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Praise for IF LOOKS COULD KILL

 


“M. William Phelps, one of America’s finest true-crime writers, has written a compelling and gripping book about an intriguing Ohio murder mystery ultimately resolved by circumstantial evidence. Readers of this genre will thoroughly enjoy this book.”

 


—Vincent Bugliosi, author of Helter Skelter and Reclaiming History

“If Looks Could Kill starts quickly and doesn’t slow down. The author’s thorough research and interviews give the book a sense of growing complexity, richness of character, and urgency.”

 


—Stephen Singular, author of Unholy Messenger: The Life and Crimes of the BTK Serial Killer

 


“Phelps’ sharp attention to detail culminates in this meticulous recreation of a tragic crime. This gripping true story reads like a well-plotted crime novel and proves that truth is not only stranger, but more shocking, than fiction. Riveting.”

 


—Allison Brennan, New York Times bestselling author of Fear No Evil

 


Praise for MURDER IN THE HEARTLAND

 


“Drawing on interviews with law officers and relatives, Murder in the Heartland will interest anyone who has followed the Stinnett case. The author has done significant research and—demonstrating how modern forensics and the Internet played critical, even unexpected roles in the investigation—his facile writing pulls the reader along.”

 


—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

 


“Phelps uses a unique combination of investigative skills and narrative insight to give readers an exclusive, insider’s look into the events surrounding this incredible, high-profile American tragedy.... He has written a compassionate, riveting true crime masterpiece.”

 


—Anne Bremner, op-ed columnist and TV legal analyst

“M. Williams Phelps expertly reminds us that when the darkest form of evil invades the quiet and safe outposts of rural America, the tragedy is greatly magnified. Get ready for some sleepless nights.”

 


—Carlton Stowers, Edgar Award-winning author of Careless Whispers

 


“This is the most disturbing and moving look at murder in rural America since Capote’s In Cold Blood.”

 


—Gregg Olsen, New York Times bestselling author of Abandoned Prayers

 


“A crisp, no-nonsense account ... masterful.”

 


—Bucks County Courier Times

 


“An unflinching investigation ... Phelps explores this tragedy with courage, insight, and compassion.”

 


—Lima News (Lima, OH)

 


Praise for SLEEP IN HEAVENLY PEACE

 


“An exceptional book by an exceptional true crime writer. Page by page, Phelps skillfully probes the disturbed mind of a mother guilty of the ultimate betrayal.”

 


—Kathryn Casey, author of She Wanted It All

 


Praise for EVERY MOVE YOU MAKE

 


“An insightful and fast-paced examination of the inner workings of a good cop and his bad informant culminating in an unforgettable truth-is-stranger-than-fiction climax.”

 


—Michael M. Baden, M.D., author of Unnatural Death “M. William Phelps is the rising star of the nonfiction crime genre, and his true tales of murderers and mayhem are scary-as-hell thrill rides into the dark heart of the inhuman condition.”

 


—Douglas Clegg, author of The Lady of Serpents

 


Praise for LETHAL GUARDIAN

 


“An intense roller-coaster of a crime story that reads more like a novel than your standard non-fiction crime book.”

 


—Steve Jackson, New York Times bestselling author of No Stone Unturned

 


Praise for PERFECT POISON

 


“True crime at its best—compelling, gripping, an edge-of-the-seat thriller.”

 


—Harvey Rachlin, author of The Making of a Detective

 


“A compelling account of terror that only comes when the author dedicates himself to unmasking the psychopath with facts, insight, and the other proven methods of journalistic leg work.”

 


—Lowell Cauffiel, bestselling author of House of Secrets
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For April, 
my wonderful little helper:

 


You are an inspiration to me, 
how fortunate I am to be blessed 
with your love & grace.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In the spring of 2006, I was busy doing media interviews for my book Murder in the Heartland, which had just been published. While I was on a Cleveland, Ohio, radio station discussing that book, the host of the show asked me a question: “How do you find the stories you turn into books?” I answered by saying that I relied on readers, for the most part, along with tips from people who write in to my author Web site.

You must keep your eyes on the news, the host suggested.

Yes, in fact, I do. It’s a combination of all those things, I said, concluding, “Right now, I’m looking for a story in Ohio.”

Wasn’t sure why I said it. Only that I had looked at several Ohio stories over the years and, for one reason or another, had passed on all of them. My editor, Michaela Hamilton, had also mentioned that Ohio was a great place for a true crime story to be set.

Later that same week, I was on another radio show, in a different part of Ohio. Near the end of the interview, I gave the same answer to basically the same question. One of the hosts, a female, mentioned a murder case that had been recently adjudicated. After our interview, she e-mailed me several links to the case. “You have to do this one,” she said. “It’s incredible.”

After both shows, I checked my Web site e-mail and found several e-mails suggesting I look into the death of Jeff Zack (the case the second host had mentioned), a rather complicated man who had lived in the Akron region of Ohio most of his adult life. One letter was from someone closely connected to the case. From that letter and further encouragement from my new radio friend, I began looking more closely at the case. I was intrigued immediately by the dynamics of it and how long it took law enforcement to solve.

As I made some calls and began interviewing people, I realized there was a great story to tell, not to mention it was set in a location I had never covered in a book. The murder of Jeff Zack and the subsequent arrest of the triggerman and an alleged accomplice are only one small aspect of this story. The city of Akron, for example, a wonderful place I was fortunate enough to spend about a week in during my travels researching this book, became a character in and of itself. The aesthetics of the city, its growth over the years, certainly the world-renowned Tangier restaurant downtown, the Akron Police Department, and all of the people who keep the city living and breathing on a daily basis, make it the perfect location to tell a story. Most locations in crime books are ephemeral, they become an afterthought, a background for the action in the book to take place. Not Akron. It was a setting—at least I saw it that way from the day I decided to take on the project—all of the players had wandered in and out of at various times of their lives. Jeff Zack was murdered in broad daylight on a Saturday afternoon in front of dozens of people at a very popular chain store. Yet no one could identify the shooter. From that perspective alone, what an interesting place, I thought, to tell this story. And as I met people in town and began to investigate this case on a deeper level, I realized that Akron is no different from any other city in America: murder is a part of the dynamic, a crime that, when a high-profileness is attached to it and a city’s elite become involved, can put a pockmark on a city that simply doesn’t deserve one. The murder of Jeff Zack never defined Akron. Rather, the people of Akron—especially those who came forward and helped crack this seemingly unsolvable crime—defined the true character of community.

 



The triggerman in this case answered a letter I had written to him at the start of the project. I had explained that I wanted his help. I would offer him all the space he needed to tell “his side of the story.” He had gone on A&E’s American Justice and, through tears, proclaimed his innocence. He said he’d had “nothing” whatsoever to do with this murder—that it was a setup from day one. Organized crime was one theory. Police corruption at the highest level another. Knowing that, I wanted his version of the events so I could go out and investigate his claims and prove them true or false.

In response, he said he wasn’t about to help me “if your intention is to portray me as a cold-blooded killer... .”

I sent him back a second letter, in which I offered this excerpt:



I cannot depict you as anything you are not. I am trying to find out the truth in this case.... I am offering you a voice in my book; a chance to tell your side of the story....

You make some pretty intrepid allegations against the prosecution in your letter. I’d like to look further into that end of your story. But I need to study the documentation first... .

You asked me in your letter “what direction” I am going and “what” I “need from you.” Simple, actually. I follow the evidence and [dig] below the surface of the cases I write about. Murder cases are inherently predisposed to fault. I conduct my own investigation. If what you claim is true, well, I’ll uncover it and expose it.... [F]eel free to write to me and tell me whatever you wish; and also send me copies of any documents you feel will help me better understand your plight... . If you want to set a time/day every week to chat by phone, let me know. Be glad to.



