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			Bakersfield, California

			June 28, 1976

			The call should have gone to the SOC, Darryl Cross. Officer Frank Harriman, although a rookie, wasn’t so naive about the way the Bakersfield Police Department worked that he didn’t see what was going on here. He wasn’t naive about anything concerning the department.

			Frank had graduated from college and completed the academy at the same time Darryl did. Like Darryl, he had grown up around cops. Their fathers were both members of the department.

			The difference was, Darryl’s dad had given the long and unimaginative graduation speech at the academy.

			Darryl was the SOC. Son of Chief.

			Frank was the son of Brian Harriman, a man who had happily spent his life in uniform, working patrol.

			Frank had heard rumors that the SOC could refuse certain radio calls, but until today, he hadn’t had firsthand experience of Darryl’s special treatment. He had heard the dispatcher, and knew where Darryl and his training officer were assigned—Frank and his own T.O., Gregory “Bear” Bradshaw, had passed them on their way to their own patrol area.

			Bear was driving, and when the call came in Frank saw a speculative look on the older man’s face as the silence stretched without a response from the SOC’s car. No acknowledgment came, and a few minutes later there had been a second radio call, asking Bear and Frank to respond.

			Bear accepted the request, signed off, and then shrugged. “Remember when Darryl’s old man gave the speech and told all you greenhorns that it was ‘a privilege to serve’ in this department? Well, Darryl gets the privilege, you get to serve. All I can say is that young Darryl better enjoy it while he can.”

			“You think the chief—”

			“Innocent until proven guilty,” Bear said, and laughed so hard he started wheezing.

			

			Cross’s downfall had been predicted before, but Frank knew that predictions don’t change anything about the here and now. Right now, Cross was the chief, and the SOC remained powerful enough to refuse any job he didn’t want to take on. So it was Frank, not Darryl, who was investigating a report of a foul-smelling trailer in a mobile home park, late in the afternoon of a scorcher that was making its mark as the hottest day of the year.

			Bakersfield’s desert climate brought in over one hundred days a year above ninety, so natives like Frank were used to summer heat. The mercury had hit a hundred and twelve degrees about two hours ago, though, and no one wanted to answer a “foul odor” call on such a day. Or any day, really.

			“The SOC is a fuckup,” Bear said. “And lately he’s been worse than usual. Can’t concentrate worth a damn. I don’t think that kid has what it takes for the job. And as for this situation—he wouldn’t be able to handle it. You can.”

			While he agreed about Darryl, Frank hoped Bear’s confidence in him wasn’t misplaced.

			Reading his look, Bear said, “Hey, you’re a quick study. You lifted your shoes last night, didn’t you?”

			Frank laughed, glad they were in a different patrol car today.

			The night before, they had been called to a high school football game to arrest Len Meadows, a drunken sixteen-year-old who was big and brawny enough to cause trouble. Meadows was throwing punches at anyone who tried to prevent him from screaming obscenities at the cheerleaders, rampaging with a strength and energy that would have been useful on the field—if he’d been sober, better behaved, and on the team.

			Frank and Bear had managed to subdue him, cuff him, and get him into the back of the cruiser, where he kept running his mouth for another ten minutes or so. Then, as they were approaching a stoplight, Meadows suddenly fell silent.

			“Shit!” Bear shouted and lifted both of his feet off the floorboard. Frank, who had been applying the brake, heard the unmistakable sound of projectile puking behind him. Frank immediately lifted his free foot, just in time to prevent his shoes from getting soaked by the flow of vomit coming forward from under the seat.

			“I wonder why that kid wasn’t on the team?” Frank said now.

			“Meadows? His old man set records at that school.”

			“So he doesn’t want to break them?”

			“No, it’s not that. His dad—Mike Meadows—abandoned the family. Mike ran off with his secretary, and the kid never went out after that. The secretary had been a cheerleader back when Mike was in school. Guess he wanted to go back to his glory days.”

