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“He was odd. And odd sometimes meant dangerous.”


—James Renner, The Man from Primrose Lane















PART 1

LIVE ONCE, DIE TWICE


















Chapter 1





When a day of investigations ended with anything but a stop at Demarco’s, it was kind of a bust. An ad boasted “Best donuts in Eastlake.” In the town of eighteen thousand, where the coffee shop on Lakeshore Boulevard had only one competitor, the claim was a relatively safe bet. But anyway, if Detective Chris Bowersock had made this place his regular spot, it wasn’t so much for the quality of the menu as for its proximity to the police station, just across the street.


Bowersock had already stopped by that morning, in plain clothes, en route to the home of a heroin dealer he’d been staking out for weeks. The server had automatically brought him his usual: one coffee, double cream, no sugar. Now, like at the end of every shift, Bowersock stood at the counter before heading to the office one last time to tackle the day’s paperwork.


“Double cream,” said the server as she handed him an oversized cup.


Bowersock had just picked up his drink when the radio wrapped around his left wrist crackled. The 9-1-1 dispatcher’s voice sounded scratchy over the static. “Body found at the Dover Place Apartments.”


Well shit. When a body turned up near the end of a shift, even if it was just an elderly guy who had died of natural causes, it always meant he’d get home late.


Bowersock checked his watch—3:34 P.M.


Strange time to die.


Born and raised in Eastlake, Bowersock didn’t need to pull out a map. He’d known the town like the back of his hand well before joining law enforcement. The rental units were just eight blocks west on Lakeshore Boulevard, the main artery running along Lake Erie and connecting all the neighborhoods in the small town in Cleveland’s northern suburbs. A roadside sign that read “Dover Place Apartments” had been staked into the lawn, marking the entrance.


With two hundred twenty-nine prefab units, Dover Place looked like a high-end trailer park. Advertisements published in the News-Herald, Lake County’s daily paper, described “beautiful studio, one-bedroom, and two-bedroom apartments surrounded by green space.” The brochure boasted nearby lake access, just a half mile away, the joy of communal living, on-site maintenance services, and, for those excluded from the suburban elite, the unique privilege afforded by single-story housing: the American dream of sitting in a rocking chair on the patio and drinking a Bud while ribs sizzle on the grill.


Bowersock pulled into a random spot in the vast Dover Place parking lot. There was no point in trying to park in the shade; a few elms nearby cast a paltry shadow, providing little shelter from the oppressive heat. It was July 30, 2002, and the thermometer read 95°F. For the Midwest, this was unusually warm, even at this time of year, and the scorching temperatures had held every day for the past month. Between calls to challenge Saddam Hussein and invade Iraq on the eve of the first anniversary of 9/11, the News-Herald had already predicted that if the heatwave persisted into August, the summer of 2002 would be the hottest on record for northern Ohio.


A slender man in his thirties came to meet Bowersock. He wore gray work pants with his name and position embroidered onto a white polo shirt: “Jeffrey Offak—Service Manager.” For all repairs, from leaky faucets and broken AC units to hot water that wasn’t quite hot enough, Jeffrey Offak was the Dover Place handyman. He confirmed that he’d been the one to make the 9-1-1 call.


The apartment C tenant, a house painter and ex-convict, had phoned Offak’s office earlier that day to report he hadn’t seen his studio D neighbor for three or four days. Huh, I haven’t either, thought Offak, who usually crossed paths with the retiree every day while he was out on his daily walk around the property. So, Offak knocked on his door—no answer. He used his spare key to get inside, where he discovered Joseph Chandler’s lifeless body within seconds.


As they walked the couple hundred yards toward unit D and the body, Bowersock questioned Offak with thinly veiled criticism. What made him think he had the right to enter the premises before the police?


“It’s my job,” said Offak.


“But it’s a potential crime scene.”


“How would you have known if I hadn’t gone inside?”


Bowersock let it go.


