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    September


    "Today, on Clean My Hoard..."


    An obese young woman, sitting in a chair on a rickety front porch. "My name is Tami, and I'm a hoarder."


    Tami continued to speak as a camera panned around a room piled to the ceiling with boxes, bags, clothes, and garbage. "If I don't clean up my house, I'm gonna lose my kids."


    A little girl, about six years old. "I hate the way my house looks. I wish mommy would clean up."


    The camera switched to Tami and another woman yelling at each other. Tami: "I won't let you take away my kids!" The other woman: "You won't have any choice if you don't clean up this mess!"


    The title screen appeared, then a commercial started. I hit the fast forward button on the remote.


    It was Sunday morning. We’d spent all day yesterday on a friend's boat fishing and drinking beer. Today I was mildly sunburned and hung over. Pete was tanned and less hung over. We'd planned to go hiking today, but it had turned cold and foggy and we’d decided to stay in.


    I was on the sofa; Pete was on the floor in front of me. I was massaging his left shoulder. Back in June, Pete was shot in an attempt on my life. He’d finished physical therapy but still had some muscle stiffness. Especially after a day of fishing.


    I'd moved in with former boyfriend Pete Ferguson on an emergency basis three and a half months ago after my apartment was vandalized and set on fire. We’d dated for a while several years ago, and had remained friends. I’d gone through a couple of other boyfriends since then, and I was glad to be back with Pete. We’d settled into a cozy domesticity. But it still felt temporary to me. I was still paying rent on my old apartment, since my other roommates, my brother Kevin and his girlfriend Abby, couldn’t swing the entire rent on their own. The time was coming in a few weeks when we’d have to either renew the lease on our two-bedroom apartment, or Kevin and Abby would have to get a new lease on a one-bedroom. I was facing a big decision.


    Pete said he loved me. And I cared a lot about him. We got along great. There was absolutely no reason that I should be worried about the future.


    So why was I?


    The commercials were over, and I hit the play button. Tami the hoarder was talking as the camera panned around her house in more detail. What a mess.


    I just didn't understand the desire to gather stuff. When our apartment had been set on fire, it was all of my belongings that were torched. I'd lost everything except my computer, my car, and the clothes on my back. Starting with a clean slate was refreshing, in a way. I didn't have nearly as much stuff now, and I was perfectly happy. It gave me a sense of freedom. It was a lot easier to decide what to wear to work when you had fewer choices. And I hadn’t worn a tie in two and a half months.


    I picked up the remote to fast forward through the commercials again. "Okay, take your pick. Does she lose her kids or not? By the end of the show?"


    Pete mulled it over. "I say no."


    "All right. Then I say yes."


    Clean My Hoard was a show that we never failed to watch. We both found it fascinating, but for different reasons. Pete was a psychologist, an assistant professor at Santa Monica College, and it was instructive for him to watch personality disorders in action. For me, my brother Kevin's ex-wife, Jennifer, was a hoarder. It's one of the reasons they divorced. Since then I've always been morbidly fascinated by the hoarding shows. It's like watching a train wreck.


    It was sick humor on our part, but Pete and I would always bet on the outcome of the show. Would the lady lose her kids? Would the man lose his house? Would the husband divorce his wife? The loser of the bet had to clean the baseboards of the townhouse that week.


    Pete and I were both neat by nature. We didn't have many characteristics of stereotypical gay guys, but I guess that was one of them. We liked a clean house, and we didn’t mind cleaning. But we both hated doing baseboards. So that's what we bet for.


    By the end of the show, Tami hadn’t yet lost her kids. She’d cleaned up enough of the house to satisfy her sister, who was the one threatening to call Child Protective Services.


    I’d be cleaning baseboards this week.


    


    Monday morning, after going for a run and cleaning the baseboards, I hurried to the bus stop. I’m a librarian at UCLA’s Young Research Library, with a subject specialty in ancient history. The fall quarter was starting in a week, and I had a lot to do. I spent the morning at my desk, updating some of our online research guides, filling information requests from faculty who’d been off all summer, and working on a proposal for an upcoming conference. At 1:00, I went to the reference desk for my regular two-hour shift. My partner on the desk and best friend at work, Liz Nguyen, met me there.


    At precisely 1:30, our regular eccentric Clinton approached the desk.


    Liz said, “Hi, Clinton.”


    He regarded us gravely and said, “The word of the day is rectitude.” He bowed at the waist and strode away.


    Clinton performed this service daily, Monday through Friday, rain or shine. Liz and I had improved our respective vocabularies greatly as a result. Liz looked up rectitude. She laughed. “It says, ‘The quality or state of being straight.’”


    “No way.” I snickered. “Well, he was half right.”


    “It also means righteousness.”


    “Ah. So you’re straight and I’m righteous.”


    We both got tickled and had to pull ourselves back together for the next patron.


    When I got back to my office shortly after 3:00, there was a message on my phone. "Hello, Mr. Brodie, this is Raven Hechesky. I'm the assistant producer for the TV show Clean My Hoard.”


    What??


    “We have an application for our show from Jennifer Graham, and she has listed you as one of the people she'd like to have on her support team as she goes through this process. I'd like to meet with you this week, at your convenience." She left her number.


    Holy shit. My brother’s ex was going to clean up her mess? On national TV? And she wanted me to help her? And she’d taken back her maiden name. Was that a sign that Jennifer was getting her act together?


    My brother Kevin had met Jennifer Graham in college, here at UCLA. Jennifer had grown up on the edge of poverty in a double-wide mobile home in Julian, California, a tiny town of a few hundred people in the mountains of San Diego County. I hadn’t gotten to know her well. While she and Kevin were dating, I was in college at Berkeley. After they got married, I moved to Oxford, England, to begin graduate school. I could count the number of times I’d interacted with her on both hands. Including the wedding. She’d always seemed a bit standoffish. Or maybe she was just shy. Either way, we didn’t talk much – but for some reason I’d always felt sorry for her. Even after the divorce.


    My dad started mentioning problems in Kevin and Jennifer's relationship during my third year at Oxford, but I was having problems in my own relationship with my longtime boyfriend and couldn't worry too much about what was going on with Kevin. My boyfriend broke up with me, I graduated from Oxford, and moved to LA for library school. Kevin and Jennifer finalized their divorce, and Kevin and I moved in together. I hadn’t heard anything of Jennifer since. She and Kevin hadn’t had kids, so there was no reason for them to stay in contact.


    Before I agreed to see Raven Hechesky, I had to get the okay from Kevin. If he didn’t want me to participate, there was no point in meeting with Raven.


    Might as well find out now. I texted Kevin. "Call if you can."


    My phone rang almost immediately. "Hey, what's up?"


    "You're not busy, huh?"


    "Nah, not right now. Working on a cold case, going through old evidence." Kevin was an LAPD homicide detective.


    "Well, you're not going to believe this." I told him about Raven’s message.


    Kevin was quiet for a minute. Then, "You are shitting me."


    "Nope. How could I make this shit up? Jennifer's going on TV, and she apparently wants me there."


    "I can't believe this." I could tell Kevin had gotten up and was pacing. "There's no way she would have decided to do this on her own. Someone or something must be forcing her into it. Maybe she's gonna be evicted if she doesn't clean up."


    "That could be it."


    "I cannot fucking believe that she’s asking you to do this."


    "It's entirely up to you, Kev. If you say no, I'll call them and tell them to forget it."


    He was quiet again, but I could still hear him pacing.


    "And I’d have to run it by Pete. He could say no, too."


    More pacing. Then, "You know what? Why the hell not?"


    I was shocked. "Really?"


    "Really. Jennifer is a sick puppy. If this gets her out of her own fucking head and on the road to recovery, it'll be a good thing for society. But there is one condition."


    "Sure, anything."


    "My name does NOT get mentioned in any way, shape, or form. And I'd rather you only use your first name. Actually, I'm gonna make that a condition. Tell them you'll only do it if they won't mention your last name on the air."


    "Okay. That's better for me, too." Another thought occurred to me. "I'd better get this approved by UCLA. I don't want to get fired over something like this."


    "Right. But if the U and Pete both give you the go ahead, and you can be first name only, then give it your best shot."


    We said goodbye. I still wasn’t sure about helping Jennifer – but as a fan of the show, I was curious about the inner workings of Clean My Hoard. I dialed the number Raven had left, and she answered on the first ring.


    “Hi, Ms. Hechesky, I’m Jamie Brodie. You left…”


    She jumped right in. “Yes, thanks for getting back to me so quickly. I’d like to set up a meeting with you. Tomorrow afternoon, around 4:00? Your office?”


    Well, that was efficient. I checked my calendar. “If you can make it 4:15, that’s a deal.”


    “Yep, that’ll work. See you then.” She clicked off before I even said goodbye.


    Busy lady. I guess she could figure out how to find me.


    


    She could. Tuesday afternoon, she showed up five minutes early. I was finishing up a brief meeting with my supervisor. I saw Dr. Loomis out and ushered Raven in. She was a tiny person, with a jet-black crew cut, wearing black leggings and a loose black shirt over a gray tank top, and smelling faintly of cigarette smoke.


    Clad in black: the unofficial uniform of backstage Hollywood.


    She didn’t waste any time getting started. "Dr. Brodie, I'm Raven Hechesky, associate producer of the show "Clean My Hoard." She shook my hand briskly. "We are working with Jennifer Graham, and we're going to feature her on a coming episode of the show.”


    "That's great. I hope you all can help her."


    Raven nodded. "That's certainly our intention. Do you watch the show?"


    "Actually, I do. My partner and I use it as motivation for cleaning house on the weekends."


    She laughed. "Well, as you know, then, we ask as much of the featured individual's family as possible to be involved in the process. Jennifer gave us your name as a family member who might be willing to participate."


    "I have to tell you, that really surprises me. Jennifer's been divorced from my brother for six years. I haven't seen her since. I don't even know where she's living. Why would she want me to help?"


    Raven frowned. "Ah. Jennifer didn't indicate that it had been that long since her divorce."


    "Oh, yeah. As far as I know, she and my brother haven't had any contact since then."


    "Hmm." Raven mused. "Our problem is that we're having trouble finding people to take part in Jennifer's recovery. Her father has passed away, and her mother hung up on us when we called. Jennifer doesn’t want any of her coworkers to be involved. Her sister lives in Louisiana and can't make the trip. She gave us your name as someone who might be sympathetic. She also gave us your other sister-in-law's name - Valerie, is it?"


    Valerie was married to my oldest brother, Jeff. "Yeah. I doubt she'll be interested. But you can ask." I frowned. "I don't understand why she put me on the list, really. Or Valerie, for that matter. Even when Jennifer and Kevin were married, she wasn't close to our family. Then when she maxed out all the credit cards buying stuff and started filling the house up and wouldn't go to counseling, he had to get out."


    Raven sat back in her chair. "See, that's the kind of thing we can use on the show. That sort of background information helps flesh out Jennifer's story."


    "But that's all I know. I was living in England that entire time. I didn't see any of it while it was happening. All I know is what Kevin told me."


    Raven looked intrigued. "Jennifer didn't give us Kevin's name to contact. But he'd be the ideal participant. Do you think he would?"


    "Oh, hell no." I laughed. "Suffice it to say he'd hang up on you too."


    "Ah. Too bad."


    "Doesn't she have any friends?"


    "She did give us one name. Someone that she grew up with, as I understand it. But so far that's the only person that has agreed to participate." Raven gave me a we're-counting-on-you kind of look. "We could really use your help."


    Shit. She had me, and she knew it. “I have some conditions.”


    “Such as?”


    “My last name cannot be used on the air at all.”


    “That’s no problem.”


    “I also have to talk to my partner and okay it with the university. What's your deadline?”


    "Well, obviously we'd like to know as soon as possible. But the deadline is next Monday, by 8:00 a.m." She handed me her business card. "You can call or text." She stood up, and we shook hands again. "Thank you for considering this. I know Jennifer would be very grateful for your help."


    I wasn't so sure about that.


    I called to see if my supervisor, Dr. Loomis, was in her office. She was, so I headed up there.


    Dr. Loomis was also a tiny woman, but I’d never seen her in black. She seemed to have an endless supply of tailored pastel suits. She wore her gray hair in a bun, so she looked the part of the stodgy old-school librarian. In reality, old-school was the last term I’d use to describe her. She was as tech savvy as any of us and read PC Magazine for fun. I loved working for her.


    I explained the situation to Dr. Loomis. She was intrigued. “How interesting. I’ve never known anyone with a hoarding problem.”


    “What do you think about me appearing on the show?”


    “It’s fine with me. I agree that it’s a good idea not to use your last name. But you’d better check with HR to make sure they have no objection.”


    That would have to wait until morning. It was 5:00, and HR didn’t stick around after five. I said goodnight to Dr. Loomis, went back to my office to gather my stuff, and headed for the bus stop and home.


    Pete’s home, that is.


    Maybe mine too? I really needed to make a decision.


    I really hated making relationship decisions.


    Pete’s schedule was more flexible than mine, and he didn’t have any late afternoon classes. So he usually beat me home and had dinner nearly ready, and tonight was no exception. He was a good cook, and tonight he’d made a salmon pasta salad. I changed into sweats and a t-shirt, and we ate on the small front patio of the townhouse. There was a nice screen of privacy hedge between us and 17th Street. We could hear traffic but couldn’t see any.


    While we ate, I told Pete about my visit from Raven. He was also surprised that she had listed my name.


    “I really think she was kind of desperate. Apparently her family has refused to participate.”


    “Huh. From what I remember of them, that’s not a shock.”


    I looked at Pete in surprise. “Hey, that’s right. You were partners with Kevin while all that was going on.” Pete was an ex-cop. He and Kevin were partners during Kevin’s first six years with LAPD. They were still best friends.


    “Oh, yeah. I lived through that divorce right with Kev. It’s been a long time, but I bet I knew Jennifer better than you did.”


    “Well, then, you should be on the show too.”


    Pete looked horrified. “Oh, hell no. No way.”


    “Why not? You don’t have to be interviewed, you can just be one of the people who helps. And wouldn’t it be interesting to study what goes on between Jennifer and the psychologist in person instead of just what they edit to show on screen?”


    He glared at me. “You just don’t want to go by yourself.”


    “You’re right, I don’t. But it’s going to take a whole weekend – wouldn’t you rather spend it together?” I had him. “And you’ll probably get some great anecdotes to use in your classes. And Val might be there.” Although I doubted it. “It’ll be fun.”


    “No, it won’t. But you’re right about getting material for lectures.” Pete sighed. “Okay. But if anything goes wrong, I’m holding you personally responsible.”


    “Hey, what could go wrong?”


    Ha.


    


    The next couple of days were hectic. Our two-hour reference shift was the closest thing to downtime that Liz and I had, and we were able to analyze Clinton’s visits. He seemed to be working on a theme. The word of the day on Tuesday had been orphrey, “a band of elaborate embroidery decorating the front of certain ecclesiastical vestments.” On Wednesday, the word was cucullate, a botanical term meaning “having the shape of a cowl.”


    On Thursday, when Clinton approached the desk, we were ready for him. We both sat back in our chairs, with our palms pressed together in a position of prayer.


    Clinton tipped his head slightly to the side. He seemed to be suppressing a smile. “The word of the day is gyrovague.” He stepped back and bowed, then winked at us and walked away.


    I looked up the word. “Ha! It means ‘a peripatetic monk.’”


    Liz made a face. “Remind me what peripatetic means?”


    “Itinerant.”


    “Huh. Is Clinton trying to tell us he’s a traveling monk?”


    “Nah. He’s probably just on a single subject kick.” But with Clinton, you never knew.


    


    After two days of phone tag with multiple people in human resources, I got approval from UCLA to appear on Clean My Hoard, as long as I didn’t use my last name and didn’t indicate my affiliation with the university. That was fine with me. All I planned to do was show up, say a few sentences on camera, and do some heavy lifting. I called Raven to let her know I had the final approval, and she passed the good news on to Jennifer. To my amazement, Valerie had also agreed to participate.


    On Thursday, Jennifer called. She wanted to meet with Pete and me before the taping of the show. Pete thought that was a good idea, so we invited her to come over on Sunday.


    Jennifer didn't look much different from how I remembered her. Maybe a little thinner. She was tall for a woman, around 5'10", with strawberry blonde hair that she wore in a long braid down her back and greenish eyes. It took me aback to realize that she reminded me of Abby, Kevin’s current girlfriend. I guess Kevin had a type, at least physically. Jennifer was wearing tortoiseshell glasses, and she looked really cute. But she was nervous as a cat, drumming her fingers on the arms of the chair and looking around the living room, anywhere but at us.


    Pete got her a Coke then sat on the sofa beside me. She glanced at us, then laughed a little. "I can't believe you two are a couple. Talk about coincidences."


    I shrugged. "We prefer to think of it as serendipity."


    She nodded and set down her Coke. "You have to be wondering why I'm dragging you into this mess."


    "The question did occur to me, yeah."