			

			When they arrived at the mobile home park, Bear started driving toward the manager’s office, but a waver waylaid them—a thin woman in a floral print dress. Her hair was pinned up in pink curlers, with a blue scarf wrapped around them. She gestured frantically and shouted, “Over here, over here.”

			“Go on,” Bear said with a smile. “Listen to what the lady wants to tell you. I’ll be sitting here in the air-conditioned vehicle, observing you.”

			“With the windows up?”

			“You better hurry up before she tries to get in the car with us.”

			Her name was Madeline Erkstrom. Frank heard it as “irksome” and stopped her flow of chatter long enough to get her to spell her name for his notes. He then took down her address and phone number. That was the only pause she allowed before she launched into a disjointed recitation of the key points of her life history, beginning with the fact that as a young woman she had worked in a drugstore, where Mr. Erkstrom had bought sodas and fallen in love with her.

			He knew some people had to give information this way—they took you back to when the dinosaurs died off.

			Another listener might have rushed her by interrupting, thereby risking her shutting down or feeling the need to start again from the beginning. He waited, mentally noting any facts that seemed important. She had lived in the trailer park for ten years. She lived alone, having moved here after her husband died. She was the one who had called about the smell. She had first noticed it a day or so ago, but it became truly pungent with today’s heat. The owner of the trailer was an elderly man named Donnie O’Keefe. She spelled out the name. When asked if she had O’Keefe’s phone number, she recited it and mentioned that she had given this information to the dispatcher.

			“Thank you,” Frank said, when she paused to take a breath. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really need to talk to the manager.”

			“Well, he wouldn’t be any help if he was here, which he is not. He’s on vacation.”

			“So if you have maintenance issues or other problems—”

			“We have to put a call into the headquarters of the company, which is in Chicago and presently closed,” she said, smiling tightly as she played this trump card.

			“Do you know the man who lives in the trailer that smells bad? Mr. O’Keefe?”

			“Of course I do, our trailers are right next to each other, which is why I’m concerned about him. I’m sorry to say that I don’t think ‘lives’ is likely at this point. Not with that smell. The wind is blowing the other way right now, but just wait until you get close to it. You live a long time in a trailer park, you’ve smelled it before. It’s something that happens now and then. The man is dead in there.”

			“When’s the last time you saw him?”

			“I was trying to remember that. I’d say about two weeks ago. We were talking about finally being rid of Tomcat. Tomcat is what we called the young guy who lived on the other side of Donnie. He’s moved out, but I don’t think he’s sold the trailer—it’s been sitting there empty. I don’t think Tomcat ever really lived there, but you can guess what he used that trailer for. Girls in and out of there all the time.”

			“Prostitutes?”

			“I’d bet real money about some of them, but I don’t know. These days, you good-looking young men hardly have to pay for it, right? Times have changed. At least Tomcat wasn’t a hippie—clean cut. Never smelled any funny smoke or anything. Had a couple of run-ins with Donnie.”

			“Over what?”

			“I didn’t actually overhear the arguments, just raised voices, but Donnie said it was about the television.”

			“Television?”

			“Me, I like to read. If Donnie ever used a book for anything other than a doorstop, I’d be surprised. Donnie keeps the TV on all the time, night and day. Keeps him company, I guess. He’s hard of hearing, so the TV can get a little loud during the day, but not bad, and he keeps it down low late at night. Tomcat and all his lady friends always made more noise than Donnie did, driving in and out of here at all hours. Good riddance. Spoiled little brat, that’s what he was.”

			Frank decided they were getting off track, and tried to pull the conversation back to O’Keefe. “How long has Mr. O’Keefe lived here?”

			“Oh, about a year, I’d say.”

			“How often do you usually see him?”

			“That varies. Sometimes I see him every day, and we’ll talk or go out to lunch or down to the clubhouse we have here to play cards or whatever. Then weeks will go by when he just keeps to himself. He gets depressed, holes up, then ventures out again.”