I never heard back from this man. He stopped communicating with me after I sent my response, which is not at all surprising. You see, I have yet to meet a convicted murderer who admits he or she is guilty. I guess it’s part of having to do so much time behind bars: telling yourself—even convincing yourself—that you had nothing to do with the crime in which you are being punished is maybe the only way to deal with your surroundings.

This mentality makes me that much more empathetic to those innocent men and women serving time. Can you imagine, for a moment, what it must be like to be behind bars knowing that you have been wrongly convicted? Some religions teach us to accept heaven and hell. Living your life in prison as an innocent person must be part of that hell, or at least a purgatory that keeps your spirit restrained. Your life, in a sense, has been stolen.

Was my new pen pal one of these men? Had he been wrongly convicted, serving the sentence of another man? I had to take him seriously.

As I headed into the first months of the writing and researching process, learning all I could about the case, I received an anonymous e-mail from a woman who claimed to have information that this convicted murderer was, in fact, innocent. She said he had been set up by powerful people in powerful positions. Akron was full of people like this, she claimed. It is a town, she insinuated, under a cloud of corruption and payoffs at the highest level.

We went back and forth a few times. I figured out she was a relative. And then, when I asked her to come forward and explain, providing me with evidence and proof of her allegations, I never heard from her again.

 



I have never worked on a book with better documentation. The hundreds of police reports I had access to were written in a way I had never seen. The detail was exceptional. The reason you will see so much dialogue in this book is because those reports, coupled with the hundreds of hours of interviews I conducted with many of the people involved, along with the hours and hours of recorded conversations members of the Akron Police Department made with some of the major players, offered me such a rich overview of every conversation detectives involved in the case had with witnesses and suspects, that I was able to re-create, almost verbatim, many of the conversations that took place over the course of the investigation. Add to that the hundreds of letters, e-mails, the thousands of pages of testimony from two trials, witness statements and transcripts from witness interviews, and the entire story emerged, right there in black and white.

M. William Phelps 
Vernon, CT, July 2007




Is history possible? Is anyone serious? Who do we take seriously? Only the lethal believer, the person who kills and dies for faith.

 


—Don DeLillo, Mao II




PART ONE
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It was a typical afternoon in Northeastern Ohio. The type of day when blackbirds, grazing together by the thousands in fields off to the side of the road, are spooked by the slightest sound—a beep of a horn, a shout, a kid speeding by on his skateboard, an impatient motorcyclist whining his engine at a stoplight—and, in an instant, flutter away like a school of minnows, darting from one grassy knoll to the next.

On this day, June 16, 2001, a busy spring Saturday, Carolyn Ann Hyson was sitting inside the employee kiosk of the Akron, Ohio, BJ’s Wholesale Club fuel station, going through the motions of her day. At a few minutes past noon, that otherwise ordinary day took a remarkable turn. Carolyn looked up from what she was doing and saw a motorcycle—“black with lime green trim”—speed past the front of her booth and stop sharply with a little chirp of its tire by the pump closest to her workstation.

At first, none of this seemed to be unusual. Carolyn had seen scores of customers throughout the morning. Some punk on a motorcycle acting unruly was a daily event.

The door to Carolyn’s booth was slightly ajar. It was pleasantly cool outside, about 71 degrees. Clouds had moved in and made the day a bit overcast, yet, at the same time, a cheery manner hung in the air. On balance, what did the weather matter? It was the weekend. Summer was upon Akron. Unlike Carolyn, who worked full-time during the week as a teacher’s aide, most had the day off. As she could see, many had decided to go shopping. BJ’s parking lot behind her was brimming with vehicles, same as the Chapel Hill Mall to her right. For most, it was just another weekend afternoon of errands and domestic chores, shopping with friends and enjoying time off. “It was nice,” Carolyn remarked later. “It was not too hot, not too cold. I was sitting there ... just sitting in the booth with the door open.”

But then, in an instant, everything changed.

While Carolyn went about her work, preparing for her next customer, the motorcycle captured her attention. “Because,” she said, “it was making some loud noise.”

The driver, dressed from head to toe in black, wearing a full-face shield, was rocking the throttle back and forth, making the engine whine loudly. The black-clad driver had pulled up almost parallel to a dark-colored SUV, which was sitting at the same pump on the opposite side of the fuel island, about twenty feet from Carolyn’s booth. The SUV had just pulled in. The guy hadn’t even gotten out of his vehicle yet.

After Carolyn shook her head in disgust at the rude motorcyclist, she heard a loud crack—and it startled her. For Carolyn, who “grew up around guns,” and knew the difference between a backfiring car and the steel hammer of a handgun slapping the seat of a bullet, that loud crack meant only one thing.

Several people stood at the other pumps, oblivious to what was going on. Some were fumbling around, squeegeeing their windows clean, while others pumped fuel, staring blankly at the digits as they clicked away their money. All of them, undoubtedly, thinking about the gorgeous day it was turning out to be.

As Carolyn stopped working, that earsplitting explosion—a quick pop—shocked her to attention. It was rapid. A snap, like a firecracker, or the sound of a brittle piece of wood cracking in half.

Realizing it could possibly be a gunshot, Carolyn jumped out of her seat and followed the noise.

At the same time Carolyn heard the loud pop and saw the person on the motorcycle, Mark Christianson (pseudonyms are italicized at first use) was wandering around the “tirebox” area of BJ’s, a few hundred yards in back of the fuel station area. A few minutes before, Mark had seen someone on a motorcycle inside the parking lot. “He was riding his bike back and forth,” Mark said later. Mark had used the pronoun “he” more as an expression than a literal term, because he had no idea, really, which gender the person on the bike was.

Not thinking anything of it, Mark went back to his business, but was soon startled by the same loud noise Carolyn had heard. “I thought it was the kids up the hill to my left setting off M-80s.”

So when Mark heard the loud crack, he took off up the steep embankment, hoping to bag the kids and give them a good tongue-lashing. But when he made it around the corner of the building, near the foot of the hill, he noticed there wasn’t anyone around.

Son of a gun. What was that noise?

When Mark got back to the tirebox, he heard Carolyn, who had assessed the situation at the pumps and ran back into her kiosk, “panicking over the PA system.” Then Mark looked toward the fuel pumps and noticed two BJ’s managers running toward Carolyn and the pumps.

Something had happened. Somebody was hurt.

So Mark took off toward them.

Coming out of the booth a moment later, Carolyn saw the motorcyclist standing near the driver’s side door of the SUV. So she stopped by a pillar and stared. Standing, stunned, Carolyn saw “a fully clothed ... [person]. Let’s put it that way because I could not tell you what he was. I see a person standing there... .”

The person she saw, Carolyn explained, had his or her hands stretched out, pointed at the SUV, much like a cop holding a weapon on someone and saying “Freeze! ”But at that moment, the motorcyclist turned to look at Carolyn. The rider, underneath his or her face shield, looked directly at Carolyn for a brief moment, perhaps sizing her up. Then hopped back on the bike and sped off toward Home Avenue, just to the west of the fuel pumps, and down a short inlet road. Carolyn later described the look the motorcyclist gave her as a “chill that went through” her. The person had a steely gaze about him or her. One of those rigid, “forget what you just saw” looks. It seemed threatening to Carolyn. She was terrified.

Within a few seconds—or so it seemed—the person on the motorcycle drove past a small grassy area near the fuel station entrance, stopped momentarily to avoid hitting a car, floored the gas throttle and, leaving a patch of rubber behind, sped off through a red light, took a sharp left near Success Avenue, jumped over the railroad tracks and disappeared out of sight.