    More drumming of fingers. "I'm sick of my life. I’m still living in the apartment that Kevin and I had. No one that I work with knows how I live. I've been to all my girlfriends' houses, but I can't invite them over. I know they wonder why and they're starting to act weird about it. But I can't let any of them know what a mess I am. And then this year, we got a new teacher. A really nice guy. And he's interested in me, and we've been out a couple of times, but I haven't let him come over yet." She looked up at us; she'd been staring at her knees. "I'm so embarrassed. I can't let this go on. I have to get a life back. And this guy is perfect for me, and I can't let him slip away because I'm too messed up to even clean my own house."


    "Jennifer." Pete's voice was gentle. "You know he might find out about it if he sees it on TV."


    "Yeah, but by the time the show airs the apartment will be clean and I'll be in therapy and I can have him over before that so he can see the place is clean."


    I wasn’t so sure a guy would react well to that. "If you think he's really the right guy, can't you ask him to get involved in helping you?"


    "I could if we'd been dating a couple of months, but it's only been three weeks." She looked at me, biting her lip. "I think he really likes me, and he might be okay with it, but I want to get my ducks in a row before I tell him about it. Or anyone else." Her shoulders sagged. "My greatest hope is that none of my girlfriends watch the show."


    "So why sign up for the show? Why not just clean the place yourself?"


    "Because they pay for all the therapy and everything. And I can't afford that on my own. I need to learn how to tell people about it, and on my terms, instead of just having them discover it."


    "Okay. Makes sense." Pete narrowed his eyes a little. "So why did you want to meet with us today?"


    "Ah." Jennifer perked up a little. "About five years ago, my teacher's aide died. Her name was Lucille Steinwart. I called her Miss Lucille.” Jennifer smiled in remembrance. “She didn’t have any family. She was an old lady, and she had a ton of books stored in her house, and she left them all to me. This was before the apartment got so bad. It was just really messy then. I got a couple of friends to help me and we moved all the boxes of books into my spare bedroom. I never got a chance to go through them. Miss Lucille told me that there were some valuable things in the boxes, some first editions and signed stuff and a couple of other extremely rare items that I could probably sell and make a lot of money off of. I think the first editions are mostly mystery writers. Lucille was really into mysteries. That's another reason that I want to get the apartment cleaned up, so I can find out what's in those boxes and sell anything that’s valuable. Then I can pay off part of the credit card debt that I've built up with all my spending."


    Rare books. I was intrigued. "Did Lucille give you any specifics about what might be in the boxes?"


    "No. And you know how it is, I meant to go through them as soon as we moved them into the apartment, but I just never got around to it..." Her voice trailed off for a minute, then she looked back at me. "I don't know anyone that knows anything about rare books, at least no one that I really trust. And I figured that the best person to ask might be you. Maybe you could look at what's in the boxes as we clean stuff out, and see what I should try to sell and what I should just donate to a library."


    "Sure. I'm not an expert on rare books, but I might be able to tell you enough for at least sorting purposes."


    "Oh, that would be great." Jennifer brightened considerably. "I appreciate that so much."


    We chatted a bit more. I could tell Pete was trying to probe a little, to see if Jennifer was really up to the big clean. She said all the right things, though, and her emotional state seemed to match.


    Maybe this would work.

  


  


  


  
    October


    The taping of the show was scheduled for three weeks after we saw Jennifer. One evening the week before taping, I drove over to Studio City and the psychologist on the show, Dr. Lena Hayman, interviewed me on camera. She asked me a lot of questions about how I felt about Jennifer, what my prior experiences with her had been like, what my impressions were. We talked for over an hour. I had no idea how much of it they’d use, but my guess was about 45 seconds.


    We were scheduled to begin the clean the following weekend. That Friday evening, my sister-in-law Valerie drove up from Oceanside to join us. Pete let her in and they hugged, then she gave me a bigger hug. I said, "I still can't believe you agreed to do this."


    "Me either." Val dropped onto the sofa and accepted the bottle of water Pete brought to her. "And neither can Jeff. Actually, what we can't believe more is that Kevin went for this."


    "I know. I figured, when I got the message about the show, that I didn't have to worry about saying yes because Kev would never agree to it. But then he did."


    Val shook her head. "What did he say to you?"


    "Something along the lines of, 'she's sick and if this makes her better it will be good for society.'" I shrugged. "He had time to change his mind, but he didn't."


    Val took a swig of water. "I have to say, now I'm curious to see the place."


    "Yeah, me too. Did you see it when Kev moved out?"


    "No, but Jeff came up here to help him move. You were there, right, Pete?"


    "Yeah. It was bad, but it didn't smell or anything. But I don't know if that was because of Kevin or because she wasn't letting garbage pile up yet."


    I winced. "You think she's letting garbage pile up now?"


    "God. I hope not."


    Val said, "It could be a fire hazard, if the place is so cluttered you can't walk through it."


    "True." I leaned forward on the love seat. "Well, we'll find out in the morning. Do you want to go get settled in the guest room?"


    "Sure." We stood up, and I picked up Val's bag. We walked upstairs, and I deposited the bag on the guest bed. Val turned and looked at me, and patted my cheek. "You look good, kiddo. I think living with Pete agrees with you."


    I laughed. "Yeah, it does."


    She leaned forward and whispered. “Have you decided yet whether you’re going to stay?”


    “Not for certain. But I’m definitely leaning toward staying.” Probably. Maybe.


    "Good. That’s good." She smiled and started to unpack her things.


    In the morning we got up and headed for Culver City at about 5:00 so we could stop for muffins at a bakery on the way and get to the apartment by 5:30. I was familiar with this part of town to some extent, but hadn't been on Jennifer's street before. Her building was one of the old apartment complexes that was grand in its heyday, but was now just old and crumbling. The pool was in pretty good shape, but the chairs around it were beat up. We went up the outer stairs to the second floor. Jennifer's apartment was right on the end, next to the street. We knocked on the door, and it was opened by Raven.


    "Hi. Let me come out there." She stepped outside and closed the door. "I don't want you all to see inside until we do it with the cameras, so we get your authentic first reactions."


    "How bad is it?" Val asked.


    Raven shrugged. "I've seen worse. But it's pretty bad." She lit a cigarette, and blew the stream of smoke away from us. I stepped back, and Raven looked at me questioningly.


    "I have asthma. Sorry."


    "Oh! I didn't know." Raven quickly put out the cigarette. "I'm the one that's sorry. No smoking around you." She smiled. "Okay. Jennifer is not here right now; she's at Dr. Hayman’s office and they'll be here in about 45 minutes. We've got the camera crew in there now; they're doing their opening shots of the rooms. As soon as they've got everything they need, we'll take you all in with the cameras and get your reactions. Then Jennifer and Dr. Hayman will be here, and we'll let you talk about it with her. How does that sound?"


    Val and I looked at each other and shrugged. "Fine, I guess. That's your standard procedure, right?"


    "Yep. This situation is a little different because we don't have a lot of room to maneuver here, being on the second floor and having this balcony here. We have the manager's permission to use the parking lot for the dumpster trucks today and tomorrow." She turned as the door opened. "Oh, good, here's Mike."


    I recognized Mike, although I didn't remember his last name. He was one of the regular organizers that worked with the show. He shook our hands, then turned to Raven. "We're just waiting on one more, right?"


    "Right." Raven checked her clipboard. "Susannah Ridgeway. One of Jennifer's childhood friends." She looked at me. "Have you met her?"


    "Not that I remember. Unless she was in the wedding."


    "Okay, that doesn't matter. Oh good, here she is now."


    Susannah Ridgeway had come a long way from Julian, California. She looked like she had just stepped out of a glossy corporate annual report. Designer suit, hose and heels, hair cut in a short wedge, perfect makeup and tasteful jewelry. She certainly wasn’t planning on doing any cleaning or carrying. We introduced ourselves. She cocked her head at me. "So you're Kevin's brother."


    "Yep."


    She nodded. "I only met Kevin once. He was...imposing."


    "Yeah, Kevin can be kind of intimidating. Were you at their wedding?"


    "No. I was in Europe at the time." She pursed her lips. "Actually, I haven't really kept up with Jennifer. We exchange Christmas cards. I knew she was divorced but I had no idea that she'd come to...this." She waved her hand at the apartment.


    "Yeah. It was one of the reasons for the divorce."


    "I would think so." Susannah turned up her nose a bit and looked at her watch. "Okay, I have a meeting in three hours. Can we get started?"


    A meeting on Saturday morning? What was Susannah even here for?


    "Absolutely." Raven opened the door. "Mike, you do the honors. I'm going to get out of the way."


    Mike stepped back into the house. To say he squeezed through would be more accurate. The door didn't open all the way. God knows what was behind it, I thought. And we were about to find out.


    We all squeezed in after Mike. The apartment was dark. The drapes were drawn, and there was stuff piled up in front of the windows to the ceiling. There was stuff piled up everywhere to the ceiling. There was a faint smell, not of garbage, but of old mustiness. It was kind of like the smell in the home of an old person. Like a nursing home without the urine overlay. There were cobwebs in the corners, big ones. There was no way that anyone would be able to reach the corners to clean them.


    The camera stayed in front of us as we looked around, mouths agape, at the mountains of stuff. Then Val said, "Oh. My. God." And I sneezed.


    Seeing it on TV did nothing to prepare me for the scene in front of me. It's like they say about the aftermath of natural disasters: seeing it on TV is nothing like seeing it in real life. Well, this was an unnatural disaster. There were a lot of things in bags. There were some boxes. There were slumping stacks of magazines and newspapers. There were cases of canned food.


    I couldn't see any furniture. "Where's the furniture?"


    Pete shook his head. "Buried."


    There was a very narrow path along the edge of the mess, which allowed us to squeeze through to the kitchen. The kitchen was stacked with what looked like supplies - canned food, paper towels, and more magazines and newspapers. There weren't any dirty dishes, but there were dozens of plastic cups from places like McDonalds and 7-11. There were a couple of garbage bags, closed, which looked like they contained fast food wrappers. The stove was covered and the sink was full; there was no way Jennifer could cook or wash dishes. The microwave was full of magazines. The refrigerator was hard to open because of the multiple rolls of paper towels stacked in front of it. When we did get the door open, the odor rushed out. Val quickly shut the door again. "Oh shit. That's nasty."


    Susannah made a gagging sound. "What was that?"


    Val waved her hand in front of her face, fanning away the fumes. "It looked like old takeout containers."


    Now we needed to get out of the kitchen. We inched through the narrow path back to the master bedroom. It was full of clothes, mostly in bags, either shopping bags or garbage bags. There were clothes piled on every available surface, up to the ceiling in the corners, and there were cobwebs in the corners again. There were magazines and newspapers in here, too. What was it with the magazines and newspapers?


    Jennifer had a twin bed shoved against the back wall, and the path ended there. The bed was piled with clothes and blankets. I didn’t see how she'd been sleeping there. Val looked around. "Where's the bathroom?"


    "This way." The cameraman pointed. We had to climb over a couple of small piles of clothes to get to the door; there wasn't a path here anymore.


    The floor of the bathroom was piled with more paper towels, magazines, and newspapers. There were also plastic drink cups in here. There was a narrow path in front of the sink and toilet, leading to the tub. The toilet was clean, thank God. There were clothes hanging from the shower head; it looked like Jennifer must only take baths. The bathtub was clean, but there were a couple dozen bottles of shampoo and conditioner lining its edges, and a few sitting inside the tub itself.


    We'd been pretty quiet. The cameraman said, "You all aren't saying much."


    Val opened her mouth, then closed it again. I said, "I think we're stunned. You know, I've watched the hoarding shows a lot, and I thought I was prepared for whatever was going on here, but seeing it in person is a whole different experience."


    Susannah said grimly, "I would never have thought that Jennifer would be one to do this. She never seemed that type to me. Whatever that type is."


    "But how well did you really know her?" Val scratched her forehead and looked around again. "We were related to her, and we had no idea. When she and Kevin were around I always tried to draw her out, but she never would say more than a few words."


    "I was in England for almost the whole time they were married. I didn't really know her at all." I shrugged. "When Raven told me Jennifer was going by Graham now, I thought maybe that was a good sign, that she'd taken back her maiden name and now she was going to get her act together. Maybe she'll be successful here. Maybe we can really help her do this."


    Val looked at me skeptically. Susannah sighed dramatically. The cameraman signaled Mike, who rubbed his hands together. “Great stuff, guys. Great stuff. Let’s step outside until Jennifer and Dr. Hayman get here.”


    We went back out to the Jeep to wait for Jennifer to arrive. Pete had another muffin. I sipped my Coke; the smell from the refrigerator had killed my appetite. Val paced a little, then scooted into the cargo area with us. Susannah immediately started talking on her phone. Raven went to the other side of the parking lot to smoke and talk to her assistant and the cameraman.


    In about 15 minutes, Jennifer and Dr. Hayman, the psychologist, arrived. Dr. Hayman was pleasant but harried looking, a moderately heavy set lady with a faded red dye job, dressed in a long skirt and what looked like a man's sweater hanging down over it. Pete and Val introduced themselves, and she thanked us for coming. Jennifer looked stressed. She was sticking close to Dr. Hayman.


    There was a few minutes of general milling around, then Stan the Junk Man and his minions arrived. Stan was a local entrepreneur, with junkyards, recycling centers, and self-storage units all over LA and Orange Counties. I'd seen hoarding shows where the junk trucks actually had the word "JUNK" prominently displayed on them; that seemed to me to be the icing on the humiliation cake for the hoarder. Stan's trucks were decorated with the logo of his self-storage business. So if any of Jennifer's neighbors got nosy, it would just look like she was moving a bunch of stuff to storage.


    Finally, Raven called us all to attention. We gathered at the foot of the staircase leading to Jennifer's apartment. Raven said, "Okay, what we want to do now is to get some footage of the friends and family talking to Jennifer about the hoard and their reactions to it. Then we'll get started with the clean. So, Susannah, Jamie, Pete and Val, if you'd come up with Jennifer and Dr. Hayman and the cameraman will get you positioned."


    We trooped up the steps and back into the apartment. Greg, the cameraman, aligned us in a semicircle near the door, then said, "Okay, rolling."


    We looked at each other for a minute. Jennifer looked at the floor. Then Val asked, "Where do you sleep?"


    Jennifer didn't look up. "On the bed. I just shove stuff over until I can make enough room."


    Val continued. "How do you even use your kitchen? When's the last time you cooked anything?"


    "I don't remember. I've been eating out every meal for a long time."


    Pete took over. "What's with all the magazines and newspapers?"


    Jennifer still didn't look at us. "The magazines are mostly for school. Some are education journals and some are news magazines. I want - wanted - to look at them for ideas for bulletin boards and lesson plans. The papers have coupons and stuff in them."


    I was only really interested in one thing. "Where are the boxes with the books?"


    That got Jennifer to look up. "They're in the guest room. But they're under a bunch of stuff."


    Susannah hadn't said anything yet. Now she did. "This is disgusting. How can you live like this?"


    Jennifer got tears in her eyes. "I can't any more. That's why I want to do this."


    Dr. Hayman laid her hand on Jennifer's shoulder. "Jennifer, how do you feel about your family's reactions to your hoard?"


    Jennifer sighed. "They're right. It's awful. I can't live like this."


    Greg the cameraman cut us off. "Okay, that's good. Let's go back outside and have our pep talk." Dr. Hayman glared at Greg. I got the impression she wasn't done with the "how do you feel" line of questioning. But time was a'wastin’. We all marched back downstairs and formed a bigger semicircle, now including Stan and his guys, in the parking lot.


    Mike the organizer took over.


    "Okay, folks, thank you all for coming. Here's how we're going to do this."


    We received our instructions. Jennifer would allow us to get rid of all the magazines and newspapers with no restrictions. However, she wanted to look at everything else. Every item in every box and bag had to be scrutinized before she'd agree to get rid of it. Susannah was going to stay outside with Jennifer and help her decide what to donate and what to sell. I thought that was wise.


    Pete and I wanted no part of the sorting. As the organizer was speaking, I poked Pete in the ribs. "Let's hit the magazines and newspapers. Avoid the drama."


    "Great idea." Pete turned to me. "But you’re wearing a mask to keep out the dust. And the first bit of mold we run into, or cockroach shit, or anything like that, you're out of here. Agreed?"


    "Agreed." I had no interest in sacrificing the health of my lungs to Jennifer's hoard. Back in June I'd nearly died after a cologne-induced asthma attack, and I didn't want to find myself back in the hospital for a long, long time.


    As soon as we were released to begin, Pete and I grabbed a roll of garbage bags and headed for the bedroom. We thought we'd work from the back forward. We set up a good rhythm, holding the open trash bag in one hand and tossing magazines and newspapers into it with the other. We were very careful not to include anything but magazines and newspapers.


    At one point, I moved a stack of magazines off the surface of a dresser and found a picture. Oh shit. It was Jennifer and Kevin's wedding picture. I picked it up. "Pete. Take a look at this."


    Pete straightened up and saw the picture. "Damn."


    "No kidding. Why does she still have this?"


    "No idea. But it can't be good."