Apartment D was a typical Dover studio, and for good reason; every unit on the premises had been assembled in a factory, according to a standardized process, then transported here by convoy. Every apartment consisted of 260-square-foot modules: one for each studio, two joined together for one-bedroom units, and three for the two-bedroom apartments. From outside, Bowersock noticed the blinds were closed in both large windows overlooking the patio. Offak warned him that the AC had been switched off and the heat in the unit was unbearable. As for the smell, he added, it was so foul that after leaving the apartment, he’d suddenly been struck by a wave of nausea and dry-heaved on the lawn.


Bowersock was no stranger to the smell of a decaying body, something akin to spoiled red meat. And while he didn’t love it, he found it tolerable. In his eight years of service with the Eastlake crime unit, he’d seen his fair share of decomposing cadavers. Admittedly, Eastlake only got to investigate about one homicide per year, while Cleveland, just twenty miles south, would rack up an average of one hundred in the same time span. But local detectives here were accustomed to DOAs, people found dead on arrival, and were called to respond to them at least once a month. Working-class towns, even the ones in relatively good economic shape, like Eastlake, were not spared the scourge of loneliness and the many suicides and natural deaths that went unnoticed by relatives or neighbors for weeks on end.


Without waiting for backup, Bowersock stepped onto the porch of the studio apartment and asked to be let in. Offak complied, first opening the screen door. Behind it, the front door was shut. The detective frowned. It was covered in flies.


Bad sign, he thought as Offak unlocked the unit.


The moment he set foot in the apartment, Bowersock fell to his knees.


When the door opened, it unleashed a wall of blistering hot air mixed with a putrid stench, like a boiler flashback from an abandoned slaughterhouse. His breath caught in his throat as he recoiled and quickly took in the scene. The old sepia wallpaper was teeming with flies in a chaotic, buzzing cloud. He held the radio up to his mouth and could already taste the decay. “It’s Bowersock. I’m at the Dover DOA. Call in the fire department, we need respirators.”


A few minutes later, the firefighters pulled in at the same time as Bowersock’s partner, Ted Kroczak. Both men had grown up in Eastlake, within a few blocks of each other, and had gone to the same schools. As kids, they used to hang out after school on the sandy Will-O-Way Beach by the lake just down the road. In winter, hidden under a white sheet, they would meet in front of the library and throw snowballs at a patrol officer’s cruiser. Fifteen years later, when they joined the force, that same cop, the one who used to chase after them, became their mentor.


You could write a police comedy based on this ride-or-die pair. Their fellow officers called them “Starsky and Hutch,” but they saw themselves more as Riggs and Murtaugh from Lethal Weapon. Bowersock, aged thirty-two, was the Riggs in this pair. A man with a short fuse who relied on instincts to make judgments and take action, he could explode over a simple misunderstanding. At thirty-six, Kroczak had a short crew cut and was built like a quarterback. He was the quiet partner, the coolheaded mastermind. If the Eastlake police force had an outstanding reputation throughout the county, they owed much of it to the duo’s outright daring work.


After the morning briefing, rather than wait for cases to come in, Bowersock and Kroczak would set off to infiltrate a biker gang or a drug ring. In the evening, once the stress of the assignment had subsided, they would run through a play-by-play of the day’s tense moments over a beer.


Both men swore they would take a bullet to save their partner. Kroczak almost made good on his promise the day he threw himself at a cocaine dealer who had managed to grab Bowersock’s assault rifle. Like all true brothers-in-arms, they once fought each other in a bar on a drunken night. To this day, neither one remembers what started it, but Kroczak was the first to throw a punch. As chairs sailed through the air, a bartender yelled, “Call the cops!” to which his jaded boss answered, “They are the cops.”
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Bowersock and Kroczak first slipped into white Tyvek suits, then each strapped on a Scott Air-Pak, a backpack fitted with a small oxygen bottle, typically used by firefighters to prevent asphyxiation. They set a large fan on the doormat and pointed it outside to clear out the stale air in the apartment. With Kroczak in step, Bowersock entered the unit. Geared up and swarmed by flies, they looked like beekeepers exploring a giant hive.