The entire sequence of circumstances took about ninety seconds.

Carolyn had already approached the man in the SUV. A big man, she remembered. Tall. Handsome. White hair. “I went over to him,” she remembered later in court, “and he was sitting there ... and his head was rolling back and forth, back and forth. I could see the life going out of him because he was turning completely white.”

Then Mark approached. He saw a “white male with his head down,” slumped over, inside the same black SUV. “I thought he passed out ... that there was a fire or something. But when I got in front of the truck, I noticed both windows were busted.”

Carolyn was shaking so bad after seeing the color flush out of the man’s face that, when she returned to her kiosk, she had trouble dialing 911.

Located about three miles north of BJ’s Wholesale Club, Akron City Hospital, on East Market Street, employs dozens of doctors and nurses who stop at BJ’s to gas up and grab a few gas-and-snack items—chips, soda pop, gum, candy, whatever—on their way to work. Many even live in the Chapel Hill Mall area and, on weekends, frequent the different shops. After Mark took another look at the guy in the SUV and realized he was hurt pretty bad, he heard one of his bosses call out over the PA system for any doctors and/or nurses in the immediate area. No sooner had the plea gone out when “five women,” Mark recalled, “[ran] over, who were nurses and doctors, and proceed to pull the gentleman out of the truck.”

One of them, who claimed to be a doctor, asked Carolyn if she had any alcohol around. Quick-thinking Carolyn grabbed the eyewash solution, which she knew was loaded with alcohol, and poured it over the doctor’s hands.

Standing there, watching everything going on, with a crowd of people now swelling around, Mark knew immediately—after the nurses and doctors dragged the man out of his SUV onto the ground and began working on him—that the guy was in serious trouble.

“There was blood all over his shirt,” Mark recalled.

Beyond that, there was even more blood draining down the back of his head and a starfish-shaped hole about the size of a dime on the opposite side of his cheek.
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Ed Moriarty grew up in Akron. He was just a kid when, after leaving high school in 1964 and subsequently spending three years in the military, 1½ of which included a tour with the Third Marine Amphibious Force in Vietnam, he found himself back in the thicket of Akron wondering what to do with his life. In his absence, many of Moriarty’s friends had gone on to college to become educators. Moriarty had gone to Catholic schools most of his life. He even understood a bit of Latin. He surely had the skills, definitely the patience, and no doubt the will, to become a teacher himself. It was a noble profession.

So what was stopping him?

As Moriarty settled in back home after returning from Vietnam, the thought of teaching was far from his mind. The first thing he did was get a job with the East Ohio Gas Company. Then he went to a local university to pursue a degree in education—but the prospect soon vanished. Not because he didn’t want to sit in class for four more years, or go through the rigmarole of the school system, but all those friends of his who had gone into teaching were leaving the field. The pay was horrible, Moriarty heard. Students were taking control of the classrooms. Teachers had little say anymore in what went on with the curriculum, or the treatment they could dish out to unruly kids.

Hearing all of that, Moriarty wanted no part of it. Life then wasn’t easy. Returning to society from Vietnam, he recalled, was confusing, and plagued by more questions than answers. “It wasn’t like it is now,” he said, “where even if you don’t support the war in Iraq, everybody is at least showing their support for the troops. When I returned from Vietnam, that wasn’t the country’s situation. It was more of a, well, it didn’t matter which aspect you played in the Vietnam War, you were part of the problem.”

This unwelcoming sentiment was unsettling to Moriarty. It troubled him. He had given three years of his life to the military. He had seen friends and fellow soldiers wounded and killed. He could have almost died himself. Now people were saying he was wrong for standing behind his country.

After a few years, Moriarty decided he needed to find a career path. He wasn’t getting any younger. He wanted to get married someday and start a family, but still hadn’t settled on any one particular vocation.

Then one day, Moriarty said, it happened. “I saw an ad in the newspaper for the Akron Police Department, applied and became a patrol officer.”

 



At the time Ed Moriarty had stumbled onto what would become his life’s passion, Northeastern Ohio was in a state of social chaos. It was May 4, 1970. Tensions between student demonstrators at Kent State University and the Ohio National Guard, who had been called in to control the escalating situation, were getting out of hand. People were screaming. Throwing things. Yelling insults at government and school officials. Taunting National Guardsmen. What inspired the quagmire, some later suggested, was an American invasion of Cambodia President Richard Nixon had launched a few weeks earlier. Nixon had made the announcement during a televised presedential address five days later. Since then, a group of Kent State students had become outraged. In the end, four students ended up getting shot by National Guardsmen and the day went down as a turning point in American social history.

 



As Moriarty’s career with the Akron Police Department (APD) took off, “I gotta tell ya,” he said, chuckling humbly, “I was always in the right place at the right time. It seemed from that very first year, my law enforcement career went from one desirable assignment to another.”

It took on a fast track, in other words.

“After two years in patrol, I was transferred to the traffic bureau as an accident investigator. It was at this [point] when I received the schooling and training that gave me the foundation for all aspects of police investigation.”

He was then assigned to the solo motorcycle unit, where he was given the responsibility of escorting celebrities, politicians and any other dignitaries that came into Akron.

“That was a real good situation to be in.”

Moriarty’s next move was undercover, in vice and narcotics, where he stayed for about ten years.

“I liked it because most police work is responsive— whereas, in vice, you initiate the work. Undercover work means that you seek it out.”

A point Moriarty wanted to make clear was that throughout his career, police work was never about individual police officers.

“Police work is the combination of a lot of people working really hard toward one goal.”

By 1991, he was promoted to sector sergeant, which put him back in uniform. Things were rolling for Moriarty. He had found his place in the community and loved going to work, even though he was given the dreaded midnight-to-eight shift. “Every shift is set up in four sectors,” he explained, “and there are usually four cars in a sector, which can give you anywhere between seven to eight law enforcement officers you’re responsible for during your shift. Like any police department, we were often shorthanded, so I had, sometimes, two sectors, fourteen officers, to look out for.”

All cops have that “one case” they can recall without even thinking about it. It’s generally an investigation where all involved shake their heads for years afterward, talking about it over beers at the local pub. For Moriarty, that case took place one day when he and a team of detectives had answered a domestic violence call. When they arrived at the home and walked in, they found the suspect had cut his wife’s head off, placed it in a bucket and left it on the premises for everyone to see.

“Incredible, really,” Moriarty said, looking back. “We just couldn’t believe this guy had actually cut his wife’s head off and put it in a bucket. You never know what to expect on any give day of police work.”
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During the early-afternoon hours of June 16, 2001, Sergeant Ed Moriarty was sitting at his desk doing what most cops hated: paperwork. Mounds of reports in front of him that needed his attention. In charge of a unit that investigated everything from homicide to home invasions, Moriarty had been at the office on a weekend because it was, as he called it, “his Saturday.” He and the other sergeants rotated weekends.

The detective’s bureau of the APD is on the sixth floor of the Harold K. Stubbs Justice Building in downtown Akron, just across the block from the university. The sixth floor is a rather plain-looking office space, stretched along the entire distance of the building, with whitewashed walls on one side and police blue on the other. Standing, looking beyond the desk that greets you as you walk off the elevator, it seems like nothing more than another cubicle farm. Detectives sit in four-by-four-feet areas in front of computers and wait for cases.

After a rather calm morning of normal calls, a “SIG 33”—white-male shooting victim—came in. There was a problem with a middle-aged man with white hair at the BJ’s Wholesale Club warehouse fuel pumps over at Home Avenue in North Akron. A white male, in his forties, had been found slumped over in his SUV, but nurses and doctors on scene at the time of the crime had pulled him out of his vehicle and were now working on him by the fuel pumps.