    As we worked, I chatted a bit with Stan's guys. The head of the crew seemed to be Alvin, a middle-aged black man with a shaved head and goatee. The other three were younger, one Hispanic and two white. The Hispanic guy, Eddie, was the friendliest. He was taking night classes at UCLA, so we talked, careful to keep it off-camera, about school and the Bruins football team. One of the white guys, Jerry, worked silently but efficiently. He had a lot of crude tattoos and big muscles. I wondered if he had obtained them in prison.


    Alvin, Eddie and Jerry worked hard. They slung the full bags of magazines, newspapers and garbage as fast as Pete and I could fill them, and filled a few of their own as well. The fourth guy, Wally, didn’t look like he fit. He was a scrawny guy, pale, with no discernible muscle mass. He had light brown hair and a scruffy goatee. He reminded me of Shaggy on the old Scooby-Doo cartoon.


    Wally wasn't putting forth the same effort that the other three were. He spent more time looking through the stuff he was loading into the bags. I thought that was a little odd. I mentioned it to Pete when we were momentarily alone in the guest room.


    Pete grinned. "Maybe he's a hoarder."


    "Oh my God. A hoarder who cleans other people's hoards? How ironic is that?"


    "Or maybe he's looking for coupons. Or just nosy."


    Eddie came in the room to gather two more bags at that point, so we switched the subject back to football.


    After a couple of hours, we'd cleared both bedrooms of periodicals. I hadn’t seen any boxes of books yet. They were probably under piles of clothes. There was still a huge hoard of other stuff in the room, and no one else had ventured back here yet. So we moved to the bathroom, then the closets. There wasn't much for us to toss there, so after another hour we ended up in the main room with everyone else.


    That's when we realized that the drama had begun, and Valerie was in the middle of it.


    We heard raised voices. We sneaked to the front door and glanced out. Val, Susannah, Mike the organizer, Dr. Hayman, and Jennifer were standing on the balcony outside the front door, arguing. Apparently they'd come across several bags of baby clothes. Why did Jennifer have baby clothes? She and Kevin were never pregnant. They’d never planned to have children.


    I jerked my head back out of sight. "I'm not getting involved in that."


    Pete shook his head. "No way. Let's find another roll of garbage bags and start loading them. We can stack them up in here and let the junk guys take them out."


    We were working our way toward the corner of the dining area, moving aside anything other than newspapers and magazines. No one from the TV crew had said anything to us since we started. Greg the cameraman was walking around, filming us working. He’d been outside for a while filming the drama, whatever it had been, but had joined us inside about thirty minutes ago. The junk truck guys were hauling bags away as fast as we could fill them, and filling some of their own also. At this rate, we'd have the place cleared of paper by the end of the first day.


    I scooped up a pile of magazines, and something moved. "Oh, shit."


    "What?" Pete came over to look.


    "Mice." I'd uncovered a nest. There weren't any baby mice in residence, but there was a good bit of mouse poop.


    Pete waved Mike the organizer over. The cameraman followed. "We've got mice. And mouse poop."


    "Oh, great. No surprise, though. Let me get the hazardous waste bags." Mike hurried off. The cameraman got in close for some better shots.


    We got the mouse poop cleaned up and were working on the magazine stacks again, when we heard yelling and crying.


    Pete looked at me. "Uh oh."


    Valerie came in at that point, muttering and shaking her head. I motioned her over. "What's going on?"


    Val was disgusted. "Well, it's taken us two fucking hours to figure this out, but apparently we have collected thousands of dollars’ worth of baby clothes because she always wanted to have kids, even though she told Kevin it was fine with her to not have any. So buying baby clothes makes her temporarily feel less bad for not having a baby."


    Pete groaned. I was stunned. "Kevin never wanted kids. Ever. How could she not know that?"


    "She did, but was hoping he'd change his mind someday." Val rolled her eyes. "So now she's all distressed about getting rid of the baby clothes because apparently that represents the final death of her dream of motherhood."


    "She's still young." Pete was in analyst mode. "It doesn't represent the death of her dream of motherhood, just of motherhood with Kevin. She's not hoping that somehow she and Kevin are going to get back together, is she?"


    I was incensed. "Is that why she's asked all of us to do this? Because she wants to re-establish a link with Kevin? Like, if she cleans up her house and we tell Kevin how well she's doing, he'll come back to her? That is never going to happen. She needs to know that."


    Pete laid a hand on my shoulder and said to Val, "We found a framed picture of Jennifer and Kevin's wedding in the bedroom. It looks like she has some very unrealistic expectations."


    "Hmph." Val snorted. "I'm getting very tired of Cleopatra’s shenanigans. I think the shrink needs to know about that picture." She stomped back to the front door and went outside. It was quiet for a minute, then we heard more raised voices.


    Pete gave me a look. “Cleopatra?”


    “Queen of Denial.”


    Pete laughed. We went back to work.


    By the end of the day, we’d gotten rid of all the magazines and newspapers. Jennifer’s bathroom was clear, the paths through the apartment were wider, and the kitchen was in much better shape. Tomorrow, we had all the bags of stuff in the living room and guest room to tackle before we could even uncover the boxes of books. I was starting to think we might not even get to those tomorrow.


    When we left Jennifer's apartment we all felt filthy. We went straight home and hit the showers. Pete and I took a long steamy one together while Val commandeered the guest bathroom. I checked my lung function; it was at 92% baseline. Not too bad for having spent a day in dusty, musty conditions. We reconvened in the kitchen and ate, heating up some leftover chili, and each having a beer to go with it. After we did the dishes, we ended up in the living room, Val on the love seat and Pete and I on the sofa, with another beer for each of us.


    We hadn't talked much about the day to this point, but now we started dissecting it. Pete asked, "What was the thing that surprised you most?"


    I didn't have to think about that. "It was Jennifer's announcement that she wanted kids. That's unbelievable for anyone who knows Kevin, right? 'Cause everyone knows how he feels about kids."


    "Yeah. That bothered me a lot." Pete was pensive. "I was Kevin's partner for four of the five years that he was married to Jennifer, and he never said that they were arguing about having kids. And I think he would have said something. We spent a lot of time sitting in that patrol car and we talked about everything. He said a lot of other stuff about her. I knew that she was hoarding and running up the bills and doing crazy stuff, all of that. But the issue of kids never came up."


    "But you knew he didn't want kids."


    "Sure, I knew. Kev didn't mind being around other people's kids, but the last thing he wanted was any of his own. I never knew exactly what he had against it, but he made it clear. Very clear."


    I nodded. "I wasn't around then, obviously, but I talked to Kev a lot, and he never mentioned anything about kids to me either, and I think he would have."


    Val chimed in. “I’m sure Jeff never knew anything about it; he would have mentioned it to me. I know when our boys were born, Kevin kidded Jeff, thanking him for taking the pressure off his shoulders for producing grandkids for your dad. I remember your dad saying that he knew that the only grandkids would come from Jeff. So everyone knew.”


    I sighed. “Kevin’s always thought that the world is too fucked up a place to bring children into it. And he’s an environmentalist, so he never wanted to add to the world’s population. But it sounds like Jennifer didn’t want to believe it.”


    Pete frowned. "What a mess that girl's brain must be. I hope the show provides enough aftercare funds for her to get some extensive therapy, because she's going to need it." He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me against him. "It's a good thing we're so normal."


    I laughed. "Speak for yourself, sir! I consider myself to be extraordinary, not normal."


    Pete chuckled. "Oh, you're extraordinary all right."


    Val laughed. "What do you think will happen to Jennifer?"


    “Realistically? The relapse rate for these people is pretty high. Although it is a good sign that she's changed her name. It might indicate that she's ready to make other changes in her life. But it's not a good sign at all that the only people she had to help her with this were her ex-husband's family.”


    Val rolled her eyes. “Yeah, she didn’t want her actual friends to know.”


    I sighed. "It's sad. Kevin married her for some reason. There must be a very valuable person in there somewhere."


    Pete nodded. "They had a lot in common, on the surface. She liked outdoor stuff. She'd rollerblade while Kevin ran, she hiked with us, they'd go camping down at San Onofre. And she loved baseball. Knew how to keep score and everything. They went to Dodgers games all the time, and she never missed one of our LAPD baseball games. But she did display some OCD symptoms. You know who she reminded me of, in a way? The counselor on Glee. Everything had to be in its place and lined up correctly. And she always had wet wipes with her and wouldn't touch any man-made surfaces until she'd wiped them down."


    "Weird that she'd end up a hoarder."


    "Well, yeah, but you can see how she had everything stacked up neatly at first. And it's a vicious circle that these folks get into. The hoard starts getting out of control, and it makes them feel even worse about themselves than they already do, so they hoard more, which makes them feel worse...and on it goes."


    We went to bed early because we had to be up early. I dreamed that I came home from work one day to find, to my horror, that Pete had filled the townhouse with baby clothes.


    


    The next morning we were scheduled to meet at Jennifer's apartment at 5:30 again. We made record time through McDonald's drive through and got to the apartment with five minutes to spare, only to find that nothing was happening. Raven, Mike, and Raven’s assistant were huddled together by the TV truck with Greg the cameraman discussing something intently. Jennifer, Susannah, and Dr. Hayman weren't there yet. The junk guys were all milling around a little, shivering in the damp morning air and drinking coffee. Stan the Junk Man was on his phone, pacing the parking lot. He looked mad. Every so often he'd hang up, call another number, and get mad again. I looked around and realized that Stan’s guy Wally was missing.


    Pete had packed a cooler full of Cokes. He put up the tailgate of his Jeep, and we sat inside the cargo area with our feet dangling over the bumper eating our Egg McMuffins and drinking Coke. After about ten minutes, Raven separated herself from the group by the TV truck and came over to us.


    "Hey, guys. Sorry we're running a little behind schedule. Stan's assistant was supposed to be here at 5:00 with the key to the apartment, and he hasn't shown up yet."


    "Stan's assistant…Wally is Stan’s assistant? Why would he have a key?"


    "Wally was going to meet Greg to get some shots of the apartment before anyone else got here, to use as the visual starting point for the second day's cleaning. Greg showed up but Wally wasn't here. So Greg called Stan, and Stan's been trying to get hold of Wally, but his phone goes right to voice mail. So, we're waiting for Jennifer to get here, so she can let us in and Greg can get his preliminary shots."


    I glanced at Pete for confirmation. "I don't remember Jennifer ever being late for anything."


    Pete shrugged. "Neither do I."


    "I don't think it's Jennifer, I think it's Susannah. Jennifer stayed with Susannah last night. They called me a few minutes ago; they're on the way." Raven gestured to the TV truck. "We've got coffee in the van if you want something warmer to drink."


    "Thanks." We watched Raven go back to the truck. Dr. Hayman arrived a minute or so thereafter. Stan was still pacing and talking on the phone, looking angrier by the minute. In about ten minutes, Jennifer and Susannah pulled in to the parking lot.


    "Sorry we're late." Jennifer glared at Susannah.


    Susannah glared back. She was dressed somewhat more appropriately today, in designer jeans, a black jacket, and high heeled boots. "Well, we're here now. Let's get started."


    Raven crossed to them. "We need your key, Jennifer. Wally hasn't shown up yet."


    "Um - okay." Jennifer fished her key out of her pocket. "Where is Wally? I need my other key back."


    "Oh, he'll be along. Stan is tracking him down now." Raven started walking toward the apartment. "Come on and unlock the door for us, then you all can relax for a few minutes while Greg gets a few shots inside. We've got coffee and donuts in the TV van."


    Jennifer and Raven walked up the stairs. Mike the organizer - I still couldn’t remember his last name - walked over to us. "Here's what I was thinking for today. Pete and Val, you can continue to help inside, but Jamie, to spare your lungs, I plan to have you outside to help Jennifer go through the books we bring out. She says that she thinks some of them may have some value, and I thought you'd be the best qualified of us to determine what books, if any, are worth passing on to an appraiser. And it will give you something to do which doesn't involve being in the dust and mold."


    "That sounds great."


    "Cool." Mike turned away. Jennifer and Raven were at Jennifer's doorway; Jennifer was opening the door. I had just unwrapped my second Egg McMuffin when Jennifer and Raven both screamed.


    Pete jumped off the end of the Jeep and ran for the stairs; I went after him. Pete was pounding up the steps, with me in close pursuit and Stan right behind me. Jennifer and Raven were pale as ghosts, clutching each other, on the balcony outside the door.


    "What is it?" Pete was panting.


    "There's a body!" Jennifer was actually slightly calmer than Raven, who seemed to be hyperventilating.


    Pete stepped into the apartment and I stuck my head around the doorframe. Even from the door, I could smell it.


    I'd spent enough time in emergency rooms after asthma attacks to recognize that smell.


    Blood.


    A lot of it.


    I backed up. Pete took another step in and looked, then backed out, closed the door, pulled his phone out, and dialed 911.


    When they answered, Pete said, "I'm with a friend and we've just found a body inside her apartment."


    He gave the rest of the information; while he was still talking we heard the sirens. Two patrol cars from Pacific Division arrived. They got things in hand quickly. One of the cops started talking to Pete, one to Jennifer, and one to Raven. The fourth cop went in the apartment, did a quick check, came back out and called the detectives and the crime scene unit.


    The detectives arrived in less than twenty minutes. Jonathan Eckhoff was tall and sandy haired, around my age, wearing jeans, desert boots and a leather jacket. Cesar Belardo was older, probably in his late forties, with the beginnings of a paunch. He was shorter and dark-haired, wearing rumpled slacks and a sport coat. They disappeared into the apartment for a while, then came back out. Eckhoff came to where Val, Pete, and I were sitting on the end of the Jeep again. He took our names; when I said mine, he looked at me closely, then said, "Are you related to Kevin Brodie at West LA?"


    "Yep. He's my brother. Jennifer Graham, whose apartment this is, is Kevin's ex-wife."


    Eckhoff's eyes widened. "No kidding."


    "No kidding."


    "Huh." Eckhoff looked back at Jennifer, who was talking to Belardo, then back at me. "Okay. What's going on here?"


    I gave him the whole story; Pete told him about looking into the apartment, seeing the dead guy, and closing the door to preserve the scene. Eckhoff nodded. "Did you recognize the guy?"


    "I thought it looked like Wally, the guy who's missing from the junk crew. He had a key to the apartment because he was supposed to meet the cameraman here earlier this morning."


    "Okay." Eckhoff put his notepad away. "So, this Graham girl is your ex-sister-in-law."


    "Yeah."


    "And she's one of these hoarders?"


    "Yeah. You saw inside the apartment. It was twice that bad yesterday."


    Eckhoff looked mystified. "I've never understood the hoarding thing. Why do they do it?"


    Pete answered. "It's a mental illness. Related to obsessive compulsive disorder. It takes a lot of therapy to get them to change."


    I tipped my head at Pete, and said to Eckhoff, "Psychologist."


    "Ah." Eckhoff grinned. "But you're not the shrink for the show."


    Pete laughed. "Oh, God, no. I couldn't work with these people all the time."


    "What kind of people do you work with?"


    "College students. I'm on faculty at Santa Monica College. I'm just here to help with the cleanup." Pete was watching Eckhoff; I could tell he'd come to a decision. "I was Kevin Brodie's partner when we were officers in West LA. When he made detective, I went to grad school."


    "Aha." Eckhoff looked impressed. "I wondered; most people would have gone farther into the apartment than you did. I thought maybe you were just a big CSI fan."


    Pete laughed. "Can't stand that show, to tell you the truth."


    "Me either." Eckhoff laughed too. "So you were sure he was dead when you looked at him."


    "He had a big hole in his chest. I was sure."


    "Okay." We all watched as the crime scene and coroner’s vans pulled into the parking lot and the attendants started unloading their equipment. Eckhoff turned back to us. "Let me check with my partner, but I think you all can go. We'll probably come talk to you later today, but we can do it at your place."


    "That sounds good." It was 10:00, and I was getting tired of sitting around. "We're not going anywhere today."


    "Cool." Eckhoff gave us one of his cards. "So we'll see you this afternoon, then."


    The three of us went home, stopping on the way to get a few groceries. We ate lunch and were settled in the living room, watching an NFL game, when Eckhoff and Belardo came to the door.


    Belardo hadn’t spoken to us at Jennifer’s apartment. When we introduced ourselves, he gave Pete and me a look of barely disguised disgust. Pete gazed at him impassively; I narrowed my eyes a little to let him know that I’d noticed. It was guys like Belardo that helped speed up Pete’s decision to leave the police force and go to graduate school. Things were a lot better for gay and lesbian cops than they used to be. But there were still plenty of guys on the force, like Belardo, who thought we were deviant scum.


    I hoped that we wouldn’t be involved in this investigation beyond today.


    Belardo did most of the talking this time and told us that Wally’s name was actually Howard Wallace. He covered the same questions as before, which was what I'd expected. Then he started asking about what had happened the previous day - had we noticed anything odd about Wally's behavior, or anything like that. We told him about Wally’s scrutiny of the magazines and newspapers we were throwing away.


    Then he sprang the big news on us.


    "We found something clutched in the hand of the body. Does this look familiar to either of you?"


