.

“Planning your presidential campaign,” I said, completing his sentence.

He winked and pointed. “Work your magic, padnah. But I don’t want to stay this guy unless you can prove to me he didn’t do it.”

“Understood.”

He was one step out of the conference room when he stopped, turned on a heel, and stuck his head back in the room. “The Egypt Valley Strangler—you know who arrested him, don’t you?”

“Of course. He never lets you forget.”

“That’s a badge of honor for him.”

“I know.”

“If this is going to stir up a hornet’s nest, make sure you talk to him.”

I saluted with an index finger and he was gone. I gathered up my papers and headed for the elevator. I had just walked out onto High Street when I saw the governor’s limousine with its tinted windows emerge from the underground parking garage and head east on State Street. His lunch meeting was likely being held at the Governor’s Residence in the suburb of Bexley. The governor and his wife actually lived in a home in a gated community in Marble Cliff. The Residence, a mansion by another name, was used for social events and midday private meetings of which Mrs. Wilinski would certainly not approve, which I suspected was why he had been so anxious to get out the door.

That was the chink in Wilinski’s armor that I believed would be his ultimate demise. Despite being married to one of the most stunning women I had ever seen, Big Jim had a libido that was as large as his ego. He was having affairs with any number of women, including one of his constituent aides, who was also the wife of a Columbus police officer. Big Jim certainly wasn’t the first politician to have an affair, but he projected himself as a devout, conservative Christian family man, and those were the types of politicians who reporters like to put in their crosshairs, particularly in presidential campaigns.

I turned and headed north along High Street.

While the thought of being United States attorney general was enticing, I realized that I might be more of a liability than the governor realized. Most political pundits and consultants believed I won the race for Ohio attorney general in spite of myself.

When I was fifteen, I was on Chestnut Ridge behind my eastern Ohio hometown of Crystalton, hunting for arrowheads with three of my buddies—Deak Coultas and the Nash brothers, Adrian and Pepper. As we were coming down off the ridge, we were confronted by a local lunatic named Petey Sanchez, a kid who was a couple years older than us and completely unhinged from reality. He attacked Adrian with a tree limb, and in the ensuing confrontation, Adrian threw an Indian maul he had found into Petey’s forehead, killing him instantly. We conspired to keep it a secret to protect Adrian, even when Deak’s uncle, a ne’er-do-well and pedophile named Jack Vukovich, went to prison for the murder.

Thirty years later, I was the prosecuting attorney in Summit County. After securing a death sentence for one of God’s mistakes, a psychopath who went by the street name of Ricky Blood, an Associated Press reporter asked me to comment on a defense appeal claiming the state of Ohio couldn’t guarantee Ricky Blood a painless death. I said I was not concerned with the amount of pain he felt from an intravenous needle as it would be a fraction of the agony he had inflicted on the daughter of an Akron police officer who he had raped, tortured with lighters and razor blades, and burned alive. My comments were sent across the country, and the next day the chairman of the Ohio Republican Party was in my office recruiting me to run for attorney general.

In the midst of a campaign where polls had me ahead by as many as eighteen points, I was confronted by an old demon—Jack Vukovich, who had been released from prison and knew what really happened on Chestnut Ridge. He attempted to blackmail me and his nephew, Deak, a respected Steubenville minister who had remained one of my dearest friends.

In September of that year, less than two months before the election, I received a phone call from Deak, who was at his uncle’s house. He said, “I need a little help here, buddy.”

When I arrived, I found Jack Vukovich dead on the floor and my friend bleeding out from a belly wound. Deak had been shot in a tussle over a handgun, which he subsequently used to kill his uncle. He wouldn’t let me call an ambulance. The blackmail payments he had been making to his uncle had been taken from the church coffers. He was under investigation for theft, and he said death was preferable to the humiliation that would follow.

I lied to protect the reputation of my friend, telling the police that Deak had been the victim in a murder-suicide. The deception we had carried out for three decades had resulted in the death of one of the most decent human beings I had ever known.

That is when I decided that the truth had to be told.

I called a reporter at the Akron Beacon Journal and confessed to my role in the cover-up of the death of Petey Sanchez. I told how we had conspired to keep it a secret to protect our friend Adrian. I knew that going to the newspaper with my story could end my political career. What it definitely ended was my relationship with my girlfriend and campaign manager, Shelly Dennison. She walked out of my life and my campaign.

Despite the chaos, I was still able to win the general election by nine points. However, that was Ohio. I was certain the Democrats would have a field day with the information if Wilinski won the presidency and wanted to tap me as his attorney general. If that happened, I would go from padnah to pariah for Big Jim Wilinski.
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