			“Does he have any family in the area? Someone we might call?”

			“Oh, no. Donnie grew up an only child and never married. His people were back East, but I don’t believe any of them are living. Come with me, I’ll show you his Vagabond.”

			“He has a vagabond staying with him?”

			“No—that’s the brand of mobile home he owns. It’s about thirty years old now—built in the 1940s or early 1950s, I’d say—but he takes good care of it. Vagabonds are gorgeous trailers.”

			Frank walked with her as she headed toward the back of the park.

			“Do you know where Mr. O’Keefe works?”

			“Nowhere. He’s retired.” She sighed. “You’d not believe this, but until a year ago, he used to live very high on the hog managing a luxury apartment building. The Starlight Arms. You’ve heard of it?”

			“Yes.”

			“I guess you have. Donnie told me the chief of police is one of the owners. Anyway, Donnie was well paid and got to live in one of the fancy apartments. I guess everybody who was anybody in Bakersfield must have said hello to him in the lobby or something, because he’s something of a name-dropper. Hard to believe some of it. And you know, Donnie talked as if they came by to see him, and not the rich tenants. Or as if Bakersfield is anything but a small pond. Oh well, we do have our stars, and besides, I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.”

			“Did he have any pets?”

			“No, not so much as a goldfish.”

			Frank felt relief at that.

			“I would have broken down that door myself if I thought there was a pet in there,” she said.

			Bear was following them at a creeping pace, enjoying his air-conditioned ride. Frank didn’t want to let Bear see his misery, but eventually he wiped sweat off his forehead and pulled at his dampening uniform shirt, which adhered to his back and chest. He was starting to smell the sharp odor that had led to the call.

			Mrs. Erkstrom pointed to a fire-engine red mobile home with curving lines and small windows. “That’s the one,” she said.

			“Did he paint it that color?”

			“No, that’s original. Donnie said he got a good deal on it because even though it was in good condition, the previous owner found not everyone wanted to live in a red place. Donnie claimed he wasn’t so hot on it at first, but he figured he’d be living inside, not looking at it from the outside. I think he always liked it—made him look daring or something. I don’t know.”

			The area outside of the trailer was neat and well maintained, as she had said it would be, but the overpowering stench was unmistakable. Frank wished he hadn’t had lunch. He swallowed hard.

			“Have you knocked on the door of Mr. O’Keefe’s trailer?”

			She nodded.

			“Is it locked?”

			“It is. I normally wouldn’t have tried the door, but the smell worried me. And it’s so strange—I know he doesn’t usually lock his door when he’s home. I tried calling him on the phone, too. No answer. TV’s running, but not so loud he couldn’t hear me pounding on the door or hear the phone ring.”

			“Did you look in through the windows of the trailer?”

			“Oh no, that would be rude.” She seemed to realize the weakness of this defense and quickly added, “Well, to be honest, I’m half-afraid of what I might see in there. Besides, I’m not that tall.”

			“Then it’s possible that even if someone or something is dead in there, it may not be Donnie O’Keefe.”

			Her eyes widened. “You think he killed someone and left a body in here?”

			Frank silently cursed himself for fueling her imagination. “No,” he said firmly. “Not at all. I’m just saying that we really don’t have enough information to know who or what is in there.”

			“Oh. I see. Yes, of course you’re right. I just can’t picture who he would have murdered.”

			With an effort, he didn’t sigh. That would have meant drawing a deep replacement breath, and he wanted as little of this stench in his nose as possible.

			“Stay here.” He took two steps and felt her touch his ass.

			He whirled to face her. “What the—”

			She drew back quickly and blushed all the way up to her curlers. “Oh, Officer Harriman! I’m so sorry! It’s just that . . . it’s just that . . . well, sir, look at the seat of your uniform!”