    The detective held out a plastic zip top bag, containing what looked at first glance like a scrap of old paper. I took it. The paper was either very old or artificially aged to look very old. It looked like the corner of a larger page, about 4 or 5 inches wide, with decorative writing on both sides. "Wow. This looks like it could be a page from an illuminated manuscript."


    Belardo frowned. "What’s that?"


    "Illuminated manuscripts are usually all or part of the Bible, produced by hand by monks back in the Middle Ages. It's how the Bible got reproduced in those days, before the invention of the printing press. Some of them were decorated very lavishly, and this looks like one of those."


    "Is it old?"


    "If it's authentic, it is. There are ways to reproduce them and make them look old when they're not. An expert would have to look at it."


    “You’re not an expert?”


    “No. My degree is in ancient history, but I don’t know how to tell the good fakes from the real thing.”


    "How old might it be?"


    I thought. "Well, the European Middle Ages lasted for about a thousand years, from the fifth to the fifteenth century. Any time within that time frame. So at least 600 years. Again, if it's authentic." I handed the bag to Pete, who started examining it. “I can't imagine what Jennifer would have been doing with a page from an illuminated manuscript. Or, in this case, the corner of a page.”


    Belardo nodded. “The way the vic was holding it in his hand, it looked like there had been a struggle that might have resulted in the paper being torn. The argument may have been over the paper.” He looked at me. “If it’s authentic, would it be worth a lot?”


    “Oh yeah. Depending on how old it is and what book it’s from, it could be worth a good bit.”


    Pete turned it over, frowning. “The writing is in Latin.”


    “Yeah, this is really elaborate.” I pointed to the page. “And the ink here looks faded. And this is some kind of stylistic animal.” I raised my head and stared at Pete, not seeing him. “No. No way.”


    Belardo leaned forward. “What?”


    I shook my head. “It’s not possible. The Book of Kells is missing about thirty leaves – sixty pages – but they went missing around a thousand years ago, in Ireland. I don’t see any way possible that a page from the Book of Kells could have made it to an apartment in Culver City.” I took back the bag and looked again. “My bet is that it’s a reproduction. It’s beautiful, but it’s probably not authentic.”


    Pete, Belardo, and Eckhoff all looked confused. Eckhoff asked the question. “What’s the Book of Kells?”


    “It’s an illuminated manuscript of the four gospels of the New Testament. It was created around the year 800, at a monastery on Iona, an island off the coast of Scotland. When the Viking raids on Scotland started, it was taken to Ireland, to a monastery at Kells, for safekeeping. It was stolen from the monastery in the year 1007 and found a couple of months later, with the gold cover and several pages missing. Now it’s kept in the library at Trinity College, Dublin.”


    Pete asked, “What makes you think of the Book of Kells?”


    “The colors, and the art, especially the figures and animals. Other illuminated manuscripts were done with very fancy writing and colorful alphabet, and sometimes some pictures, but the Book of Kells is known for its colors and the way animal and human figures are woven into the text itself. Very unusual.”


    Eckhoff still looked mystified. Belardo said, “But it’s as you say. How would pages from a thousand year old book in Ireland end up in the possession of a schoolteacher in LA?”


    I shook my head. “I don’t see how that’s possible. This has to be a reproduction.”


    “Do you know anyone who might be able to determine whether this page is authentic or not?”


    “Yeah. We actually have a copy of the Book of Kells in our special collections at the library. The special collections librarian would be a good place to start.” I handed the bag back to Belardo.


    Eckhoff said, “Is there any chance this page is from the book in your library?”


    “No. It’s intact, and it’s behind several layers of security. If anything had happened to it, I’d have heard about it.”


    Belardo looked at the scrap again. “The dead guy, and whoever tore the other piece off, must have thought it was pretty valuable.”


    “It was stupid to tear it, though. If it is rare and old, tearing it has decreased its value right there. And if it is from some famous manuscript, especially the Book of Kells or something similar, it would be impossible to sell on the open market.” I looked at the detectives. “You’d be talking about a private collector. It would be like an art theft. LAPD has an art theft detail, right?”


    “Yeah, we do.” Belardo frowned. “We don’t usually cross paths with them, but in this case it might be a good idea. Maybe one of your UCLA guys is a contact for them, and we can start there.” He sighed. “Suppose it is something famous, one of these illuminated manuscripts. It would have to be from Europe, right? Any idea how your sister-in-law would have come across it?”


    “I doubt that she knew she had it. If she had, I think she might have sold it herself, as bad as she’s hurting for money. Usually, the way these things happen, an old manuscript ends up in a box in someone’s attic, and the box gets passed down from generation to generation…” It hit me what I had just said. “Jennifer inherited a bunch of old books from her teacher’s aide that died five years ago. Jennifer said the books were in boxes in the guest room. We were going to go through them today to see if there was anything valuable in them.”


    “Huh.” Eckhoff looked intrigued. “There were several boxes open in that room. You guys didn’t get to any of the boxes yesterday?”


    “No. When we finished, the boxes were still hidden under a pile of clothing.”


    Pete chimed in. “How would Wally have known what that was? And where to look for it?”


    Eckhoff shrugged. “No idea. Junk men get to be experts, sometimes, though, in what’s valuable and what’s not.”


    Belardo stood. “Well, we’ll be taking a close look at the dead guy’s background. If he turns out to have a degree in art history or something, that’ll give us an idea.” Pete and I shook hands with Eckhoff; Belardo didn’t offer. Eckhoff said, “Thanks for all your help. We’ll talk to Art Theft first, then go to whatever experts they send us to. Probably end up at UCLA.”


    I ventured, “If you are at UCLA, would you mind stopping by my office and letting me know what’s going on with the investigation? I’m really curious as to whether this is the real thing or not.”


    “Sure, no problem.” The detectives said their goodbyes and left. I turned to Pete. “Feel like a ride to campus?”


    “To do what?”


    I grinned. “What else? A little research.”


    Val needed to head for home; the following day was a school day for my nephews. We saw her off, then drove to UCLA. The special collections area was closed on Sundays, but no section of the library was ever closed to its librarians. We walked in the front door of the library, and I stopped to say hello to Connie Bright, who was working at circulation. “Hey, Connie, how’s it going?”


    “Good. It’s been busy today. What are you doing here?” She looked at Pete with interest.


    “This is my boyfriend, Pete Ferguson. Pete, Connie Bright. We’re going down to Special Collections for a few minutes.”


    “Okay. Let me know when you come back up. Nice to meet you, Pete."


    We waved and went downstairs. At the door of Special Collections, I swiped my BruinCard and opened the door. I logged into the computer, and the steel gate that led into the collections area clicked open. I had looked up the call number of the Book of Kells from home; I led Pete to the Z section and we found the book.


    “This is beautiful. But why is a facsimile in special collections?”


    “There weren’t many made, only around 1500 or so. And the process by which they made them allowed them to be very close copies, and it was expensive. Each of these cost several thousand dollars. They were made so that scholars could study the book without having to access the original. So it’s down here to limit access. It’s in special collections because it’s special.”


    “Ha. Funny. Okay, so are the missing pages in here?”


    “Well, no, because this was made from the original as it currently exists, and no one knows exactly what the missing pages look like. But some of them are from the end of the gospel of John, so it would look similar to this.” I turned to the last existing page of the gospel.


    Pete examined it. “It looks a lot like the fragment that the detective had, doesn’t it?”


    “Yeah, it does.” I looked at the pages in front of me. “But it’s extremely unlikely to be one of the missing pages. It’s even extremely unlikely to be a page torn out of one of these books. It’s probably a page from a book about the Book of Kells that someone thought they could pass off as the real thing. Or it could be some other illuminated manuscript that’s not even related to the Book of Kells.”


    I signed out of the computer, and swiped my card to get out of Special Collections. The door locked behind us and we headed upstairs. Pete mused. “I never crossed paths with the Art Theft task force when I was a cop. I always thought it was interesting that there was enough art theft in this town to keep an entire task force employed full time.”


    “Well, sure. Think about all the museums we have here, and the galleries, and all the rich folks who have collected art over the years. And it’s not just art; it’s sculpture, and all that stuff. And there are always collectors who are willing to buy stuff on the black market, so to speak, that don’t really care where it came from.”


    “Yeah.” Pete sighed. “So this torn bit that Wally was clutching. It looks like there was a fight over that. He had an accomplice of some sort, and something went bad.”


    “It won’t be worth as much, torn like that. And now it’s easier to identify – the remnant, I mean, if it is something very rare or expensive and the other section shows up.”


    
      
        
          	
            Since we had the car, we decided to eat out. We headed for the beach and Big Dean’s.

          
        

      
    


    When we got seated, I told Pete, “I didn’t care for the look on Belardo’s face when he figured out we were a couple.”


    “No.” Pete frowned. “But it’s not surprising. It still happens, usually with guys on the force who are older. Societal shifts take longer to make inroads into the police force than elsewhere. Similar to the military, I guess. But a lot of the younger cops are more accepting. Like Eckhoff.”


    “That was one of the reasons you left the force.”


    “Well, yeah.” Pete was interrupted by our server. We gave him our orders, then Pete continued. “As long as I was partners with Kevin, it was fine, because obviously he was supportive, and I knew he had my back. Other guys might not have respected me, but they steered clear of Kevin. And playing on the Centurions helped. It was harder to think of me as nothing but a faggot when I had a .452 batting average.”


    “Did the team’s coach care that you were gay?”


    “Nope. Anyone who could hit like I did was okay with coach. He’d have played Liberace, if Liberace could hit .452.”


    I laughed. “Are you ever sorry you quit the force?”


    “No. Never. There were several reasons I left, but the most important one was that I really wanted to teach. And you know I love teaching. I’ll never be sorry about that.” He smiled at me. “Don’t worry about Belardo. We probably won’t have to deal with him much more.”


    I hoped that was true. But I had a bad feeling about that torn piece of paper.


    When we got home, I got online and refreshed my memory about the Book of Kells. The script used by the monks to create the manuscript, a chunky font called Insular Majuscule, was unusual. I looked at pictures of it and of pictures of pages of the Book of Kells itself on various websites. The fragment Wally was clutching was done in a very similar style, at least to my untrained eye. But it could easily have been produced by an art student a decade ago instead of a monk a millennium ago.


    Someone at UCLA would know.


    


    The next morning, after taking care of some things in my office, I went downstairs to talk to our special collections librarian, Conrad Huffstetler. Conrad was an institution at UCLA. He wasn't old, only in his late 50s, but he had that air of gravitas that made him seem older. He was as tall as me, but Abraham Lincoln thin, and dressed like an undertaker – dark suits, bright white shirts, and skinny dark ties. His wife was a "nutritionist to the stars," and specialized in the Paleo diet. Conrad always had a big bag of fruit, nuts, and berries stashed in the staff refrigerator and kept jars of roasted seeds on his desk. When I stuck my head in his office, he waved me in.


    "Jamie, hello! I saw your name on the log from yesterday. Is there something I can help you with?"


    "I think so." I sat down and accepted the offer of a handful of pumpkin seeds. "I was looking at the Book of Kells facsimile." I gave him a very abridged version of the events of the weekend, leaving out names and details. By the time I finished, he was goggling in disbelief.


    "So I just wanted to show my partner what the book looked like, so he'd see the similarity in the piece of paper the dead guy was holding on to."


    Conrad shook his head. "And the torn section looked like the Book of Kells?"


    "It did, but it could have been something else. I'm certainly no expert."


    "How interesting." Conrad considered. "Did this junk worker seem like someone with knowledge of illuminated manuscripts?"


    “No, but I guess appearances can be deceiving. But he had to have been working with someone."


    "Indeed. Do you suppose the police will be contacting me?"


    "I don't know. It's very possible. I expect they'll be talking to anyone who might be able to help them figure out whether this piece of paper is worth anything or not."


    Conrad nodded. "Well, I appreciate you telling me about this. If the police do call, it won't come as quite as much of a shock."


    "Right. And something else occurred to me. You might want to be on the lookout for someone wanting access to the Book of Kells facsimile who doesn't seem - um - appropriately academic? Depending on who the dead guy's partner was, he or she may want to take a look at ours for some reason?"


    Conrad rubbed his hands together with delight. "Oh, the intrigue! I shall use extra care in vetting our scholars over the next couple of weeks."


    "Heh. That's great, Conrad. Thanks." I said goodbye, and left with another handful of pumpkin seeds. They were actually pretty good.


    The rest of the day flew by. Pete and I were meeting at Kevin and Abby's apartment in Westwood – my former home – for dinner at 6:00. When I got there, Pete was already there. He and Kevin were on stools at the kitchen bar, eating carrot sticks. I went into the kitchen itself and hugged Abby. "Do you need any help?"


    "Nope, it's under control and almost ready. Grab a beer for yourself."


    I did and kissed Pete hello. He grinned at me. "Hey, you. Hard day?"


    "Nah, not bad for a Monday. Busy, though."


    "I've been filling Kevin in on the events of the weekend."


    I looked around Pete at Kevin. "Yeah, pretty bizarre, huh?"


    Kevin shook his head. "Unbelievable."


    Pete jumped back in. "We were just talking about who might have known about Jennifer's collection."


    Kev shook his head again. "It's hard for me to imagine Jennifer telling anyone about it. She didn't talk about her hoarding to anyone."


    I nodded. "She told us before the clean that no one that she worked with knew anything about her problem. She has friends at work but she'd never let any of them come to her apartment."


    Pete spoke up. "I wonder if it's someone related to the old woman who gave Jennifer those boxes. Maybe they already knew the dead guy - but they could easily have had prior knowledge of anything valuable that might have been in those boxes."


    “But Jennifer told us that Miss Lucille didn’t have any relatives.”


    Kevin said. "I don't know Eckhoff very well, but Belardo is a bulldog. They’ll get it all sorted out."


    "But they’ll need help. Belardo said he was going to contact the art theft unit to see if they could tell him who could authenticate the page."


    "Right. And that will be someone at the university, I'd think."


    "Most likely. I talked to our special collections guy today. He’d love to take a look at the paper."


    We sat down to dinner and had just finished eating when Kevin’s phone rang. He looked at the display. “Uh oh. It’s Tim.” He answered and spoke with his partner for a minute, then clicked off. “Sorry, but we’ve got a body off Mandeville Canyon Road. I’ve gotta go.”


    Kevin left. We stayed to help Abby clean up, then Pete drove us home. I went upstairs to the spare bedroom/office and dropped my computer bag beside "my" desk, then stood and looked at the room. Almost nothing in it was mine. The fire in my apartment back in June had burned all my books, and I had only begun to start replacing them. I'd bought new clothes, but I still didn't have as much as I'd had before the fire. I’d bought towels. Everything else here was Pete's.


    It was a weird feeling.


    As I was standing there, Pete came into the room behind me. "What are you doing?"


    "Just looking around. Thinking about stuff. All that stuff that Jennifer had, and the fact that I own almost nothing."


    "So, you're not an acquisitive kind of guy. You haven't fallen for the consumerist culture's brainwashing. That's a good thing."


    I laughed. "Yeah, I guess. It's just weird to realize that almost nothing here is mine."


    He frowned. "Does that bother you?"


    "No, not really. I mean, obviously, it's your house, I've only been here four and a half months and I came here with nothing, of course everything is going to be yours. I guess it's just this thing with Jennifer and all her stuff...it's made me realize how little I have."


    Pete was quiet for a minute. Then, softly, "You don't feel like this is your home."


    I looked at him sharply. "Yes, this is my home. Where else would it be?"


    "Sure, it's your physical home. It's where you live right now. But you don't feel like it's yours. You don't feel any ownership of it."


    "Well...no. I don't. You own it. I live with you, in your house. If anything happened and we ever broke up, you'd stay here because it's your house. Your Uncle Arthur left it to you." I shrugged. "It's not how I feel, it's just a fact."


    Pete didn't say anything for a minute, but he looked upset. Then he sighed. “Do you have work to do? I’ve got papers to grade.”


    "Yeah, I have some articles to find. No TV tonight."


    “Okay, good.” Pete turned to leave and I laid my hand on his arm. "Hey. It doesn't bother me. Really."


    "Okay." He smiled, but it was a weak effort.


    When I finished the work I needed to do, Pete was still grading. I went downstairs and put in a load of laundry, straightened and dusted the living room, packed our lunches for the following day, checked the doors and windows, and went back upstairs. I stuck my head in the office; Pete seemed to still be trapped in the throes of undergraduate psychology papers.


    "Hey. I'm gonna take a shower." I thought he might offer to join me.


    But he didn't. "Okay. I'm not at a good stopping point."


    "Okay." I shrugged inwardly.


    In the shower, I thought about our earlier conversation. Did I think of this as my home? Well, sure, on one level. When I said to Liz in the evenings, "I'm heading home," this is where I meant I was coming. But, I had to admit...if we were playing a word association game, and someone said "Home" to me, my first thought would be "Oceanside." And wasn’t that sorry, that I still thought of my dad's house as "home." I was 32 years old. I should have moved beyond that.


    But apparently I hadn't.


    I got out of the shower, put on pajama pants and a t-shirt, and went to check the laundry. The washer was done, so I started the dryer and went back upstairs. Pete was in the process of closing down his computer. I was barefoot, so he didn’t hear me coming. I went up to the desk where he was sitting and wrapped my arms around his shoulders from behind, and was immediately tossed backward as Pete flinched and threw his arms out to get mine off his.