The apartment featured brown carpeting and dark wood furniture with beige paneling, which lent the space the yellowish hue of a used cigarette filter. To the right of the entrance was an open Murphy bed. A gray sofa with a square pattern was set against the left-hand wall. Above it hung a framed photo of a Gothic castle on a hilltop in Spain, which was later identified as the Alcázar of Segovia.


The TV, pressed up against the right-hand armrest, faced away from the front door. To the right of the sofa, in line with the bed, stood a closet and a tall shelf, both practically empty. In the first hung a single gray jacket and one red tie. On the shelf were four folded short-sleeve shirts, one white analog clock radio, one pair of Nike shoes in the box, and one portable safe. The minimalism and outdated look of the place added to the feeling that they were inspecting a motel room in a David Lynch film.


At the left end of the apartment, before the kitchenette, a desk drew their attention. Near an antiquated PC with a 3.5-inch floppy disk drive, a rectangular mouse, and a faded keyboard, two books were stacked on top of each other: Making Money with Your Computer at Home and How to Make Money in Stocks, a best-selling book by millionaire investor William O’Neil. But Bowersock and Kroczak were most interested in two objects to the left of the computer: one clear ziplock bag containing what looked like roughly fifteen loose bullets, which they recognized as .38 caliber, and one gun case lined with gray foam. The case was open, the weapon missing.


A calendar featuring large squares was open to the month of June and partially hidden by the case. A magnifying glass, eyeglasses, and an analog watch had been left on the calendar and contrasted with the general atmosphere of the inert space that seemed frozen in time. It was as though that little desk space had been both the only witness to the recent existence of an occupant and the epicenter of his last moments of life.


Both detectives stared at it for a moment, noticing that the days of the month had been crossed out up to and including July 24. Six days ago.


This left only the bathroom. It was behind the large closet and accessed through a nook in the kitchenette. Hampered by their airtight suits, Bowersock and Kroczak slowly crept toward the bathroom, every movement causing them to sweat profusely. This might be a crime scene, so it had to be preserved as much as possible until the arrival of forensic technician Louis Formick.


Bowersock was the first to peer into the bathroom. The door had been left open. As he glimpsed the body splayed out on the carpet, face down, he felt dread in the pit of his stomach. He had never seen a body in such an advanced state of decomposition, and—to his horror—he was sure he’d seen it move. But that was impossible. Nothing could be more dead than this poor man. Yet he had no doubt he’d seen something that looked alive in this mass of putrefying flesh. With one more look at the body, he realized he wasn’t crazy. The back of Joseph Chandler’s skull teemed with hundreds of maggots.


His body lay across the room, on his right side and in the fetal position, with his head turned toward the bathtub and feet by the sink. His skin was blistered and speckled with brown spots, like a potato left in the oven for too long. He wore a white shirt with gray stripes tucked into navy-blue chinos. The body was steeping in a pool of sticky black liquid, a mixture of all the gases and bodily fluids released in the decomposition process. A scorching summer, closed windows, and the air-conditioning being shut off were prime conditions for accelerated decay. Bowersock and Kroczak realized they’d arrived at the worst possible time. Two days earlier, the state of decomposition would have been more tolerable; two days later, mummification would have begun, drying out the tissue and shutting down the buffet for all these maggots.


What little blood spatter there was, was around the sink. One small spot near the drain, a few drops on the faux marble edge. Nothing on the mirror above the sink, nor the walls or ceiling. In the bathtub, they found one .38-gauge bullet casing. As Bowersock stepped closer to the body, he spotted the tip of a black metal tube under the man’s chest, on the left side. It was the barrel of a revolver.