When the call came in, dispatch asked one of the 911 callers (there would be several), “Where is the victim?”

A man at the scene said, “He is in his car at the gas station. A motorcycle [driver] drove up and shot him apparently, I did not witness this... .”

A few more questions aside, the man continued—“I don’t know,” he said frantically, “here, talk to this lady.” He handed the telephone off to a woman standing near him.

She said, “Hi.”

Details were important at this tenuous stage. They were fresh in each witness’s mind. The astute dispatcher knew what questions to ask in order to pull imperative information out of each caller. “What color was the motorcycle?” the dispatcher asked the lady. When she didn’t get an answer right away, she asked again, slower: “What. Color. Was. The. Motorcycle?”

“Green and black, hon,” the woman said with a bit of Southern hospitality in her voice, adding, “that new limey green color.” Listening, one could almost see the woman waving her hands in the air as she talked.

“Lime green and black?” Dispatch wanted to pin her down.

“Yeah.”

“One driver and a passenger? Or just one driver?”

This was important. Good question.

“Just a driver, hon. It was one of those hot rod crotches, you know those—”

Dispatch cut her off. “Like those Ninja type?”

“Yeah,” the lady said excitedly, “those Ninja-type ones, hon.”

Then they discussed the driver. He or she was wearing a helmet with a face shield. Dressed all in black. He or she shot the guy and took right off. It was quick. Everyone in the area ran toward the sound of the gunshot.

Three more calls came in within the next two minutes. Each described the same set of circumstances. One said nurses and doctors had pulled the victim out of his vehicle and was giving him CPR.

When Ed Moriarty heard what had happened, he sent several detectives to the scene immediately. Police officers from the neighboring town of Cuyahoga Falls were already arriving.

After being notified of what had taken place at BJ’s, monitoring the situation and assigning units, Moriarty thought, Son of a bitch. Not BJ’s. A Saturday afternoon at BJ’s was as busy as a flea market on Sunday morning. Damn. All those people.

Moriarty, a commanding, thin figure at six-two, in solid shape, was Irish to the core. Flushed-red complexion. Straight hair, parted in the middle, cut conservatively around his ears and neckline. He exuded authority and handled situations in a calm manner.

“You didn’t want to piss off Ed Moriarty,” said one former underling. “Great detective. Awesome person. One of the best people I know. But damn, he could snap—it’s that Irish temper, you know—at any moment. And you didn’t want to be near Ed when he lost his temper.”

After sending several units to the scene, Moriarty grabbed his radio and car keys and ran into the elevator himself. A routine Saturday morning of paperwork had turned into a possible homicide investigation. There weren’t many in Akron. But when they came in, a flush of excitement enveloped detectives like Ed Moriarty and on came that bursting adrenaline rush.

A killer was on the loose. It was time to get out there and begin the hunt.
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Somewhere between fate and self-fulfilling prophecy, destiny—that sometimes shallow, if not horrific, place some say is paved with self-interest—waits patiently for its next victim. When forty-four-year-old Jeffrey Zack left his house that Saturday morning, he was dressed in a white T-shirt, checkered shorts, a black leather belt. Jeff, along with his wife and son, lived in an unassuming raised-ranch-style home in Stow, Ohio. Tan siding with cranberry shutters and a redbrick face, the Zacks had a nice little comfortable piece of suburbia. From the outside, the only thing missing was the white picket fence and a barking dog.

Before leaving his home in the Temple Trail neighborhood just outside downtown Stow, about six miles north of Akron, Jeff and his wife of many years, Bonnie, got into a bit of an argument on the morning of June 16. For Bonnie and Jeff, the arguments had become more frequent lately. Jeff was “on edge,” Bonnie later told police, “all the time.” He and Bonnie had a thirteen-year-old son, Ashton, but their life together had become a tangled mess of alleged affairs, fights and threats of divorce.

Jeff’s mom, Elayne Zack, had called. It was the morning before Father’s Day. Jeff had been gone for a few days and had just gotten home the day before. Bonnie had a list of things for him to do around the house. Ashton was on the couch, just waking up. It was around 9:00 A.M.

Jeff was “agitated,” Bonnie recalled to police later, from the moment he opened his eyes. He asked Ashton to help him move the kitchen table. He needed to get at a light fixture above it and make a quick repair.

When Ashton didn’t move on Jeff’s cue, Jeff started yelling at the boy. When that didn’t work, Jeff yelled some more. Ashton, upset, went up into his room.

With no one around to fight with, Jeff screamed at Bonnie. “I don’t know what your problem is,” she quipped back. “Geez, Jeff.”

Bonnie went upstairs and started cleaning. Jeff went downstairs and jumped on the computer.

Sometime later, Jeff came back upstairs and, as Bonnie later put it, “started stomping around” nervously.

Something was going on with the guy. He hadn’t been home but for a few days and here he was yelling and screaming at everyone the first chance he got.

“You know, just ... let’s not have a fight,” Bonnie pleaded. “Let’s just settle down. Let’s go shopping or something. I want to get some stuff done because everybody’s coming over tomorrow. Let’s just have a nice day, because you’ve been out of town.”

Jeff walked toward Bonnie. “Get out of my way! I found something better,” he said sharply, as if he meant it this time.

Bonnie walked out of the room in a huff.

“I got to go take care of my vending stuff,” Jeff said grumpily.

“Fine, Jeff. You go do that, then.”

By now, it was about 11:30 A.M.

Besides a vending machine business, which included about one hundred machines Jeff had scattered throughout the Akron region, which he generally serviced on weekends, he had any number of different jobs. Construction work. Landscaping. Sales. Helping illegal aliens obtain visas. A recycling company. Brick mason. Anything, it seemed, where he could earn a buck. On Saturdays, though, Jeff always took Ashton with him to help restock his vending machines. Jeff loved his son, no doubt about it. His pride and joy.

This day was different, however. As Jeff prepared to leave, he decided against taking Ashton with him.

Before Jeff left, he started in with Bonnie one more time. As they fought, Ashton, who was still in his room, heard his father scream, “I’m leaving and moving out and not coming back!”

“Settle down,” Bonnie said.

“I’m outta here and getting a divorce.”

Ashton knew his father would never go through with it. The kid had heard it for years. “My dad always said things like that,” Ashton told police later, “when he was mad, but I knew he would never leave us.”

“Be calm, Jeff,” Bonnie said, trying to talk some sense into her husband.

“You’ll see what it’s like when I’m gone. You won’t know what to do without me. You need me to ... do everything around here.” Jeff was animated, waving his hands in the air. Huffing and puffing. Pacing. Nervous. Agitated.

In any event, after arguing with Bonnie and “shoving” her out of his way a second time, Jeff grabbed his sandals, “stomped” down the stairs, and walked out of the house. Bonnie was watching him get into his SUV from the upstairs bedroom window. “I saw him throw his shoes in the back of [his SUV] and speed away,” Bonnie reported later. It was unlike Jeff to not wear shoes out of the house. “He was very much definitely in a hurry.”