    “Hey! What the hell?”


    “Oh, shit, I’m sorry. You startled me.” Pete stood up, turned and reached for me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t punch you, did I?”


    “No. What was that about?”


    “Nothing. You just startled me.” But he had his closed face on. I knew it wasn’t just that, but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. He took my hands in his and kissed my left palm. "Sorry I couldn't join you in the shower. Rain check?"


    "Absolutely. Did you get the grading finished?"


    "Yep." He hugged me and we stood there like that for a minute. I could feel the tension in his back muscles. He said, "Your hair smells good."


    "It's that bargain shampoo."


    "Mmm hmm." He let go and studied at me from arms' length away. Then he smiled. "Okay. I'm going to take a quick shower and wash the scent of student failure off of me. Then I'll meet you in bed."


    "Sounds good." I watched him walk out of the room, wondering what the hell had just happened.


    I got settled in bed and was reading when Pete stepped out of the bathroom, rubbing his hair dry. He hung up his towel and slid into bed. "You know, I've been thinking about who might have been the junk man's accomplice."


    I chuckled, relieved that we weren't going to talk about mine vs. ours issues. "That's the ex-cop coming out of you."


    "Yeah, I guess." Pete rolled onto his side and propped his head up on his elbow. "I left the force before I got to be a detective. I think I would have enjoyed it. Anyway...let's think logically. That box was buried under five years' worth of junk. Who could have known it was there?"


    "Hmm. Okay. Jennifer got the boxes of books when her aide died. Miss Lucille told Jennifer that she didn’t have any family, but maybe that wasn’t true. Or maybe she was estranged from the family. In her mind, she didn’t have any family, but there are relatives out there who know about the boxes."


    "Sure. That's one possibility." Pete rolled onto his back, reached into the drawer of his bedside table, and pulled out a small spiral notebook and a pen. I raised my eyebrows. "I didn't know you had anything but condoms in there."


    "Ha ha." Pete grinned. "This is to record any strokes of genius that might occur in this location."


    "Right. Not much recorded yet, I see."


    Pete smirked. "I've been busy with other things in this location recently." He turned to a clean page and started a list. "Okay. Number one, did Miss Lucille have any family, and if so, did they know about the boxes. Who else?"


    I mused. "Jennifer could have told someone. I don't know who, though. Someone that she works with? But again, even Jennifer didn't know exactly what was in the boxes. All she knew was what the old lady had told her."


    "Right. But it's still a possibility, however unlikely." Pete made another note. "Could anyone associated with the TV show have known?"


    "I don’t see how. Jennifer would have to have told them, and she apparently didn’t know."


    "And what about Wally himself? Was he the one who made the initial discovery, then alerted someone else? We don't know anything about his background, either. He could be an unemployed rare books dealer, or something like that."


    "True. He didn't look like a career junk man."


    "No, he didn't. He was too clean. Although that's a stereotype, isn't it?"


    "Yep. I had no idea you harbored these prejudices against junk men."


    Pete laughed. "Neither did I. Did you talk to Wally at all on Saturday?"


    "Not really, not beyond a few interactions like 'You got that?' and 'Thanks.' Did you?"


    "Nope, not even to that extent. I don't remember hearing him talk much to anyone."


    "Me either. We were all too busy hauling junk to talk much." I yawned. "Did you notice anyone working in that area in particular? Over where those particular boxes were?"


    "No. I don't remember anyone being in that corner for any length of time. We didn’t even uncover those boxes."


    "Right." I frowned. "But Eckhoff said there were several boxes open. Like the guy or guys had been looking for something specific in one of the boxes. So they must have known what they were looking for, but they didn't know exactly where it was."


    "But they had a pretty good idea. There were a lot of boxes in there, and they must have narrowed it down pretty quickly."


    "Yeah. Which makes me think that they were concentrating on the ones that came from Miss Lucille’s attic. Which brings us back to either the old lady's family, or someone that Jennifer told."


    "Yeah. But how could Jennifer have told anyone about anything as specific as an illuminated manuscript, if she'd never opened the boxes?"


    I shook my head. "She couldn't."


    "So Belardo and Eckhoff are probably concentrating on the old lady's family or estate."


    "Yep. She died about five years ago, according to Jennifer. Do you suppose the executor of the estate would have done an inventory before they released the boxes?"


    "I have no idea." Pete rolled back over and put the notebook and pen on his nightstand, then rolled back to face me. "So we're right back where we started."


    "Right. And that's exactly nowhere."


    That night, I dreamed that when we opened Jennifer’s apartment door, the place was full of monks, bent over desks, producing illuminated manuscripts.


    


    The next day I had lunch with Liz and told her about my conversation with Pete about the townhouse. “I’ve got to make a decision about giving up the lease on the apartment.”


    Liz looked surprised. “I thought you’d already decided to stay with Pete.”


    “Not officially. I mean, of course I’m leaning in that direction, but I haven’t told Kevin to go ahead and get a new apartment.”


    Liz leaned back and crossed her arms, frowning at me. “Have you heard the old saying, ‘The one who has the power in any relationship is the one who cares the least?’”


    I looked up at Liz with a start. "No. What are you talking about?"


    "I'm talking about you. You think you're the one who's taking all the risk, by giving up your apartment, but you're not. Pete's the one taking the risk. You can always get another apartment. You're the one who's free to go if you decide to, just pack up your stuff and leave."


    "I wouldn't do that."


    "Do you think Pete knows that?"


    "Yeah, I think he does." I glared at Liz. "Are you trying to piss me off for some reason?"


    "No. I'm trying to get you to see that you can hurt Pete a lot more than he can hurt you."


    "I don't see where you get that. I'd say we're pretty even in that department."


    "No, you're not. Pete has given you everything he has, he's laid himself open to you. What have you done for him? And sex doesn't count."


    "I can't believe we're having this conversation."


    "And I can't believe you're trying to keep from answering my question."


    I shook my head. "I do lots of things for him."


    "Like what?"


    "I...I do most of the cleaning. I do all the laundry. I live with him, for fuck's sake."


    Liz looked at me unwaveringly. "Have you told him you love him?"


    "Yes! Every day!"


    "Do you tell him spontaneously, or is it just 'Love you too' when he says it first?"


    I tried to remember. "I know I've said it first before."


    "Yeah, but you can't remember when. You can't remember the last time you said, 'Pete, I love you,' for no other reason than you love him." She looked disgusted. "That's just great, Jamie."


    "I'm not..." I was speechless. "I can't believe this."


    "Believe it." She stood up and took her trash to the receptacle, then came back and sat down. "This is about the time in a relationship where you get that look on your face. Like a scared animal, wondering where the traps are." She leaned forward. "There are no traps this time. You're the one with the shotgun this time."


    "Liz. When we broke up before, it was Pete that pulled the trigger."


    "I know that. And it's taken him this long to get you back." Her face softened. "You should see the way he looks at you, when you're not looking. He adores you. He loves you so much it hurts. It hurts me to see him look at you like that."


    I sighed and rubbed my face. "Is there a point to all this?"


    "Yes." She stood up again and gathered her belongings. "This time, you're the one with the power to fuck this up." She leaned forward again and looked straight into my eyes. "Don't fuck it up." She gave me one last look, and left.


    Shit.


    I looked into the distance, kind of pissed and kind of realizing that Liz might have a point. What did it say about me that I couldn't remember the last time I'd told my boyfriend that I loved him? Without being prompted?


    Nothing good, that was for sure.


    If there was a romantic in our relationship, it was Pete. He was the one who left notes in my lunch or stuck to the bathroom mirror. He was the one who whispered in my ear in bed. He was the one who almost always initiated the cuddling, who was the touchy-feely one of the two of us by far.


    Except for that weird little episode last night…


    I groaned inwardly and rubbed my face again. I was a shitty boyfriend.


    I did love Pete. Maybe more than I’d loved anyone else, if I was honest with myself. And I did a pretty lousy job of showing it.


    Well, I could change that. It would take some effort because it didn't come naturally to me to be romantic or cuddly. I'd just have to consciously make the effort until it became second nature.


    Fake it 'til you make it. Except I wouldn't be faking it.


    Okay. I was going to start right now.


    I pulled out my cell phone and clicked on the Messages icon. I typed in, "Hey, you, <3" and sent it to Pete's phone.


    I slid my phone into my pocket. I was slinging my computer bag over my shoulder when I felt my phone vibrate. I pulled it out and clicked on my message.


    "<3 u2. :-)"


    I smirked a little to myself. This romantic shit might be kind of fun.


    


    The rest of October flew past. We didn’t hear anything from Jennifer, the police, or anyone connected with the TV show for a couple of weeks. I’d nearly forgotten about it when, on October 30, I got a phone call from Detective Belardo. He said the investigation into the piece of paper hadn’t turned up anything interesting and the murder case was turning cold, but he wanted to bring me up to date, as he’d promised. We scheduled a meeting for the following day. I asked Belardo if he could bring me a photocopy of the fragment, and he said he could.


    The next morning I met the detectives outside. Belardo and Eckhoff were waiting for me at the edge of the sculpture garden, and Belardo handed me the copied page. I said, "So the paper turned out to be nothing special?"


    "That's right." Belardo took his notepad out of his pocket to refer to it. "We took it to an antique book dealer in town on the recommendation of the art theft unit. The dealer examined it and said it had been aged to look old. It had clearly been done by a talented artist, but whoever that was was probably either trying to pull a scam or was working on an art project of some sort. More likely the latter."


    I nodded. "Okay, that makes sense. But then why would someone kill for it?"


    Belardo shrugged. "Who knows? The thieves obviously thought they had something valuable, even though they didn't? Most criminals are not the brightest bulbs in the pack. We still need to find our killer, but now it turns out we're not looking for anyone with any kind of expertise."


    Eckhoff grinned. "Yeah. Just your run of the mill dumbass murderer."


    "Huh. Well, thank you for letting me know. I appreciate the follow up."


    "Sure, no problem." The detectives left. I carried the copy of the fragment back into my office and tucked it into my computer bag. So the police hadn’t consulted anyone at UCLA after all. Interesting. I knew a couple of antique book dealers; I wondered which one they’d shown the paper to.


    I had an idea.

  


  


  


  
    November


    The next Saturday, it was sunny but cool. We didn’t have anything planned, and slept in. When we woke up, we amused each other in bed for a while. Afterwards, Pete yawned and stretched. "Well, I guess we'd better get up. We could go to the farmers' market."


    "I've got a better idea."


    "What?"


    "Field trip. How do you feel about antique books?"


    There were several antique and rare book dealers in town. I knew one of them better than the others. Kendall McEwen was an Australian who had been a Rhodes Scholar a few years before me. I hadn't met him at Oxford, but at a meeting of the Oxford University Society of Los Angeles, a group for Oxford alumni. We'd hit it off, mostly due to our mutual interests in books, surfing, and rugby. He was straight as an arrow and kind of a horn dog, a big, blond guy who looked like he should be holding a can of Foster's. And he had that Aussie accent. The guy made the girls go wild, apparently. I understood the attraction.


    Kendall McEwen Books was in the Palisades. When Pete and I pushed through the front door of the shop, Kendall himself was lounging on a stool behind his counter, talking on his cell phone, and drinking a bottle of water. He saw us, waved, and said to his phone, "I've got customers, mate. Gotta go." He hung up and turned to us. "Jamie! Long time! How the hell are you?"


    "Doing great, K. Pete, Kendall McEwen. Kendall, Pete Ferguson, my partner."


    Pete and Kendall shook hands. "Pleased to meet ya, mate." Kendall grinned at me. "Now what brings you out on a beautiful day like this?"


    We pulled up stools. "I've got a story for you. See what you think." I recounted the tale of finding the dead guy with the piece of manuscript in his hand, leaving out names and details like I’d done with Conrad. Kendall listened with interest. When I finished telling him about the conversation I'd had with the police, I asked, "Was it you that they brought the page to?"


    "Nope, I haven't had a visit from the cops lately. Must have been someone else. They didn't give you a name?"


    "No, just said the dealer was recommended by the art theft unit."


    "Hmm. Not sure who that would be." Kendall frowned. "Why would they take it there? Why not to a museum, or to your medieval scholars at the university?"


    I shrugged. "I guess because the department has a relationship with whoever this dealer was, through the art theft unit. The cops like to work with people they have relationships with already, you know."


    "Yeah." Kendall jumped off his stool. "Where are my manners? Can I get you anything to drink?"


    "Sure, some water would be good."


    "Okay." Kendall went to a back room and returned with two cold bottles of water. He sat back down. "So. How good a look did you get at this torn bit?"


    "I got a very good look. It was in a plastic bag, so I couldn't feel it. But it looked old. Of course I know things can be aged to look old, but if that was the case, it was very well done. And it was definitely from an illuminated manuscript, even if it was a recently done facsimile."


    Kendall mused. "I haven't heard anything about a missing page of a well-known manuscript. And that kind of news gets around in my business. Of course, from what you say, if it was missing, it's been missing for twenty or thirty years up in the old lady's attic."


    "Right."


    I gave Kendall the copy of the page that Belardo had given me. "This was made on a police department copier, through a plastic bag, but it's the best I could do. What do you think?"


    Kendall studied the page. "The script is definitely Latin." He turned it over, then pulled out a magnifying glass and examined it more closely. "How well does the copy reproduce the colors?"


    "They're a shade lighter on the copy, but the tint is pretty close."


    "Huh." He kept studying it for a while. Pete got up and started browsing around the shop. I sipped my water and waited. After about five minutes, Kendall laid down the magnifying glass and straightened up. He handed the copy back to me.


    "If I remember my Latin correctly, those words are from the gospel of John. The bit where Jesus is being buried in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea."


    I was impressed. "I didn't know you were such a biblical scholar."


    Kendall rolled his eyes. "I don't know how you managed to escape Oxford without a religious education. Anyway, the text isn't important, except that it's part of what's missing from the Book of Kells."


    That got Pete's attention. "What??"


    "The Book of Kells ends at John, chapter 17. This bit is from John, chapter 19. It's consistent with the section of pages that's missing from the Book of Kells."


    "Consistent with. But not necessarily the actual page."


    "Oh, no." But Kendall was intrigued. "This is very interesting, though. It's not a copy of the existing book, or of any of its facsimiles, like the one you've got at the university. Because this page doesn't exist in the original Book of Kells, or any of its copies. It could be that some art student took a fancy to create the rest of the book on his or her own. This could be a page from that kind of thing." He looked back at the copied page. "But the artwork and manuscript are very, very close in style to those in the original book." He handed the page back to me.


    I looked at it again, lying there in my hands. "But if the cops took this to a dealer, wouldn't he have recognized the same thing?"


    "Not necessarily. I don't know that any of the dealers in town are experts on illuminated manuscripts. And I very much doubt that any of them read Latin. None of the others have the benefit of an Oxford education, you know."


    Pete snorted and I laughed. "Right. Well, what would you suggest that we do next?"


    Kendall raised his eyebrows. "Right little detective, are you now?"


    I laughed again. "No. But if this does turn out to be something extremely valuable, the police need to know that. So when they find the murderer, they won't just chuck the other section of the page. So, yeah, I'd like to find out what it is for sure, both for law enforcement purposes and to satisfy my own curiosity."


    "I'd stay focused on the academic side of things. Anyone with a profit motive and a less than pristine conscience wouldn't necessarily be honest with you about this."


    I grinned at him. "That's why I came here. Because your conscience is so pristine."


    Kendall laughed a lot at that. "Right, mate." He sobered up a bit and pushed the copied paper back at me. "Keep me informed about what you find. If it does turn out to be something valuable, I'd love to be the one to get the commission on it."


    "Absolutely."


    “Have you been back to Oxford since you left?”


    “No, but I’m planning to go next summer. There’s a paper I want to write, and I need to do some research in the Bodleian. And see a few friends.”


    Kendall nodded. “I was back last year. Hasn’t changed a bit.”


    “Are you kidding? It’s barely changed in three hundred years.”


    He laughed. “True. Good to see you, mate.”


    “You too.” We shook hands. "I'll be in touch."


    We pushed out of the shop and walked to the car. I started the engine and turned the heat on high, then turned to Pete. "Well. Looks like we may have a bit of intrigue on our hands."


    "First thing you need to do is call Belardo. Make sure he keeps that piece of evidence locked up somewhere much safer than the evidence room. If it is something worth millions of dollars, it shouldn't be that accessible."


    "The evidence room is accessible?"


    "Not to the general public, but you know how news gets around. And I don't know the evidence guys at Pacific Division. It's just a precaution."


    "Right. As soon as we get back home."


    


    The next morning, Pete and I picked up Kevin and Abby, and we drove down to Oceanside for my dad's birthday. We met my dad at Jeff and Val's, where Jeff already had the grill fired up. I saw Abby and Pete talking to Val for a while in the kitchen while all of us Brodie men were outside. Jeff noted it too: "All the in-laws are having a chat."


    "Yeah. Probably comparing notes on the best ways to manage a Brodie."