			“Lady, please never do something like that to someone who’s armed!” he said in some exasperation. He craned his neck and caught a glimpse of what she was talking about. He brushed at the seat of his pants, then looked at his hand. A white, powdery substance covered his fingers and palm. “That white streak goes all the way across?”

			She nodded.

			He looked toward the patrol car. Bear was weeping with laughter.

			Frank’s dad had warned him of the tricks likely to be played on a rookie, which only made him feel twice as embarrassed. He knew that when he got back to the car, he’d find an open, small plastic bag full of flour stuffed down in the crevice between the back and bottom of the car seat. It was set up so that when Frank sat down in the passenger seat, a little puff of flour would escape and stripe his dark pants white. No wonder Bear had insisted on driving today.

			Mrs. Erkstrom was a quick study. “That was a mean and childish trick. He’s old enough to know better.”

			“A rookie is not allowed to think such thoughts, ma’am,” he said.

			Her eyes narrowed and she marched off toward the patrol car. Bear stopped laughing.

			Frank used the opportunity to go up the metal stairs at the trailer’s front door. As Mrs. Erkstrom had said, a television could be heard in the background, the volume down too low for Frank to hear more than voices and a little music. Standing on the small platform in front of the door, he tried knocking. He tried rapping on the door with his nightstick. He double-checked that the door was locked—it was. He called loudly for Mr. O’Keefe.

			That meant taking in the reeking air. His stomach began to rebel.

			He made himself think of something that smelled good, like the honeysuckle growing on the back fence at home, and went down the stairs again. He walked around the trailer to the farther end, the one that housed the bedroom. The sound of the television was slightly louder there, but was still hardly more than background noise. He glanced toward the “Tomcat” trailer, which was filthy by comparison. It had once been white, but its windows and siding were dust-covered, and some seams showed signs of rust. There were cobwebs and dead leaves underneath it.

			Although there was a little dust on O’Keefe’s trailer and windows, it was easy to see that it had been more recently washed than Tomcat’s. The windows were smaller at this end of O’Keefe’s trailer and were placed too high for Frank to manage a look inside standing at ground level. He was just hunting around for something he might stand on when Mrs. Erkstrom approached. She was using the fingers of one hand to pinch her nose shut. In the other hand, she was carrying a small stepladder.

			“Thought you might be able to use this,” she said, her voice altered to something between Lily Tomlin’s Ernestine and Minnie Mouse.

			He thanked her.

			Flies were thick on all of the windows, buzzing around between the glass and the curtains, but there were more of them on the window at the back of the trailer. Those curtains were closed but not drawn together perfectly, so he positioned the ladder below that slight opening.

			A brief look told him most of what he needed to know for the moment. A nude male lay sprawled across the bed. His skin was distorted and discolored. His body appeared to be in an advanced state of decomposition. Light flickered from a small color television on top of a dresser. On the screen, a couple in a soap opera were having an argument.

			Frank stepped down off the ladder and closed his eyes for a moment.

			Maybe it helped, growing up around cops, hearing stories about some of the worst cases they had come across—those had certainly included catching calls for “stinkers” and “floaters.” But if it helped, it didn’t help enough. He again fought down nausea.

			He also fought down a set of emotions that ran twisting through him in rapid succession. He felt shaken at the sight, despite the slide shows he had seen at the academy. Sadness for O’Keefe’s lost battle with despair. An uncomfortable sense of having invaded his privacy in the worst sort of way. Anger that O’Keefe had given up. Anger that he had left the job of cleaning up the messy end of his life to the Bakersfield PD. Dread of talking to Mrs. Erkstrom or anyone else. And a desire to wring Darryl Cross’s neck for handing off this call.

			

			Mrs. Erkstrom asked, “Is he in there?”

			He broke a rule and nodded.

			He thought she might start babbling at him again, but to his surprise, she turned away and went inside her trailer without another word.

			He walked back to the car and sat down.

			Bear was quiet for a long time, then said, “Bad one?”