Before heading down to the Akron BJ’s to gas up his Ford Explorer and purchase supplies for his vending machines, Jeff stopped at a neighborhood yard sale right around the corner from his Temple Trail house. Later, the APD’s crimes against persons unit (CAPU), fronted by Ed Moriarty, speculated that a man or woman on a black-and-green Ninja-style motorcycle was waiting down the street from Jeff’s house, possibly by the yard sale, waiting for him to leave his house.
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As Ed Moriarty and his team headed to BJ’s, Jeff Zack lay on the ground by the fuel pumps, fighting for his life. He had a single bullet wound through his head, which had entered his left cheek and exited just underneath his right earlobe. It was a good shot. Perfect placement. As Moriarty was about to learn, Jeff was not the most likeable victim the APD had come in contact with. In fact, in many ways, Jeff’s dark blue Ford Explorer SUV was a symbol of the type of person some later said he had become: overbearing, arrogant, pushy, guarded. Such a big truck, with its oversized tires, high bumpers and gas-guzzling engine. Jeff was a hulking six-five, 232 pounds. Fluent in several languages, he had brown eyes, concrete gray-white hair, and dark black eyebrows. Many said he was a pain in the ass, always making accusations against people he did business with. Someone was always ripping Jeff off, or giving him a problem. He was paranoid. Jumpy. Vulgar toward people. Bullying some, while threatening others.

Did one of those disgruntled friends or colleagues (former or current) finally have enough of Jeff’s foul mouth and tough-guy tactics? Apparently, from the look of things at BJ’s, someone surely had it in for Jeff Zack and had followed through on a desire to see him dead.

Pulling in, Moriarty realized his earlier instincts were going to be his first problem. BJ’s was packed with cars. But the crowd gathered now wasn’t preparing to make a run on some special sale; people were curious about the guy on the ground—still breathing, according to the doctor and nurses treating him—who had blood all over his shirt and a bullet wound in his head.

“What the hell happened?” asked one guy standing by, looking on. The local Cuyahoga Falls Police Department (CFPD), which had sent a series of officers to the scene, had managed to fend off curious bystanders and rubberneckers. It wasn’t every day a man was shot on a Saturday afternoon in the parking lot of BJ’s in Akron.

“Is he alive?” asked another.

“Dunno,” said a guy standing by, looking on.

“Did someone shoot him?”

No one knew.

Moriarty got out of his car and approached a few uniformed officers who had gotten there within seven minutes of receiving the first 911 call at 12:09 P.M. By now, they had secured the scene with yellow crime-scene tape, keeping onlookers at a distance. There were a lot of witnesses, Moriarty was informed right away. Officers separated everyone and explained that detectives would soon be asking questions.

“No one leaves,” Moriarty barked at the officers circling around the scene, “until they have given us a statement.”

Uniformed officers said they understood.

“Good,” Moriarty told one of his detectives when he heard how many witnesses were willing to talk. “We need every statement we can get.”

Insofar as a homicide investigation is concerned, one statement can make all the difference, sometimes even months or years down the road. Moriarty knew this. He didn’t want to miss the opportunity. “It’s amazing how witnesses can be so contradictory,” Moriarty recalled. “You still need that, however. It’s incredibly important. Some like to embellish. Some want to withhold. Some just talk to hear themselves talk. And you have to be able to sort through that kind of thing. But every single statement is relevant. And most people try their best to give accurate accounts.”

Walking around the scene, Moriarty lit a cigarette and began thinking about what the CAPU had. What struck him first was the accuracy of the shooter. Jeff Zack’s attacker had taken one shot, apparently, and that one bullet—a money shot if there ever was one—had hit Jeff in the head. It was a well-placed shot, the veteran cop thought, standing to the driver’s side of Jeff’s truck, looking at the path of the bullet.

Moriarty noticed next that both windows of Jeff’s truck had been shattered by the bullet, which meant they had a potential piece of evidence on the scene if they could locate it.

“There’s a bullet fragment out there somewhere,” Moriarty mentioned to one of the detectives standing by his side. “Let’s find it.” He threw his cigarette butt on the ground and twisted it out with the sole of his shoe.

“That’s one of the things I knew I wanted to have right away,” Moriarty commented later, “that projectile. No matter what.”

As detectives combed the area looking for any type of evidence, Moriarty began to consider what kind of crime they were dealing with. Many different scenarios ran through his mind as he talked it over with detectives. The crime scene itself, for example, might make the attack appear to be a random act. You have a large SUV and, according to the 911 calls, a Ninja-style motorcycle involved. Perhaps Jeff Zack pissed off some young kid on the road, cut him off or something, and the biker decided to get back at him.

The key to it all was the fact that there was only one shot fired.

The other possibility, Moriarty surmised, was: “Did they know each other and was this an ongoing feud of some sort?”

Moriarty had worked in the organized crime unit for years. He, along with several undercover officers from Akron and Cleveland, were responsible for one of the largest organized crime busts of the past twenty years in Ohio. Standing, sizing up the scene, the thought occurred to him—and how could it not have—that someone had perhaps sanctioned a professional hit on Jeff Zack.

But then the question became “why?”

As members of the CAPU continued questioning witnesses and collecting evidence, having been involved in over one hundred homicide cases throughout his career, Ed Moriarty knew for certain that what had started out as an otherwise peaceful Saturday afternoon of pencil-pushing and bean-counting had been interrupted by one of the more intriguing whodunits the APD had been involved with in quite some time. And as witness statements began to roll in and the APD started to unravel Jeff Zack’s life, the case would only become that much more disturbing and unique. As the CAPU would soon learn, it wasn’t going to be a matter of finding out who killed Jeff Zack, but rather how many different people had a motive.

Or, as Ed Moriarty later put it, learning “who didn’t kill Jeff Zack.”
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By 12:31 P.M.,Jeff Zack was on his way to Akron City Hospital, fighting desperately for his life. Before they left, paramedics told Ed Moriarty that Jeff Zack had likely pulled into BJ’s for the last time. He had lost too much blood. One of the doctors at the scene tending to him had mentioned something about hearing “gurgling noises” as he performed CPR, which meant Jeff’s lungs had taken in blood.

Not a good sign.

Akron Emergency Medical Service (EMS) paramedics worked on Jeff best they could during the fast three-minute trip to Akron City Hospital. When they arrived, Jeff was rushed to the emergency room, where doctors, after trying to revive him several times, pronounced him dead at 12:46 P.M. One of the doctors who had traveled with Jeff from the scene and worked in emergency told detectives when they arrived right behind the ambulance that “for all intents and purposes, [Jeff] Zack was dead when he arrived at the hospital.”

After being informed of the circumstances surrounding Jeff’s death, Summit County’s chief medical examiner (ME), Lisa Kohler, ordered an autopsy, which she said she was planning on conducting herself the following morning.

 



Back at BJ’s, Ed Moriarty and his CAPU team of detectives were searching the scene for any evidence left by the shooter. If nothing else, it appeared to be a clean hit-and-run type of murder—at least on the surface. The bullet, of course, was going to be important. Moriarty wanted everyone to focus on finding that one projectile. It had to be somewhere. Jeff’s killer had obviously not stopped to pick it up.

“Find that damn bullet,” Moriarty snapped.

Experience told Moriarty that the media was going to show up any moment and start asking questions. As sergeant in charge of the investigation, it was his responsibility to give them some sort of statement, a little bit of a crumb to nibble on while the CAPU sorted out best it could what had happened. On that note, in case there had been, in Moriarty’s words, a “sinister plot” behind Jeff’s murder, he decided to put the case out into the public as a road rage crime. The idea was to make Jeff’s killer feel as comfortable and secure as possible during the opening moments of the investigation. Moriarty knew it might throw him or her off balance enough to make that one mistake to point detectives in the right direction. In other words, if the killer was home now, pacing, waiting, preparing his or her next move, if he or she believed cops were looking for a road rage incident turned bloody, it might give him or her not only some relief from worrying about being caught, but time to regroup and figure out his or her next move.

Exactly what Moriarty wanted.

Standing beside Jeff’s Ford Explorer, looking in the direction of where the bullet could have possibly traveled after leaving Jeff Zack’s head, detectives thought the concrete wall about one hundred yards northeast of where the bullet exited the passenger-side window of Jeff’s vehicle was the best place to start looking. It was a good bet a bullet fragment was somewhere in the vicinity of that wall.