    We ate, had cake, hung out for a few hours, then headed back to LA. It was pretty late when we finally dropped into bed that night. It wasn't until then that I got a chance to ask Pete, "I saw you talking to Abby and Val in the kitchen today. We figured you must be comparing notes on the care and feeding of a Brodie boy."


    Pete laughed. "Well, it started out something like that. But as it turned out, Abby wanted to ask Val and me about Jennifer."


    I was surprised. "That doesn't sound like Abby. She's not jealous, is she? 'Cause she certainly has no reason to be."


    "No, she's not jealous. More just curious. Kevin doesn't really say much about his past life, you know. He's the most close-mouthed of the three of you. And she hasn't ever gotten much out of him about his life during the time he was with Jennifer, and she wanted to know. So we talked about it."


    “Huh. Wonder how Kevin will feel about that?”


    “Dunno.” Pete had something else on his mind. I waited. Finally, he said, “Abby also said that they have until the end of the month to let the apartment manager know what you all are doing about the lease.”


    “Oh. That kind of snuck up on me.”


    “Yeah.” Pete looked at me. “So you need to tell them something.”


    Damn. I really needed to stay. I’d been dumped so many times before…but Pete was different. I needed to trust him.


    My silence wasn’t encouraging to Pete. His expression was bleak. "You're not staying."


    "I didn't say that. I didn’t say anything."


    "But you can't say yes, you're staying, end of story. You can't tell me that." Pete was a rock, a paragon of keeping it together, but he was starting to break down a little. It brought tears to my eyes. I sat up, facing him cross legged, and dropped my head into my hands.


    "I don't know what's wrong with me. What's wrong with me?" I looked up at him in supplication. "I want to stay with you. What kind of grown man wants to go back and live with his brother instead of his boyfriend? I don't want that. But..." My voice dropped to a whisper. "I'm afraid. I'm really afraid."


    I could see Pete regroup a little, moving back towards calm therapist mode. "I understand that. I do. And I know there isn't anything I can say right now that will instantly make you know that you have nothing to be afraid of. The only way you're going to believe that is by seeing it, over the coming months and years." He sat up himself, reached out and took my hands. "You've tangled with a crazy person with a gun and come out on top. You've left everything behind and moved to a foreign country." He raised my left hand and kissed my knuckles. "Have faith in yourself. And have a little faith in me. Take this next step with me. C'mon."


    What other choice did I have? It was say yes, or maybe lose him forever. We looked into each other's eyes for a moment. All I saw in his was love. I took a deep breath, blew it out and nodded. "Okay."


    He leaned forward; I leaned too and met him halfway. He let go of my hands and wrapped his arms around me, and buried his face in my neck. I felt tears. I rested my head on his shoulder and felt his heart pounding against mine. I wasn't much on praying, but I said one now. Please make this okay. Please make this okay.


    We sat there like that for a minute, then Pete straightened up and wiped his eyes. I said, "I'm going to text Kevin." I picked up my cell off the bedside table and typed, "Going to stay here. You go for one bedroom." The reply came in about fifteen seconds. "YES!! Knew you'd do right thing. THANK YOU."


    It struck me then just how unfair it would have been to Kevin and Abby to move back in with them. They'd gotten used to their privacy. They'd have to adjust to a smaller apartment, but I figured that wouldn't be a problem. Kevin hadn't said anything, but clearly he'd been hoping that I'd grow up and move out.


    What had I been thinking?


    Pete said, "What did Kevin say?"


    "He said thank you."


    Pete huffed a soft laugh. "It'll be easier for them, too, you know."


    "I know. Like I said before, I really don't know what's wrong with me."


    He shrugged. "You said it. You were afraid. Fear changes the chemical transmission in our brains. We don't think logically, we just run from whatever is causing the fear."


    I lay down, turned on my side to face him and put my hand on his shoulder. "I'm going to try to be the best boyfriend ever. I don't want you to ever be sorry that you talked me into this."


    He smiled. "Ditto, baby. Ditto." We kissed for a minute, then Pete pulled back. “You in the mood to celebrate?”


    I was.


    


    Another week went by, with no news from Belardo. One night at supper Pete said, "We've been invited to a dinner party by the co-chair of my department."


    Pete was up for tenure this year. I figured that when the co-chair called, we had to go. "Who is it?"


    "His name's Elliott Conklin. He teaches social psychology. He's gay, and he's getting the SMC gay crowd together for this dinner. Someone said he's got a new boyfriend to show off. Apparently he broke up with his longtime partner a few months ago, and now he's got a younger guy."


    "Is Elliott an older guy?"


    "He's older than us. Probably in his late forties."


    "And how young is this younger guy?"


    "From what I understand, he's in his early 20s."


    I groaned. "Is he an actor wannabe?"


    Pete laughed. "I don't know the particulars, but I'm betting yes. At least we know he's not one of our students."


    I sighed. "Sure, we'll go. It's the politically correct thing to do for you right now, right?"


    "Yeah, I guess. Under normal circumstances I'd think about finding an excuse to not go, but Elliott's the co-chair, and he’s on our departmental tenure committee, so..."


    I held up my hand. "Say no more. I'm willing to sacrifice for your career."


    Pete grinned. "Good to know."


    The dinner party was a week and a half later. That evening, I looked in the closet. "What am I supposed to wear to this party? I don’t have any party clothes."


    "Wear what you'd wear to work. Dockers and a dress shirt are fine."


    "Will we be the most casually dressed there?"


    "Probably not. I'll bet there will be a couple of guys there in jeans. Of course there will be a couple dressed like Kurt from Glee too..."


    Elliott lived in Venice, in an old warehouse building that had been converted to lofts. We arrived about ten minutes late because we'd been looking for a parking space. When we got to the door, I whispered, "Any last minute instructions?"


    "Nah. Just be yourself. And don't let anyone hit on you."


    I looked at him in horror, but didn't get a chance to respond to that as the door opened. The man standing there was indeed in his late forties, with dark hair that had a few threads of gray and a goatee that looked like it might have met a box of Just for Men. He was dressed in an open-neck silk shirt, a linen sport coat, and lightweight slacks. His shoes were very shiny.


    "Pete! So glad you could come. And this must be Jamie." He held out his hand. "Elliott Conklin. I'm delighted to finally meet you."


    "My pleasure." I shook his hand; his handshake wasn't the firmest I'd ever encountered, but it wasn't too wishy washy either.


    "Come in, come in. We're all upstairs. We’re just waiting for a couple more people, then we'll get seated for dinner." He waved us in and we climbed a set of metal stairs to the second floor. The space was big, high-ceilinged and industrial, with strategically placed groupings of seats and lamps. A large wall constructed of bookshelves partially concealed the bedroom from the rest of the space. A kitchen was on the far wall, and seemed to be under the control of a group of caterers. A huge dining table was set up between the entryway and the kitchen. There were a couple of knots of guests milling around.


    Elliott led us over to one of the groups.


    I scanned the room. Pete and I were nearly the most casually dressed people there, but there were a couple of guys in jeans. We were among the younger guests, if you didn't count the twenty-somethings hanging on the arms of a couple of the older men. It made me realize that the five-year age difference between me and Pete was nothing.


    Something was odd, and I couldn't put my finger on it. Then I realized what it was.


    There wasn't a single woman in the room. Not even among the catering staff (who all looked like they'd been hired off a Chippendales roster).


    That was too bad. Women were interesting. They provided essential conversational variety.


    This might be a long night.


    Elliott introduced us to his boyfriend. His name was Matt Bendel. He was probably in his early to mid-twenties, about 5'8" and thin, with light brown hair cut short on the sides and long on the top so it flopped endearingly over his eyes. He barely squeezed my hand when we shook.


    Oh brother.


    Pete introduced me to a couple of people from the college, and we chatted a bit. In about twenty minutes, two more couples had arrived and mingled a little. Elliott moved over by the tables and clapped his hands. "Excuse me everyone, dinner is served! There are place cards at each seat."


    Everyone milled around looking for their names for a few minutes, and gradually we all got seated. I had Pete to my right and an older gentleman to my left whose name card said Hugh Stamant. He proclaimed himself to be a professor of mathematics and then began to expound on Boolean logic to anyone who would listen. I wouldn't. The food was delicious so I concentrated on that, and on not spilling anything on myself. Pete was talking to the guy on his right; it sounded like they were talking about baseball. I was jealous.


    After dinner, Elliott guided us all downstairs to the first floor of the loft. There was a bar set up in the corner, and music coming from somewhere. Must be speakers in the corners. I was driving, so I got a bottle of Perrier. Pete got a rum and Coke. We wandered around for a while, talking to various people, then Pete got attached to a clump of other faculty members who were up for tenure. My attention strayed a little, sorry to say, and my gaze landed on the host's boyfriend, leaning against a wall with a drink in his hand, looking a little lost. What was his name? Matt? I went over to talk to him.


    I introduced myself again. "Where'd Elliott go?"


    "He's over there." Matt indicated the other side of the room with his head. "Talking to college people."


    "Yeah, Pete's doing that too." I took a closer look at Matt. He was awfully young. I seriously wondered if he was over 21. I decided to go ahead and ask the lamest question in the history of parties. "What do you do?"


    Matt perked up a little. "I work for an antique book dealer."


    Well, whaddya know. "No kidding. I'm a librarian. So I'm kind of an antique book dealer too."


    He laughed. "Well, I’m not a dealer. I’m just the clerk. That's how I met Elliott. He came in to buy something."


    "Ah. I know some of the dealers in town; who do you work for?"


    "Quentin Brashier. In Brentwood."


    I nodded. "I've never been in there, but I know where it is. That must be interesting."


    Matt grimaced. "Most days, not. A lot of Quentin's business is online now. I spend a lot of time in line at UPS."


    "Oh, I guess that makes sense."


    "We did have something interesting happen last month. A homicide detective came in."


    Really. My Spidey sense tingled. "Whoa. What for?"


    "He had a torn piece of paper that had been found at a crime scene. It looked old and he wanted to see if it really was."


    Holy shit. My brain started working. I didn't want to alert this kid to the fact that I had a peripheral involvement in the case. "Was it?"


    "Quentin said no...but I don't know."


    Really. "Really? Why?"


    Matt looked uncomfortable. "I have a degree in art history, and I took a whole class in reproductions and counterfeiting. I know how to age things to make them look old, and how to tell the difference. And I'm pretty sure that scrap of paper was really old, and not aged like Quentin said it was."


    Oh my God. "What makes you think that?"


    "Old vellum has tiny holes, pinpoint marks that the writers made for lining up the words. And the texture of old vellum is uneven because it was made by hand from scraping the animal's skin. No one does that any more, so reproductions are always on smooth paper. This piece of paper had both of those things."


    "How did you get a look at it?"


    "A customer came in while the detective was there, and I went over to take care of her. When I came back, Quentin was talking to the cop, and I picked up the magnifying glass and took a look at the paper. It was still in the plastic bag, but I could see well enough. I really think it was several hundred years old."


    "But your boss said it wasn't."


    "Right." Matt shrugged. "And he's the boss, so I didn't disagree with him."


    "Yeah, that's not usually a good career move."


    Matt laughed, then grew serious. "Listen, I realize I just met you, but...can I ask you some advice?"


    "Sure, I guess."


    Matt looked uncomfortable. "Elliott wants me to quit my job. He says we'll be able to spend more time together that way. He's got family money, that's how he can afford this place, and he says he'll take care of me. But...it would really make me nervous to be without a job. What do you think?"


    Oh jeez. I was probably not the best guy to ask for relationship advice. But..."How long have you all been together?"


    "Two months."


    "Do you like your job?"


    He lit back up. "Oh yeah, I love it! Besides, what other job am I going to find in this economy with an art history degree?"


    "True. I think if I was you, I'd hang on to my job a little longer. I mean, Elliott does work full-time, it's not like he's going to have that much extra time to spend with you if you don't work. And what are you going to do all day when he's at work?"


    Matt frowned. "I know. I don't know what he expects me to do with my time. It's not like I can cook, and he has a housekeeper." He shrugged. "I was thinking I'd probably keep the job anyway, but I'm glad that someone's confirmed it."


    We talked a little longer, then Matt went to get another drink and I wandered back to where Pete was. He had finally extricated himself from the tenure discussion and was talking to someone I recognized vaguely. The guy turned out to have gotten his doctorate at UCLA and used the research library a lot, so we decided that’s how I knew him. Then he wandered off and Pete and I were on our own.


    The party was gradually breaking up. Pete and I didn’t want to be the first couple to leave, but after about three other couples had left, we figured we were safe. We said our thank yous and goodbyes, found the VW, and started home. We talked about other people for a while, then Pete said, “I saw you talking to Elliott’s boyfriend. Is he over 21?”


    I laughed. “I wondered the same thing at first. But he has a bachelor’s degree in art history, so he must be. Guess where he works?” I filled Pete in on the conversation I’d had with Matt.


    “Holy shit.”


    “Yeah, that was my reaction too.”


    “So, why did the boss say that it was a fake?”


    “Matt didn’t know, and he didn’t ask. He didn’t want to rock the boat.”


    “Yeah, I can see that.” Pete thought for a minute. “Suppose Matt’s boss – what was his name?”


    “Quentin Brashier.”


    “Suppose Brashier saw the paper, knew it was old, but didn’t tell Belardo and Eckhoff because – why? Because he was Wally’s partner?”


    “Nah, that’s too much of a coincidence. Maybe he just figured he might be able to get a piece of the action, if the other section of the torn sheet turns up. And now he knows to be on the lookout for it.”


    “Yeah, maybe. Or maybe he really did think it was faked.” Pete thought some more. “Did Matt mention the Book of Kells?”


    “No. We only talked about the age of the paper, not the identification of what it might be.”


    Pete nodded. “If this guy is the Art Theft unit’s go-to guy…hmm. Belardo needs to know that. But if I was Belardo, I wouldn't go back and accuse the guy of lying just yet. I'd just take the paper to UCLA, like we all said he should at the beginning, and get a second read."


    "Maybe you could suggest that to him."


    "Yeah, right."


    "You think he's not open to suggestion?"


    "I think he's not open to suggestion from me."


    "Ah. So he'd let his homophobia get in the way of his investigation?"


    Pete looked out the passenger window, brooding a little. "I don't know."


    "Maybe you should call Eckhoff instead of Belardo."


    "Nah, that's not the way things are done. Belardo would take that as an insult."


    "Jeez." I shook my head. "Why couldn't Jennifer have lived in West LA territory? Tim could have handled the murder." Tim Garcia was my brother Kevin's partner.


    "Yeah."


    We were both quiet for a while. We got home and I parked in our spot behind the townhouse. I turned to Pete before we got out of the VW. "You're not going to call him tonight, are you?"


    "Nah. It's late and it'll keep until morning."


    We went inside, kicked off our shoes and flopped down on the sofa. I snuggled up a little, remembering my vow to be more romantic. "Why don't I call Belardo? I'm the one that talked to Matt. And maybe I could mention Conrad's name in passing."


    Pete looked at me, a little surprised. "You don't mind doing that?"


    "Nah. He doesn’t intimidate me."


    Pete laughed. "Good. That’d be great. Thanks."


    The next day was Sunday. Around 10:00, I figured it was late enough that Belardo would be answering his phone, and I called him.


    His voice was gruff when he answered. “Belardo.”


    “Detective Belardo, this is Jamie Brodie calling about the Howard Wallace case. I met a guy last night who works for Quentin Brashier, the book dealer you took the torn paper to. The employee, Matt Bendel, said that he got a good look at the paper when you were talking to Brashier, and he thinks Brashier was wrong about it not being old.”


    “Oh yeah? And what does he base this on?”


    “He has a degree in art history. He studied reproductions and counterfeiting, and he doesn’t think that piece of paper is either of those.”


    “Huh.” Belardo must have been at a desk; I heard the sound of shuffling paper in the background. “He thinks Brashier lied?”


    “Either that or Brashier just didn’t know.”


    “I remember that kid. Little pa- little guy. Why didn’t he speak up when we were there?”


    Maybe because he knew you thought he was just a little pansy. “Because he didn’t want to lose his job by arguing with his boss.”


    Belardo grunted. “Okay. Where did you meet this kid?”


    I wasn’t going to say at a party. “At a Santa Monica College get-together. His partner teaches with mine.”


    “Okay. You got a phone number for him?”


    “Um – yeah, hold on.” I went to find Pete, who was outside cleaning the patio furniture. “I need Elliott’s phone number. Belardo wants to talk to Matt.”


    “Um – it was on that invitation. Where’d that go?”


    I said to Belardo, “Hang on, we’re looking for the number.” Then Pete and I spent a couple of minutes looking for the invitation. We finally found it on Pete’s desk. “Okay, here it is. This is his partner’s number, but they live together.” I recited the number.


    “Okay, thanks.” Belardo made a disgruntled sound. “Guess I’m gonna have to talk to art theft, see why they recommended this Brashier guy. Shoulda brought it to UCLA in the first place.”


    “You still can.”


    “Yeah, sure. Thanks again.” He hung up.