			Frank nodded.

			“You never forget your first one.”

			“That’s the worst news I’ve had all day.”

			Bear made the radio call. Detectives and the coroner would be called out. They were given further instructions.

			Bear turned off the mike. “So, the body snatchers will bring the meat wagon whenever they get a moment, but in the meantime, we’re supposed to make sure no one else is in there, maybe wounded.”

			“Someone alive?”

			“Yeah, I know, you’re thinking, ‘only if they can breathe through their ass, like a maggot.’ But you’d be surprised. One time, when I was about as new on the job as you are, I was sent inside a stinking apartment. I go in, find an old man dead on the bed and rotting away. I step closer and I hear a moan. I just about shit myself.

			“I hear another moan, look over on the far side of the bed, and there’s the guy’s old lady, on the floor between the bed and the wall. I get a closer look, see that she was wounded but alive.”

			“She make it?”

			He hesitated and then said, “For a while. But that’s all any of us do, really.” Then he grinned and said, “Harriman?”

			“Yes?”

			“Before you break into that trailer, you may want to dust off your ass. You forgot about the bag of flour.” He made no attempt to stifle his laughter as Frank stepped out of the vehicle. Cussing as he removed the bag, Frank was tempted to toss it in Bear’s face.

			Bear grinned knowingly, then relented. “Check under the metal steps for a key holder. People are idiots. Especially old men.”

			So Frank caught a break. Searching under the steps, he saw a magnetic key hider. He put on a pair of gloves and pulled it loose. It contained two keys. One was clearly a post-office box key. The other unlocked the trailer. He glanced back at Bear, who flashed him a peace sign.

			Bear was a clown who didn’t know that no one flashed the peace sign anymore—or did know and thought he was being funny—but he wasn’t an idiot. And he wasn’t old, either—not really. He was a little younger than Frank’s dad, in his early forties. And unlike some of the guys with twenty years in, Bear was in good shape.

			Opening the trailer door let out a cloud of flies and stench, although he was almost getting used to the smell. He had heard stories of detectives putting a pan of coffee on the stove at a scene like this, heating it until its aroma masked the odor of decomp. He was the rookie here, though, and didn’t dare mess with anything. He reminded himself that he was just here to take a quick look around, to make sure there were no additional victims.

			Insect life and bad air aside, the inside of the trailer was beautiful, lined with curving honey-colored birch that gave it a golden glow. O’Keefe kept the place clean and neat. There was a small living room, then a kitchen, a bathroom, and the bedroom beyond. Frank steeled himself and made his way toward it.

			The heat inside the trailer was punishing. He was drenched in sweat by the time he made the short walk to the back.

			O’Keefe looked even worse up close and personal, but Frank had expected that.

			He turned away, toward the television. It was louder here, distracting. How would he hear anyone sigh over that? He noted the volume level and channel and turned it off. He might get in trouble, but he couldn’t think with it on.

			In the ensuing silence, he listened for a moment, but all he heard were flies and a crackling sound. After a second, he realized the crackling sound was being made by maggots. He again managed not to let nausea get the better of him, then tried to keep his thoughts clear, detached. It was a struggle.

			He glanced around the bed and peered into the bathroom and the front closet. No wounded spouses, gagged hostages, or other living individuals who might have needed his help. There was a closet in the bedroom he hadn’t checked. Did he really need to do that?

			“You want to work homicide?” he murmured to himself. He forced himself to do what he’d been avoiding—to go into the bedroom again and look at the victim.

			O’Keefe’s head and face were a mess, but there were two oddities he noticed having to do with O’Keefe’s right arm and his left hand. His right arm rested behind his head—O’Keefe had apparently propped his head on this arm, which seemed an odd position to be in to commit suicide. It would have been a natural one for watching television, though. Why would someone who’s committing suicide have the television on? It hadn’t been on at a volume that would have covered a gunshot, if that was what he had intended.
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