 



During the preliminary stage of any homicide investigation, every aspect of the case becomes a thread—some sort of fact gleaned from nowhere, a continuous collection of circumstances that cannot be hidden by a suspect, for which eventually, with some luck and solid gumshoe police work woven through, lead to his or her arrest. Call it karma. Fate. Hard work. It doesn’t matter. Experienced cops know the technique, pay attention to the need for patience and dedication to detail. In time, most homicides can be solved. Initially, every point of fact matters because there is no telling which one will be that gem at the end of a case.

Another part of the immediate investigation for Ed Moriarty and the CAPU was gathering all of the videotape surveillance footage from BJ’s. Like most fuel stations, BJ’s had continually looping videotape cameras watching over the entire area. It was a way to ward off the bump-and-run fuel snatchers, who felt the need to leave without paying, and also robbery attempts. With any luck, the cameras had caught a few frames of the shooter pulling in and racing out—or, perhaps, maybe even committing the murder.

“When we thought about it later,” Moriarty said, reflecting back on the case, “we knew the killer was a bit ballsy for shooting Zack in the middle of the afternoon, in front of all those people, with cameras all over the place. It was that, or we were dealing with one stupid son of a bitch.”

Inside BJ’s, the retail store itself, detectives started talking to employees. It seemed anyone who had worked at the store for a time knew of Jeff Zack and had some sort of memorable encounter with him, especially female employees.

Detective John Bell spoke to one of the store’s managers, who said he knew Jeff, “Because he had frequently shopped at the store.”

“What can you tell me about him?” Bell asked.

“Well,” the manager said, “from viewing him in the store, I could tell he was very egotistical, arrogant, and was always trying to pick up my female employees.”

Other employees, two cashiers in particular, said Jeff Zack never came into the store without saying something sexually charged. He was always asking the girls out on dates. And one female, a rather good-looking underage cashier, said whenever she noticed Jeff had entered the store, she closed her register and ran in the back, scared he was going to say something inappropriate or harass her.

After a few more questions with several employees, Detective Bell moved on.

By 12:45 P.M.,Detective D. E. Parnell had arrived to help out. His first assignment from Ed Moriarty was to assist Bell in an interview he was conducting with a woman who had come face-to-face with the suspect on the motorcycle.

“Get with her and Bell,” Moriarty suggested, “and find out exactly what she saw.”

Parnell stood as Bell asked the woman for a complete, detailed version of what she witnessed. “He was riding a motorcycle, lime green in color, with black trim,” the woman said stoically. She appeared frightened. Shaken by coming so close in contact with a purported murderer. It was the fifth or sixth report of a “lime green” or fluorescent green motorcycle. That was a good sign. Several reports of the same description meant it was probably true. “I was standing,” the woman continued, “very close to the man, but I could not see his face because he was wearing a full matching-colored helmet with a dark visor on it, which was completely covering his face.”

It was a man, Moriarty was convinced, simply because of the way in which witnesses described the suspect’s build. Stocky. The way he walked. Cocky. Muscular, like a weight lifter. He was white, too, they knew, because he wasn’t wearing gloves—the only section of his body where skin was exposed—and the woman saw his hands. Caucasian hands.

“Take it slow,” Bell said, trying to calm the woman down. “Relax. It’s OK, ma’am.”

“I, well, I think he was a young man.”

“What makes you say that?”

“His frame and build. He wasn’t fat, but firm, you know, like he was in shape.”

Parnell looked at Bell and asked him, “Is there anyone else we need to interview?”

Detective Bell said, “Can you go and talk to the general manager?”

“I’m on it.”

The general manager told the same story just about everyone else had: when he heard the shot, he ran for the pumps and saw Jeff Zack slumped over in his truck and someone on a Ninja motorcycle speeding away.

“Lime green,” the manager said, describing the motorcycle. “I’m sure of it.”

Parnell then caught up with Moriarty. “We need to find that bullet,” Moriarty said again. He was getting impatient, several detectives later said, recounting the scene as Moriarty took control of it. He wanted that bullet.

“It is likely here within the area,” Moriarty explained, pointing to a taped-off paved section of the fuel station. Heading around the corner of the parking lot, a cement landscaped wall was holding back part of the parking lot’s embankment.

There was an identification (ID) unit scouring the scene with metal detectors. Detective Parnell joined them. At first, they focused on the grass field south of the pumps. Perhaps the bullet had passed through the passenger-side glass window and whizzed up into the field. Passersby were lucky. No one else had gotten hit. A woman in a minivan full of kids heading to a Little League game could have been driving by at the same time. In one sense, Moriarty mused, they were fortunate they were dealing with only one death.

After a careful search of the field, Parnell met with Moriarty and told him they didn’t have much luck.

“Nothing?”

“No, Sarge, sorry.”

“All right,” Moriarty suggested, “let’s get some uniforms over here, form a line and walk the entire parking lot in that area over there.” He pointed to the northeast, a large paved area with several utility poles. The concrete wall was in the same direction.

It didn’t take long. As they swept the area, Parnell came up with what looked like a bullet fragment. It was sitting on the ground on the sidewalk in front of the concrete wall. There was a fresh chip in the concrete wall directly above it. Looking back toward Jeff Zack’s truck, Parnell could see that the bullet had traveled perhaps across the parking lot, hit the wall and had fallen on the pavement.

“Over here,” Parnell told someone from the ID unit, “mark this with a placard and photograph it.”

Then he walked over to Moriarty. “We found it.”

“Great.”

“I secured the area. I’ll canvass the surrounding-area business employees for other possible witness statements.”

“That bullet was extremely important to us,” Moriarty recalled later. “That was why we put so much time and effort into finding it. I was thinking ahead. Finding a projectile for a possible future match to a weapon, beyond knowing what type of weapon was used, even if you never recover the weapon ... it’s one of the very important bits of evidence.”

The next order of business was going to be the most daunting part of the investigation at this early stage: notifying Jeff Zack’s immediate family. It was the knock on the door no cop wanted to make. Not to mention that Jeff’s wife had to be viewed as a suspect. Yet as Moriarty gathered a few of his detectives together to have them head over to Stow and notify Bonnie Zack that her husband had been murdered, he could have never imagined the Pandora’s box of potential suspects and motives he and his team were about to open.

“Not in my entire career.”
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Like sections of Akron, Stow is a wonderland of middle-class, hardworking people who like to go about their lives in an unassuming manner. According to the 2000 census, some thirty-four thousand people had chosen Stow as their home, making it the third largest city in Summit County. Stow’s community profile claims the “city has long recognized the benefits of a diverse tax base and a balance between residential, commercial and industrial development ... [and] is committed to providing an environment where citizens may safely raise their children and businesses can thrive.”

Traveling around town, you get a sense that Stow is no different from any other American town. People go about their business without bothering one another too much, feeling as if they’ve managed to carve out a little slice of the American pie.

When Detective Bertina King arrived at BJ’s, Moriarty asked her to first drive over to the hospital, meet with the medical examiner and get a report regarding the actual cause of Jeff Zack’s death. While at Akron City Hospital, King met with Investigator R. Riggins, who took some of Jeff Zack’s clothing for evidentiary purposes. Then she found Lisa Ellis, a nurse who had taken several Polaroid photographs of Jeff, and asked her to give the photographs to another detective there at the hospital. With that all done, King took off for Jeff Zack’s house in Stow to notify his family about his death.

During the ride over, King contacted the Stow Police Department (SPD) to let them know what was going on, requesting, as a procedure, an escort to Bonnie and Jeff’s house.