    


    We spent Thanksgiving with my family, driving down early Thanksgiving morning and spending that night. We drove back on Friday. On the way back, I got a call from Jennifer. The second day of the hoard clearing was scheduled, and she wanted to meet with us.


    We arranged with Jennifer to meet Saturday evening at a Vietnamese restaurant in Venice. When Pete and I got there, Jennifer was waiting for us, working on a big pot of tea. She smiled, a bit wanly. "Hey, guys."


    "Hey. How are you doing?"


    She shrugged. "Okay, I guess. Raven called today and said the show isn't going to air, but the production company will still finish the cleanup and pay for the therapy. So I hope you guys can come and help on the second day of the cleanup. It’s a week from today. They couldn’t schedule me until they’d finished filming the rest of their season."


    I said, "We don’t have anything planned." The waitress came and we ordered.


    "Oh, good." Jennifer sipped her tea. "The police released the apartment a week after the shooting, but it took another week for me to move back in. The manager had to get the blood cleaned up from the hallway."


    Pete nodded. "Did the police take much from the scene?"


    "Only the boxes that were open that morning. Everything else that was still taped up, they left there." She turned to me. "I still want to go through those and see if there's anything of value. Miss Lucille told me that there were some first editions, and I'm sure she didn't make that up."


    "Sure, we can do that."


    Pete said, "Did Miss Lucille tell you anything else about what was in the boxes? Any indication about what this page was?"


    "No. The police asked me about that several times, trying to stimulate my memory, I guess. But I remember very clearly when she told me that she was going to give the books to me. She talked about first editions, some of them signed, especially from LA-based authors. And she said there were a couple of things in the boxes that were really valuable. But she didn't say anything specific about any loose pages, or illuminated manuscripts, or anything that was really old." Jennifer paused. "Actually, the only kinds of books she talked about were mysteries. She really liked them. I think she's got some first edition Raymond Chandler somewhere in the boxes."


    Pete was surprised. He was a mystery buff, although he complained vociferously about the investigative procedures in most of the mysteries he read. "Wow. Those would be worth something."


    Jennifer sighed. "Yeah. I don't have any idea how to go about selling them, though."


    I had an idea. "Actually, I do."


    When I first moved to LA, I spent several of my weekends exploring the independent bookstores in the area. There had been a mystery bookstore in Westwood; I'd met one of my boyfriends there. It was closed now, but there was another one, called Cloak and Dagger Books, up in Pasadena. I'd been there several times and thought the owner might be interested in signed, first edition Raymond Chandlers. I explained it to Jennifer, and she agreed it sounded like a plan.


    But first, we had to get through the boxes and find the books.

  


  


  


  
    December


    Monday morning, I was working on a presentation for a graduate history class when an instant message popped up from Nancy at circulation. "There’s a police detective here to see you. Asked you to meet him outside."


    I sent back "ok" and went downstairs and outside. Jon Eckhoff was waiting for me on the bench in the sculpture garden. “Hey. Hope I’m not interrupting your day.”


    “Nah, it’s okay. Where’s Belardo?”


    Eckhoff looked a little uncomfortable. “He’s sort of turned the case over to me.”


    “Hmm.” I figured I might know why – Belardo’s homophobia – but I didn’t ask. “So what’s up?”


    "We've stalled out in the investigation. We can't find anyone with connections to Wally that doesn't check out. We tried to track down the old lady's attorney, and found out that he died three years ago at the age of 93, and the practice closed. And it was a solo practice; he didn't even have a receptionist. And the old lady had no family at all that we can turn up. So we're down to one lead: the torn page."


    I took a wild guess. "And that's where I come in."


    "Yeah. We want to question the book dealers, but we figure that if we do it as the police, whoever has the other piece of the page will just get more spooked than he already is. So we thought we might create a little stirring of the pot, so to speak."


    “How so?”


    "You have university credentials; you'd be the perfect guy to ask a few questions without being obvious. We figured you could be representing the university, looking for something for a donor to buy and present to the library. We'll visit all the antique book dealers in town, but of course we want to focus on Quentin Brashier. We think Brashier might know who has the other section of the torn page, or have been approached by that person. We might be able to shake something loose, make the killer nervous enough to do something, make a mistake."


    "I can't do that without permission from the university. And the university librarian."


    "We've already got that." I must have looked skeptical; Eckhoff said, "You'll have an email from the head librarian when you get back to your office."


    "Okay." I thought for a minute. "Can we do this on a Saturday? This is a really busy time at work right now."


    "Sure, no problem. I'll be coming along for the ride, going into the shops with you, but keeping my mouth shut. You can introduce me as a representative of the anonymous buyer. We’ll come up with a fake name."


    “Won’t Brashier recognize you? From when you took the page in after the murder?”


    “I wasn’t there. Belardo was on his own that day.”


    "Okay." I sighed. "So when are we gonna perpetrate this little charade?"


    "How's this Saturday?"


    "We’re finishing the clean of Jennifer’s apartment this Saturday. How about next Saturday?"


    "Perfect. We’ll go over your script that morning." Eckhoff stood up and slapped my shoulder. "I'll pick you up at 9:30. Most of these places don't open until 10:00." We said goodbye, and I watched him walk off. I still wasn't sure this was a good idea, but I figured if cops were asking the questions, they'd get nothing.


    At home that evening, I told Pete about the plan. “I wondered if I should say anything to Elliott’s boyfriend, Matt, since he works there. I don’t know if it would be worse if he was prepared, or not.”


    “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that. Elliott told me last week that Matt quit his job not long after the party. Apparently Brashier was asking Matt to do things that Matt wasn’t willing to.”


    “Things. Like, dishonest things, or sexual harassment?”


    “Harassment. Elliott had been after Matt to quit, and I guess that was the final push.”


    “That’s too bad. Matt didn’t really want to quit his job. He said it was impossible for an art history major to get a job in a field that was even related to art these days.”


    “Yeah, I can understand that. But I do think Elliott is serious about him. He’s not just going to kick him to the side of the road. Actually, he said that he was trying to talk Matt into going to graduate school.”


    “Is Elliott going to pay for it?”


    “He said he was.”


    “Good. That’ll be good. One of the things Matt was worried about was what he’d do all day when Elliott was at work. Now he’ll have a dissertation to write.”


    “Do you want to be a kept man?”


    I laughed. “No, thanks. I’ve already written a dissertation. Besides, right now I make a little more money than you. You’d have to be the kept one.”


    “But I’ve already written a dissertation too.”


    “Well, then. We’re both just going to have to keep working.”


    


    Val didn't come up and Susannah couldn’t make it, but the following Saturday, Pete and I reconvened with Jennifer, Mike the organizer, Dr. Hayman the psychologist, and Stan the Junk Man and his remaining crew. All the remaining boxes and bags had to be opened and examined. We convinced Jennifer to concentrate on the boxes, since that’s where anything of value would be found.


    About half of the boxes were books. Jennifer and I sorted through them. When we found something that I thought might possibly have any value, we put it aside. Everything else went in a stack for donation to the public library. There were still quite a few boxes with other items – clothes, shoes, craft supplies, school supplies, all kinds of stuff. Most of it was suitable for donation, and that's what Jennifer wanted to do with it. The local women's shelter was about to get lucky.


    We were about halfway through when I opened another box and pulled out a large book. It was a book of religious-themed art from around the world. I opened the cover to see if there was a signature or any edition information, and a sheet of paper slid out onto my lap.


    A sheet of very old paper.


    "Holy shit." I stared at what was in front of me. "Pete!"


    "What is that?" Jennifer reached out for the page.


    I blocked her hand. "No, don't touch it."


    Pete came in at that same time. "What have you got?"


    "I'm not sure." I turned to Jennifer. "Do you have a pair of cotton gloves? Or if not, a bandanna or a handkerchief?"


    "Yeah, I'll find something." She scrambled to her feet and out of the room.


    Pete bent down over me to examine the page. "Do you think that's a complete page like the one that got torn?"


    "It sure looks like it." The page was big, at least 10 by 12 inches, and divided into two sides. Both sides were covered in elaborate, chunky Latin script. There were several colorful decorations down the left side of each block of script, and several smaller decorations scattered throughout the written lines. There were a few small holes in the page here and there.


    It looked very, very old. The surface was uneven. And it didn't rustle exactly like paper.


    I was almost afraid to move.


    Jennifer came back with a pair of scarves. "This is all I could find. They're silk so they should be okay." She stood back. "Does that look like what the dead guy had in his hand?"


    "It does." I draped the scarves over my hands, slid my hands under the page, and stood up. Not an easy task without using my hands. Then the three of us stood there, just looking at the page.


    I said, "We shouldn't breathe on it too closely." Pete and Jennifer backed up a little.


    I looked at Pete. "I have to call Eckhoff about this, right?"


    "Yeah..." Pete knew what I was thinking and smiled a little. "Eventually."


    "Okay." I nudged the book that the page had slid out of with my toe. "Pick that up for me, please? This was safe in there; I'm going to put it back in there for now to transport it." I maneuvered the page back into the book it had come from without touching the page, and closed the book. I handed the scarves back to Jennifer. "We've got cloth napkins at home that I can handle it with. Thanks."


    Jennifer's eyes were still wide. "What are you going to do with it? Take it to your friend that deals with the antique books?"


    "Not just yet. I'm going to take it to our special collections librarian. Then we'll see who he recommends."


    Pete nodded. "That's good. Anyone who could potentially make money off of that shouldn't be allowed to evaluate it. At least, like you say, not just yet."


    "Wow." Jennifer blinked away her disbelief. "Maybe this was what Miss Lucille was talking about when she said there were a couple of extremely valuable things? If it is worth something, would I be able to sell it?"


    "I'd think so. And if it's something truly rare and valuable, I'm not sure the police are the best ones to have control over it."


    "One thing at a time." Pete frowned at me a little. "If it turns out to be nothing special, we can turn it over to Eckhoff with no worries. Let's just see what your guy at work says first."


    "Right."


    Jennifer said, "Sounds like a plan. In the meantime, can we finish going through these boxes? Maybe we'll find something else."


    But we didn't. When we finished, I had a nice stack to take to Cloak and Dagger Books, including one signed first-edition Raymond Chandler. We boxed all of the books back up, either marking "Library" or "Sell" on the tops. We hauled the books that were destined for donation to the public library down to the Jeep. The LA public library branches nearby were all closed on Sunday, but the Santa Monica library main branch was open 1-5, and it was on our way home. Jennifer wanted to get the boxes out of the apartment, so we dropped them off for her and got back home around 4:00.


    I carried the art book containing the manuscript page into the house and laid it on the ottoman that served as our coffee table. Then I just stood back and looked at it. Pete came up beside me after locking the door and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. "Do you really think that might be something?"


    "Yeah. I do. And that's almost scary."


    "Yeah, it is."


    "We're not going to get in trouble for withholding evidence, are we?"


    "I doubt it. That box hadn't been opened, so no way the killer could have touched that page. Unless he or she did it more than five years ago, right? Which I find unlikely. But I’m going to give Eckhoff a call, just to let him know we have it."


    "Okay." I turned around and wrapped my arms around him. "But if we do go to jail, can we get in the same cell?"


    That made him laugh.


    Pete called Eckhoff and they had a long conversation. I opened the book cover and gazed at the page. Whoever had made it, and however old it was, even if it was a fake, it was beautiful. The script looked like insular majuscule; each letter was a tiny work of art. And the drawings scattered through the script were fantastic. Some of them looked as if they weren't completely finished. There were a couple where the outline had been done, but the colors weren't filled in. If it did turn out to be worthless, I was going to ask Jennifer if I could keep it to frame it.


    I heard Pete sign off. He came downstairs and sat down beside me. "Eckhoff says you can take it to your guy at work. There were no prints on the page Wally was holding except for Wally's. So he wouldn't expect to find any on this one either, especially since it was sealed in a box."


    "If people have been handling this who thought it was valuable, they wouldn't have been touching it with their hands, anyway."


    "True." Pete cocked his head, examining the page. "Beautiful, isn't it?"


    "That's just what I was thinking. If Jennifer doesn't want it, I'm going to have it framed."


    Pete nodded. "It would look good in your office at school."


    "Yeah, it would."


    "Do you think there's any chance that this is the real thing?"


    "I don't see how that's possible. I mean, think about it. A book gets stolen a thousand years ago in Ireland. Some thief removes the cover and several pages and buries the rest. How, in that thousand years, does a page like that survive at all, much less in this good a shape? And how does it get from Ireland to here?"


    "Well, the last part is easy. It got stored in a chest in someone's house, and eventually that chest got brought to the New World. Stuff in the chest made it into a box, which made it into an old lady's attic. But how does a piece of paper that hasn't been protected in any way not crumble into dust over a thousand years?"


    "And it's not paper, it's vellum. Calfskin. It gets eaten away by bacteria if it's not maintained in the right conditions. That's the interesting thing about this...see these tiny holes? Whoever made this copy even got that part right."


    "Huh." Pete mused. "Maybe it has been protected. Maybe it got stuck in that chest and no one took it out for several hundred years."


    "Yeah, but think of the journey from Ireland to here. Most of those people came on ships. The chest would have been exposed to the salt air, heat and/or cold..."


    "Yeah, but if the page was wrapped in something, the air may not have penetrated into the chest. Then when it was discovered by whatever descendant, maybe even Jennifer's old lady friend, they slid it into a big book like this for safekeeping, meaning to have it appraised someday, then forgot all about it."


    I narrowed my eyes at Pete. "You don't really think that this is the real deal."


    He smiled. "Nah. Those stolen pages probably got used to wrap fish or something."


    "Oh God. Can you imagine? Something that precious?"


    "Well, it wasn't a thousand years old then, was it? Only a couple of hundred years. And the thief may not have cared about the artwork. I can see the theft taking place for the gold on the cover, and then the missing pages were torn out for convenience and used for something else."


    I nodded. "That makes the most sense of anything. Which makes this a very beautiful piece of art, but not necessarily a valuable one."


    "Right. So you're going to show it to Conrad tomorrow?"


    "Yep." I closed the art book. "Gonna put it in my computer bag right now. What are we gonna eat this evening?"


    


    The next morning I drove to work, uneasy about riding the bus with the potentially valuable manuscript page. When I got to my office, I emptied my computer bag of everything except the art book, then went to Conrad's office. He was refilling the jar of pumpkin seeds from a zip lock bag. "Jamie! What a pleasant surprise! Two visits in the same quarter - to what do I owe the honor?"


    I laughed. "Jeez, Conrad, you'd think I was the Dalai Lama. I've got something to show you. But we need to go to the back."


    We went back to the area where the most fragile manuscripts were kept; it required passing through another locked door. Temperature and humidity were more closely controlled back here. We put on face masks, and I opened the art book to the page where I had inserted the piece of vellum. Conrad sucked in a breath, and took out a pair of gloves. He put them on quickly, saying "How beautiful," almost under his breath. He leaned forward over the page. “Where did you find this?”


    “We found it Saturday, at my sister-in-law’s apartment, when we went back to finish cleaning the place out. It was in a box of books that hadn’t been opened yet. When I opened this book to look at the copyright date, this page slid out onto my lap.”


    Conrad took a magnifying glass out of a drawer in the table and examined the page. “Is this what the torn bit originally looked like?”


    “Yep.”


    “My goodness.” Conrad straightened up and looked at me. “Have you told the police about this?”


    “Yes. We called them yesterday after we found it. Detective Eckhoff said that since it was in a closed box, and the page at the crime scene didn’t have any fingerprints but the dead guy’s, that we could try to find out what it was. Since the piece they have can’t be released from evidence until the killer is caught.”


    Conrad barely touched the corner of the vellum and edged it out of the book, then slid his hand under it and lifted it. He picked up the magnifying glass and started poring over the script, studying the letters and drawings intently. He laid down the magnifier, turned the vellum over, and did the same to the back. It took about ten minutes.


    Finally, he settled the vellum back onto the page of the book. He looked at me in wonder. "Jamie. I believe you have..." His voice trailed off.


    "But it's not possible, is it, Conrad? How would a manuscript like this have survived, intact, from Ireland to here?"


    Conrad spread his hands. "Other manuscripts that are close to the same age have survived. It's mostly a question of the conditions in which they have been kept. If this one has been packed away, in a dry, cool place, then it's very possible. This book - " he gestured to the art book - "is an example. The vellum has been kept dry, not exposed to the elements at all, and likely kept in cool attics or other storage areas, and pressed flat like this."


    "So it is vellum."


    "Oh, yes. It is most definitely vellum. And I do not believe that it has been artificially aged. I don't know that this is from the Book of Kells, but whatever it is, it is very old. And it is done in the same style as the Book of Kells, the insular majuscule, which was not in widespread use. I think there is a strong chance that this is the real thing."


    Holy shit. "Where should I keep it?"


    "Why not keep it here? Our temperature and humidity are controlled here. More so than a safe deposit box in a bank, say. We have a locked area that only I and my staff can open. It will be safe in there."


    My reluctance must have shown on my face. Conrad said, "I understand your desire to keep it safe yourself. Particularly after your - um - incident? But it is under heavy security here. Access is limited to this room, and to this area of the building, and the building is protected by the campus police. It's one of the safest places it could be."