When he’d heard the dispatcher’s call on the radio, Bowersock had initially assumed they would be dealing with an old man who had been done in by the heat wave. In the end, the reality was much more visually striking but not all that much more spectacular. The front door had been locked from the inside, there were no signs of a break-in, the body position with the revolver under the torso was that of a person who had fallen forward, and there were only minute traces of blood, only one spent bullet casing, and maggots at the back of the skull swarming in what looked like a cavity. All evidence pointed to the same conclusion: The man had put a gun in his mouth and shot himself in the head.


Formick, the forensic technician, stepped into the apartment with a camera around his neck and began capturing the scene. He, too, had no doubt that this was a suicide, but every death had to be handled as a homicide until the Cleveland medical examiner could rule out foul play. Formick took a moment to bag some evidence: the revolver, of course, the minisafe, the two books conspicuously left by the computer, as well as a wallet and a set of seven keys found in the dead man’s chinos. He figured there might be a suicide note, an explanation, either in the safe or slipped between the pages of a book.


Finally, they were allowed to move the body. Bowersock and Kroczak each grabbed an arm, while Lou picked up the feet. As soon as the torso left the ground, a cracking sound made them all jump. Kroczak looked over at a dazed Bowersock, who was left holding an arm that had been pulled from its socket like a chicken wing. The detectives were complementary partners both in the field and in their dark sense of humor, which they used as an outlet. Kroczak was the first to crack a joke. “Put it back!”


Once the coroner’s assistant arrived, operations came to an end. After a visual examination, he confirmed the police’s suicide-by-gunshot hypothesis. The stench was so unbearable they had to double bag the body. Bowersock and Kroczak gave up on trying to get fingerprints off the deceased. While bagging the body, the skin of the arms had slid right off. Like a soft prawn pulled from its tail, bones and muscles were left exposed, rendering any further attempts futile. The face, consumed by maggots, had become nothing more than a hole. But Offak, the service manager, described a fairly small man in his sixties with an average build, and this body appeared to fit the description.


Vita Ebbert, the Dover Place manager, brought her tenant’s records to the detectives. This included his lease, renewed in March, along with emergency contacts and the registration form he had filled out on his first day in the apartment. In the Dover Place Apartments, where rent was expensive and all units were furnished, tenant turnover rates were high. Most renters were in a transitional phase—people going through a divorce, employees in between jobs, folks waiting to buy a house in the area—and tended to land there for just a couple of months. In the studio apartments, which were not equipped with washing machines and where only single occupancy was allowed, turnover rates were even higher.


Joseph Chandler, aged sixty-four, had lived in his apartment for seventeen years.


A specialized van brought the body to Dr. Rizzo, the Lake County coroner who was responsible for all of the county’s criminal cases. He would first conduct an external examination and then, if he had any doubts as to the cause of death, an autopsy.


Bowersock and Kroczak walked back to their vehicles. As they’d feared, the VapoRub they’d smeared under their noses did nothing to repel the lingering smell of death.


“The only weird part of this story is the way this guy lived,” mused Bowersock.


“The cupboards are almost empty, even though he’d been there for years,” Kroczak added. “Did you see the books on the desk?”


“Yeah, and besides, why would you try to get rich if you’d already decided to off yourself?”


“Maybe he was broke. It’s a good motive for suicide.”


They split up for the day. Kroczak went home to his fiancée, while Bowersock made his way to the police station. As the first responder, it would be his job to write a report about the body discovery. He drafted a precise account of his findings and delivered his provisional conclusion: suicide by firearm.


When Bowersock had initially found the body prone in the bathroom, he’d been struck by one tiny detail. He hadn’t mentioned it to his partner and didn’t think it was worth including in the report either. It was a simple deduction, quite disturbing but not all that relevant to the investigation. It came to him when his mind connected two observations: the body position on the carpet and the drops of blood in the sink.


As Bowersock connected the dots, the seconds leading up to the killing came to him in a flash.


When he’d pressed the trigger, Joseph Chandler had been staring at himself in the mirror.
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