When they arrived, it appeared as if no one was home. The garage was closed. The house looked dark. Empty.

So King walked up to the front door and knocked.

No answer.

Then she placed her business card in the doorjamb.

“Let’s try around back,” she suggested to the Stow officer and medical examiner tagging along.

No luck again.

As they walked toward the front of the house, however, King heard a car pulling into the driveway. As they came around the corner of the garage, a black Cadillac made its way up the pavement and pulled into the garage. A woman was driving. When she got out of the car inside the garage, King came up from behind and introduced herself, asking, “Are you Mrs. Zack?”

“Yes, I’m Mrs. Jeff Zack,” Bonnie said, a bit surprised and, obviously, quite startled.

King then explained the reason for their visit, letting Bonnie know the circumstances surrounding her husband’s death.

When Bonnie heard, she broke down and needed to be escorted into the house, where she sat at the kitchen table, sobbing and shaking.

King sat with Bonnie for a moment and consoled her. She was obviously distraught over Jeff’s death, regardless of the bumpy road their marriage had taken. Still, from an investigative position, Bonnie was a suspect. In time, she would have to answer some hard questions.

“Can you phone my brother and Jeff’s mother?” Bonnie asked King after she collected herself. “His mother lives in Arizona.”

Apart from notifying Jeff’s extended family, King asked Bonnie several personal questions regarding her relationship with Jeff. Through that brief question-and-answer period, Bonnie mentioned something about a strange voice mail Jeff had received a few days before, saying, “I saved it. You want to hear it?”

“Yes,” King said.

On June 13, a man had left a message on Bonnie and Jeff’s answering machine. Quite stern and serious in tone, at 2:55 P.M. that day, the guy said, “All right, buddy, you’ve got one more out. You need to start carrying your cell phone, OK? I’ll be talking to you.”

It could have been anyone. It was clear Jeff had been involved in a bit of questionable activity throughout his life. Knowing the voice mail message might come into play down the road, King made a copy of it. By that time, Bonnie’s brother had arrived at the house after stopping at the park to pick up Ashton. After Ashton had a moment with his mother, King took the child aside and began asking questions. He was obviously in shock over the passing of his father. They had fought that morning. Jeff wanted his son’s help. Now he was dead. The next day was supposed to be a celebration of fatherhood. What in the world was the boy supposed to do now?

Detective Bertina King stands about six feet tall, quite eccentric in her appearance and demeanor. She is straightforward and direct when she needs to be, but also quite comforting and soothing when duty calls. There is not one colleague of King’s who doesn’t respect her work ethic and natural ability to get things done out in the field. Growing up in the inner city, King has many contacts and knows how to work the streets. She exudes professionalism and understands when to push a witness and when to step back. People who meet King for the first time never seem to forget her uncanny display of charisma and charm. A proud African-American, her appearance screams of her energetic manner: she has somewhat short, auburn (maybe even red), kinky, curly hair, like spring coils; a medium yet solid build; and dresses conservatively while on the job. Her long fingernails (probably fake) are one of her trademarks. Except for those dire situations, such as the one she found herself in on the afternoon of June 16, heading into an interview with a boy whose father had just been murdered, it’s unlikely you’d catch King without some sort of smile on her beautiful, comforting face.

“She knows everyone from the suspects to the chief [of police],” a close friend said later, “and takes her job seriously, while, at the same time, putting people at ease.”

Experience and dedication breed success. King had solved cases on her sheer will and calm conduct alone, understanding that suspects are people, too. They need to be treated with street respect. She was going to be a great asset to the Jeff Zack investigation, which was going to need a tenacious investigator like King. Ed Moriarty knew from the evidence they had already uncovered that the branches of the case were going to spread far and wide. With King knocking on doors, tracking leads and utilizing her boisterous, loveable manner, getting people to open up, Moriarty was confident she’d come up with something significant very quickly.

“It’s just the way she works,” Moriarty said later. “Tina”—short for Bertina—“is the best. I have never worked with a detective like her.”

“There’s no one else like her,” said another colleague. “She has her own way of getting things done. And she always produces results.”

Sitting with Ashton, King made the boy feel at ease best she could under the circumstances. There was nothing to hide. She was there to find out information that could lead to catching Jeff’s killer. She could sense the boy wanted to help.

“How’d you and your dad get along?” King asked Ashton.

“Great. We have our moments, but only because I don’t sometimes listen to my dad when I should.” The boy was thirteen, in the seventh grade. He loved his father. It was sad, really, to sit and listen to him talk about Jeff. “He always supported me with my sports. I play basketball. My dad went to all of my practices and games. He wanted me to be very good at whatever I did.”

After that, Ashton got up and walked into the other room and returned a moment later with some sort of electronic device he said he wanted King to have. The device would explain a lot, he said. But there were three specific phone numbers the boy said he wanted to give King that were on his dad’s cell phone. “Those numbers belong to Cindy George,” he said.

King was curious. A name already. “Who’s that?” she asked.

“My dad and Cindy were good friends,” Ashton said. He looked disassociated, upset by the comment. King knew there was more to it.

“How so?”

“I know Cindy and my dad had a physical relationship. I know he once spent three days at her house and Ed didn’t know.”

Ed? Who is Ed? wondered King.

“Ed is Cindy’s husband,” Ashton offered.

“Let me ask you, Ashton, how would you know that?”

Ed George was indeed Cynthia Rohr-George’s husband. And the CAPU—hell, most everyone in Akron—knew who Ed George was. Ed was a wealthy restaurateur, the owner of the Tangier restaurant, bistro, club and banquet facility in downtown Akron on Market Street. The restaurant and its accompanying nightclub has been a staple in Akron since the late 1940s. The Copacabana of Ohio. The one nightclub every major entertainer stopped at during his or her national tour. Ed had made millions over the years. He and Cynthia had seven kids. A gorgeous woman, with long, flowing blond hair, she had been a contestant in the 2001 Mrs. Ohio contest and had, the previous year, finished third runner-up. Cynthia was a knockout. A bombshell. Men were drawn to her like rainwater to a wildflower.

But, as the CAPU would soon learn, Cynthia appeared to have a problem with men.

“I can tell you,” said one man in town who knew the Georges fairly well, “you’d need a page of paper to list all the men Cindy has been with while married to Ed George.” The investigation, however, would turn up only two such men.

Count Jeff Zack among them.

“Well,” Ashton continued to King, “me and my dad were close. He told me everything. He mentioned this about a month ago.”

King asked several more questions about the Georges’ relationship with Jeff. How did they meet? How long had Jeff known Cynthia and Ed?

Ashton said he had first learned of the Georges about six years ago. He was seven at the time. Jeff was a handyman at the Georges’ mansion in Medina County, a wealthy suburb of Akron where the upper echelon in the community built homes the size of warehouses. Ed and Cynthia’s house was a massive structure, and the joke about town was that the garage attached to the George estate was bigger than the house where Cynthia had grown up.

Jeff Zack’s son knew the George mansion because he had been there with Bonnie, Jeff, and both of them together, many times. The Georges had even been over to his house, he said. They had spent Christmases and Thanksgivings with one another. He liked the George kids and recalled playing with them throughout his childhood.

King had a sense she was onto something. There was a fine line, though, between pushing a kid to dish on his father’s affair and writing it off as part of a murder investigation. But Ashton seemed fairly forthcoming with information, as if he had wanted to talk about it, so King didn’t stop him.

“My mom didn’t like the relationship between my dad and Cindy,” Ashton said.

“What makes you say that?”

The boy described an argument he had heard his mother and father having about six weeks ago.

“My dad wanted Cindy to come to the house to talk to my mom. My mom said, ‘I don’t want to see her.... She’s not welcome!’”




8

Ed Moriarty had a man shot at point-blank range in his vehicle, a bullet wound through his face, the fragment of a projectile, and several stories that told him Jeff Zack wasn’t the most well-liked man in Akron. There were any number of possibilities that could have taken place, any number of people who could have wanted Jeff Zack dead. Moriarty had spent just about his entire adult life as a cop. He was slated to retire in a matter of months. Now this. As morbid as it sounded, or maybe even as disrespectful as it seemed (which it wasn’t), Moriarty was excited about showing up for work again. There was a homicide to investigate. It kept things fresh. Police work could get awfully monotonous. Having a new case kept things interesting. But this one, Moriarty could smell from the beginning, had the hallmarks of an extensive, detailed investigation that would take months, if not years.

“We knew it was either going to be cut-and-dry, or a long, drawn-out investigation that would put us to the test,” Moriarty said later.

Finding the bullet was a critical starting point. Also, Moriarty found out that evening, the black-and-white videotape surveillance from BJ’s had picked up a man on a motorcycle flying out of the parking lot at 12:01:21 P.M. The image was grainy and diluted, but nonetheless proved each witness had been accurate with his or her description of the suspect and his motorcycle. “The only thing that videotape really told us,” Moriarty explained, “was that yes, we had one individual involved in this, the time it occurred was documented, and there was no doubt that this individual was on a motorcycle. So we knew that was all true. Many times, when you get a lot of witness statements, you cannot put a whole lot of credence in them. But in this particular case, that videotape helped us establish that the information we were getting was pretty much on point.”

Having the videotape back up what witnesses were saying was enough for Moriarty to put out a detailed description of the motorcycle—which was going to cause an entire new set of investigative difficulties.

Still, as Moriarty worked back at the department putting his team together and rationing different jobs, Bertina King was about to uncover an important piece of information. Back at Bonnie and Jeff’s house, King continued asking Ashton about Ed and Cynthia George. What else did Jeff’s son know about the relationship Jeff had with Cynthia and Ed?

Ashton explained that while he and his dad had watched ABC’s 20/20, a news magazine show, one night a few weeks back, Jeff said something startling. The show was about a man who had hired a hit man to kill someone he knew. While they were watching the show, Jeff turned toward his son and uttered, in a soft and serious voice, a profound statement that, knowing what had occurred at BJ’s, Ashton had a hard time writing off as a coincidence. “If anything ever happens to me,” Jeff Zack told his son as they sat on the couch watching the show, “tell the cops to look at Ed George. He’s got a lot of money and can afford to hire someone.”

A consummate professional, King was able to contain any excitement she might have felt. Having a thirteen-year-old boy come out with such a powerful accusation made it even more profound. Kids tend to overexaggerate things to an extent without trying, and perhaps forget details, overlooking the obvious. But for a kid to come out with a story such as the one Ashton was telling, basing it on the memory of a television show, it was extremely credible on face value alone.

No sooner had Ashton given up Ed George, however, did he complicate matters by involving two other potential suspects, whom Jeff had had a run-in with recently.

“You think your dad had any other enemies?” King asked.

“No,” said Ashton, “except for [two guys the family has known for quite some time].” One man by the name of Carl was a “family friend.” The other, Seth, helped coach Ashton’s peewee football team. Carl and Jeff had been good friends at one time. But a siding job Carl and Seth were supposed to do for Jeff had turned into a situation over the possible theft of a $6,200 check that, Ashton said, the two guys had taken for a job they never did. They had even possibly forged Jeff’s signature in order to turn the paper into cash. Seth was the one who had gotten especially heated one day when he and Jeff were talking. They were out behind Stow High School. Ashton was there. He said he heard Seth say, at one point during the argument, “I’ll rip your throat out with a hot butter knife.”

“No kidding,” King said. “He said that?”

“Yeah. I remember.”

After a few more inconsequential questions, King thanked Ashton for the courage he displayed talking about his father so shortly after hearing probably the worst news of his life. The investigation, only a few hours old, was moving along. Although King knew there would be more questions for Ashton down the road, she was energized by what the child had to say this early on.

“You take care, OK, Ashton,” King said. “Call me if you need anything.”

“Thanks.”

John, Bonnie’s brother, sat with King next. He was obviously disturbed by the news of his brother-in-law’s death, but, by the same token, knew there were major problems between his sister and Jeff. John had lived in Arizona for most of his life, but he had been back in the Akron area for the past year.

“I last saw Jeff on Thursday night,” John offered. Two days ago. “I stopped here around six P.M. to pick up Ashton. Jeff was sitting at the table eating something.”

“How’d you get along with Jeff?”

“We were, you know, on good terms. Sure.”

“Ever seen your sister and Jeff argue?”

“No. She’s always told me that they got along good, but of course had some stressers.”

“What about Cindy George?”

“Those rumors have been circulating through the family for years. Everyone had speculated. I heard once that Cindy and Jeff were seen riding bikes together.”

“This is helpful,” King said. “What about any enemies, you know of anyone that might have wanted to see Jeff dead?”

“If I had to speculate about who killed Jeff, I’d say Cindy George had something to do with it, or either Seth or Carl, because of that aluminum-siding deal that went bad. Jeff told me he was going to send someone to jail over it. But he never said he was fearful of either of them.”

As they spoke, John shook his head. No one could believe it had come to this. Further along, he explained how Jeff had told him one night that he wanted to set both Seth and Carl up. His plan was to have them come over to the house and admit how they were scamming people out of thousands of dollars. Jeff was going to have an undercover cop in the house with him to hear it all. But as the CAPU would soon learn, it was just another elaborate plan of Jeff’s that had never materialized.

“He had been receiving strange calls lately,” John said next. “I know that.”

“What types of calls?” King wanted to know.

“Derogatory and threatening in nature.”

“No kidding.”

“I don’t know who they were from.”

Same as she had with Ashton and Bonnie, King took copious notes as John spoke, and later wrote about the conversations, using pointed detail in her report. In just a few hours, the APD’s list of potential suspects had grown with each person detectives spoke to. While he sat and talked, John added another suspect to the pool. He said someone was messing with several of Jeff’s vending machines, moving and smashing them. Jeff was extremely angered by this, John suggested. He could see how perhaps Jeff might have waited one night for someone to vandalize one of his machines and from that a feud might have developed, which later escalated to murder.

Jeff himself had raised the eyebrows of most of the people in his life the last four weeks, John explained. Jeff was generally known inside the family circle as hotheaded, mean, even nasty at times. For some reason, over the past month or so, he had been acting “extremely nice.” Everyone in the family had noticed it.

“It was like,” John said, “he was trying to make amends or something.”

Just recently, Jeff had flown out to Arizona to visit family members. Jeff’s sister and mother both noticed the change; for the first time since anyone could remember, Jeff was actually nice to everyone during the visit. He didn’t argue. He didn’t put anyone down. He was polite. Caring. Quite the change from the arrogant SOB family members had known Jeff could be at times.

John believed Jeff’s murder had something to do with the threats he had received recently, saying, “Jeff never told me who he thought was doing it. He never acted like the threats scared him. But I knew they bothered him.”

King was thrilled by what John had to say. The CAPU had plenty to go on. It appeared as though the best place to start was with Jeff Zack himself. Take a look back into his life over the past year or more and try to track his movements through the people he knew.

John had one other important comment to make before King concluded the interview. “I felt like,” he said before pausing, “I felt ... he was making amends with everyone the last month, because he was so nice, like he knew something was going to happen to him.”

When King left Bonnie’s, she called Ed Moriarty and told him what Ashton and John had said.

“Good work, Tina. Looks like we’ll have to go out and pay Ed and Cindy George a visit.”
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