    I nodded. "I see your point. No one's ever broken in here, have they?"


    "No. And since only you and I will know it's here, no one will even know to break in here."


    "Okay." I sighed. "Is there a way to make a copy of it?"


    Conrad shook his head. "Exposing it to the light of the copier could be slightly damaging. Eventually it will have to be examined by the curator of the Book of Kells itself."


    "Yeah. He would be the ultimate expert, wouldn't he?"


    "Yes. Others might have informed opinions, but the curator would be the...have the most informed opinion, shall we say."


    "Do you know anyone who knows him?"


    "Personally? I don't believe so. But I can make contact. The information is probably on their website."


    I watched Conrad lock the book in the vault area. We left the cage, took off our masks, and went back to Conrad's office. Conrad clicked to open the web browser on his computer and found the Book of Kells website. Under "Contact Us," there was a telephone number and an email address. He nodded in satisfaction, then turned to me. "I will call them tomorrow." He looked at his watch. "It is already 5:30 pm in Dublin, and I doubt that I will find anyone there at this time. I'll come in early tomorrow morning to make the call." He smiled at me. "You may join me, if you like."


    "Oh, I like. I definitely like." I grinned. "What time are you thinking about?"


    "If we call at 7:30 am, it will be 3:30 pm there. That should suffice. Can you be here that early?"


    "I'd be here even if you were going to call at two in the morning."


    He laughed. "Fortunately, that won't be necessary." He reached out to shake my hand. We were officially co-conspirators. "I'll see you in the morning."


    While I ate lunch I studied my copy of the torn manuscript page, trying to translate the words. I wasn't getting very far. I took the page with me to reference, in case we had a lull and I was able to work on it some more. But there was no lull; we were busy. At 1:30, Clinton appeared. He had to wait a few minutes. Finally we got the three students ahead of him squared away, and he approached the desk.


    "Hi, Clinton."


    He regarded us gravely. "The word of the day is abet." He bowed, but he didn't walk away.


    Liz and I looked at each other, then back at Clinton. It was the first time he'd given us a fairly simple word. And the first time he hadn't immediately turned and left after his bow.


    To our utter shock, he moved a step closer to the desk, ducked his head down a bit, and spoke again. "To provide assistance."


    Our mouths were hanging open. I nodded slowly. Clinton took another step, lowered his head a bit more, and looked directly at me. "I can provide assistance in finding the answers you seek." And he nodded at the copy of the manuscript page that I'd been studying.


    "Okay." I was stunned, but completely intrigued. "Can you meet me back here at 3:00?"


    "I can and will." And with that, Clinton turned and walked away.


    Liz and I looked at each other. Liz finally came to her senses. "What?"


    I shook my head. "I guess I'll find out."


    At 3:00, Clinton returned. We walked in silence up to my office. Liz was dying to join us, but had to go to a meeting. I unlocked my office door and ushered Clinton in. "Please. Sit."


    "Thank you." Clinton looked around with interest. "Your office is aesthetically pleasing."


    "Thank you. I like it." I sat behind my desk and laid the copied page on the desk between us. "What do you know about this?"


    Clinton regarded me serenely and folded his hands across his abdomen. "Perhaps I should first introduce myself."


    "Of course. Please do." This was getting weirder by the minute.


    "My name is Clinton Kenneally. I am a former Benedictine monk."


    Whoa. "You read Latin."


    "Indeed. I also spent years in the study of illuminated manuscripts." He gestured to the copy lying on the surface of my desk. "I believe I can be of assistance in the interpretation of...this."


    I shook my head in wonder. "I would greatly appreciate any help you can give me."


    Clinton smiled benevolently. "You are a bright spirit, Dr. Brodie. I come to the library at the time I do in order to visit you and Ms. Nguyen. It is often the highlight of my day."


    I grinned. "It's often the highlight of ours, too. You've expanded our vocabularies greatly."


    He tipped his head slightly in acknowledgement. "I am pleased to serve." He reached out to the copied page. "May I?"


    "Of course."


    Clinton picked up the page and examined it. "These words are from the Gospel of John. Chapter 19, to be specific. They speak of the burial of Jesus in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea."


    "Chapter 19." I remembered that Kendall had said that he thought the torn section was from chapter 19. "So..."


    "Yes." Clinton glanced up at me. "It is one of the same sections that is missing from the Book of Kells."


    I was almost afraid to breathe. "Do you think...this could be one of the missing pages?"


    He scrutinized the copy. "The script is in the insular majuscule style of the Book of Kells itself."


    "I thought it looked similar, and so did our special collections librarian, but neither of us have training in that area. But it could be, say, an art student's project, or something along those lines."


    "It could." Clinton laid the page back down. "Although, if that is the case, it is a very well done project." He looked at me intently. "Very close to what the original would have looked like."


    I nodded. I had a decision to make, and I was going to make it right now. "We’ve found a second page like this one, intact this time, and put it into the vault in our special collections area. Would you like to see it?"


    Clinton had been perfectly composed, but now he sucked in a breath. "I would. Very much."


    “Okay. Let me call the special collections librarian and see if he’s available.”


    He was. I guided Clinton down to the basement and introduced Clinton to Conrad; Clinton bowed over Conrad’s hand. Conrad was a little taken aback, but pleased by the formality.


    Clinton expanded a bit on his background to Conrad. He’d joined the Benedictines as a young man, after graduating from St. Martin’s University in Washington State with a major in history and a minor in English. He had spent thirty years in the order, most of them at an abbey in Oregon, but he had traveled extensively in Europe, studying illuminated manuscripts. He had retired, appalled and disillusioned when the sex abuse scandals had started breaking in the Catholic Church, and moved to LA to live with his sister. He couldn’t afford to travel any more, but spent his days in various libraries around the city, reading to kids at the public libraries and studying subjects that interested him at the academic libraries.


    And improving the vocabularies of two very lucky UCLA librarians.


    Clinton and Conrad hit it off famously. I had to remind them what we were there for.


    “Ah, yes.” Conrad led us back to the controlled area and let us in. We put on masks and gloves, and Conrad guided us to the drawer and opened it.


    Clinton sucked in his breath. “Oh my.” He gently slid his gloved hand under the page and lifted it. “This is exquisite.” He studied the page. “This is a passage from the twentieth chapter of John. After Jesus’s resurrection, he appears to the disciples, and Thomas doubts.”


    I said, “So it might be the page right after the fragment that the police found.”


    “Yes.” Clinton’s face was glowing. “Do you know that the monastery at Iona, where the Book of Kells was written, was a Benedictine abbey?”


    “No. Is it still?”


    “No, the abbey was closed after the Scottish Reformation. But a spiritual community still exists there.”


    “I’d love to visit some time.”


    Clinton smiled at me. “You should. It is quite lovely. And it is the burial ground for many Scottish kings. As a historian and a man of Scottish descent, you would appreciate it.”


    Conrad cleared his throat. “Brother Kenneally, what do you think about the origin of this page?”


    Clinton nodded. “I believe that it is possible. That this may truly be what it appears to be.”


    Conrad looked at me. “Perhaps it is time to contact Trinity College.”


    Clinton looked back and forth between Conrad and me. “I believe that is warranted.”


    I got to work an hour early the next morning and went straight to the basement. Conrad placed the call to Trinity College and spoke to a member of the staff of the Book of Kells’s curator. The woman transferred us directly to the curator’s office. Conrad introduced us, then told the curator what we thought we had.


    The curator was silent for a moment. Stunned speechless, I was guessing. Then he said, “My goodness.”


    Quite possibly the understatement of the century.


    “Indeed.” Conrad was all business this morning. “What would you recommend that we do next?”


    The curator agreed that someone from his staff should come and examine the page. He suggested that he send his assistant. If she thought it was worth further investigation, she would make arrangements to transport it back to Dublin. “There is no claim from your university on the document?”


    “No. We’re just serving as the storage facility. The document was found in the belongings of a young lady, a relative of Dr. Brodie’s as a matter of fact, in a closed box of books that she had inherited from an elderly friend. We have no idea of the provenance.”


    “Very well.” The two men made arrangements to set up the assistant curator’s visit, right after the New Year. So the manuscript page would be resting at UCLA for the holidays.


    I called Eckhoff and let him know. He said he’d told Belardo about the second page. Since there weren’t any clues from the page we’d found to the identity of the murder suspect, Belardo wasn’t interested.


    Fine by me.


    


    Saturday morning, Pete went off with Kevin and Abby early for a hike. At 9:30 on the dot, Eckhoff showed up at the door. He was dressed similarly to me, khakis and a polo shirt, except he was wearing a sportcoat too. Necessary to hide the shoulder holster, I guessed.


    I invited him in while I got a bottle of Coke from the fridge. He looked around, appreciatively. “This is nice.”


    “Thanks. Pete inherited it.” I grabbed the keys and followed Eckhoff out to his car, a Civic that was his personal vehicle. “What name do you want to use as your alias?”


    He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me. Something common, that would be easy for you to remember. We can use my real first name.”


    I thought for a minute. “Williams.” My college boyfriend’s last name. Why was that the first name that occurred to me?


    “Okay, sounds good.” We got in the car, and he handed me a list. "These are all of the dealers in town that might handle a manuscript like this. Any thoughts on where to start?"


    I pointed to Kendall's name. "I know this guy; he's the one that I already visited. We can go back there first and see if he's heard anything. After that, it doesn't matter. Do you want to save Brashier for last?"


    "Yeah." Eckhoff looked at the addresses. "Brashier’s in Brentwood. After we see your friend, we can head out to Porter Ranch and then work our way back this direction."


    So we did. It was a long day. We stopped in to see Kendall first; he still hadn't heard anything about a manuscript but was keeping his ear to the ground. At the other shops, we generated quite a bit of interest, but no information. No one had heard of any pre-tenth century manuscripts coming available, but they'd be sure to let us know if they did. Eckhoff had given me a cheap cell phone with a new number and business cards with the number that we were leaving with each of the dealers. If they did hear anything, they'd call me (in my role as the university’s representative) and let me know.


    And so it went, until finally it was time to see Quentin Brashier.


    Brashier was a small man. His gray hair was just a little longer than you'd expect for a man in his fifties wearing a suit, but it was perfectly styled, curling just over his collar. He was wearing a pinstriped navy suit, a white shirt that I thought was probably silk, and a red and blue striped tie. He wore a tie pin and cuff links. The first word that jumped into my head was dandy. An old fashioned word, but one that worked in this situation.


    He had a bearing that said, I am a superior being, but I shall condescend to greet you, as you may amuse me. Pretty amusing, coming from such a short guy. He wouldn't have looked out of place in a Napoleonic uniform.


    He glided up to the entrance where we stood. “May I help you?”


    I stuck out my hand just to see what he'd do. He gave me the fingertip handshake. Yuck. “I'm Dr. Jeremy Brodie, from UCLA Libraries. I'm looking for illuminated manuscripts.”


    “Ah.” His interest was piqued. “Is the university looking for items for its collection?”


    “If an item would be of enough value to the collections, it might be possible. Right now we're just trying to get a sense of what's available.”


    “I see. Come in, please. I am Quentin, and this is my associate, Paulo.”


    Associate, my ass. Paulo looked barely legal. He was dark haired, long lashed, and wearing a touch of mascara. He wore a skin-tight, midriff-length white t-shirt and equally skin-tight pale denim jeans. He gave me a fingertip wave from across the counter and licked his lips suggestively.


    Oh brother.


    Brashier missed the little gestures. I thought that was probably a good thing. He stepped behind the counter and consulted a laptop computer that was sitting on it. “Let me see what we have available.” He typed in a search term, then looked at me. “Is there a particular era in which you are interested?”


    “Not in particular. But the older, the better. Of course.”


    He chuckled a little. “Of course.” He hit enter, and we waited for a second while the search ran. Paulo had come up to where we were standing. He was almost leaning on Brashier, but was making eyes at me. I frowned at him.


    “Ah. Here we are. We have several pieces that may interest you.”


    I pulled out a notebook and pen.


    “Here is a fifteenth century manuscript from Milan. Originally from the Borghese collection. And here is a fourteenth century piece from a monastery in the Rhine Valley. Very nice. And - aha! - here is a twelfth century item, from Canterbury.”


    I was making notes. “Those all sound interesting. But...don't you have anything older?”


    He glanced at me, then his gaze skittered away nervously. “Older?”


    “Yes. Pre-tenth century, in particular.”


    “Ah, well, let me take another look...” Quentin looked a bit flushed. Paulo was leaning over his shoulder and Quentin shook him off. Paulo made a pouty face and then made a flirty face at me. Good God.


    Quentin straightened up from the laptop. “I don't see anything in our inventory previous to the tenth century.” But he wouldn't look at me directly.


    “Oh, that's too bad. One of our donors heard a rumor that there was a page from a ninth century manuscript available, but so far we haven't found anyone who knows about it.”


    Eckhoff chimed in. “My employer – the donor – would be very interested in buying the piece for the university, if it could be found and authenticated. But so far we're not having any luck.”


    Quentin looked even more nervous. “Maybe it was just a rumor.”


    “Maybe. But my employer said her source was reliable.”


    I shrugged. “Oh well. We have a few more dealers to visit.” I closed my notebook and slipped it back into my jacket.


    Quentin had developed a few beads of sweat across his upper lip. “If this item did exist, theoretically speaking, how much would your employer be willing to spend?”


    Eckhoff said, “We didn’t discuss a price range. It would depend on the item.”


    I wanted to make sure Brashier stayed interested. “I do know that she's paid top dollar for several things the university has in its collection.” I pulled out the new business card with the special cell phone number on it. “If you do hear anything, even if it is just a rumor, would you let me know? Our donor is very eager to find this item, if it does exist.”


    Quentin took my card. His hand was shaking a little. “I certainly will, Dr. Brodie. I certainly will.”


    “I'd appreciate that. Thank you for your time.”


    We left the shop and walked down the block to Eckhoff’s car, and got in. I asked, “Success, you think?”


    “I think so. He definitely knows something. I bet you’ll be hearing from him soon.” Eckhoff grinned. “Good work. We may have to deputize you.”


    


    The following Saturday was moving day for Kevin and Abby. Pete and I headed over to the apartment early. We wanted to get the big stuff and boxes moved quickly, so they could spend the rest of the day unloading boxes and getting the place arranged.


    We started with the bigger furniture as Abby was tossing last-minute items into boxes. As we worked, I told Kevin about my sleuthing with Eckhoff the previous weekend. “So the last guy we visited is the one the cops suspect of knowing something, but he was the one the art theft unit recommended in the first place. So that’s weird.”


    Kevin grunted. “Sounds like art theft needs a new expert. What’s the guy’s name?”


    “Quentin Brashier.”


    Kevin had been carrying one end of their mattress. When I said Brashier’s name, he suddenly dropped it. “What did you say?”


    “Quentin Brashier. Why?”


    Kevin stared at me. “That body we had, back in October, the night I had to leave right after dinner? It was found on the property of a guy named Quentin Brashier.”


    I was temporarily speechless. Pete said, “No shit. There can’t be two guys with that name in LA, can there?”


    “I doubt it. So now we have to figure out whether our body has a connection to your case?”


    My brain kicked back into gear. “Maybe not. Maybe it’s just coincidence. Or maybe someone else dumped the body on Brashier’s property.”


    Kevin shook his head. “If it’s coincidence, it’s a big one. I might buy a body dump, though. But if Brashier is actually your shooter, and not just looking to make big bucks…damn, this is a whole new can of worms.”


    “Did you question him?”


    “Duh, of course. Extensively. He claimed to know nothing about it, said he’d never heard of the dead guy. Clearly we’re gonna have to talk to him again. I’ll call Tim as soon as we’re done.” He picked the mattress back up, but didn’t move yet. “Does the name Michael Lindsey mean anything to you?”


    “No, why?”


    “That’s the name of the dead guy on Brashier’s property.” He tugged on the mattress and we started down the hall again. “Just covering all the bases.”


    It didn’t take us as long as we thought it might to move everything. We then concentrated on getting all the boxes in the new apartment moved into the rooms where each belonged. We started to help Abby unpack boxes, but she shooed us out. "I want to do this so I'll know where everything is. You guys take a break."


    We didn't argue. Pete decided that he’d go to the grocery store, since that was on our list of things to do today as well, then come back to pick me up. He left. Kevin grabbed a couple of beers out of the fridge. He and I found the patio furniture and moved it out to the balcony. It was just the two of us - a perfect time for me to talk to Kevin about Jennifer.


    I nudged him with my foot. "I never told you how surprised I was when I saw Jennifer's apartment. I couldn't imagine you ever living there. Still can't."


    He shook his head. "It wasn't full of crap when I lived there."


    "Well, no, of course not. But even the complex itself. It just...it didn't look like your kind of place."


    "It wasn't. But at the time, it was all we could afford. We couldn't find a place that was actually in West LA in our price range, and it was so convenient to Jennifer's school, it was going to save us a lot of gas money." He shrugged. "It was okay for a temporary thing. If we'd stayed together, we would have moved eventually."


    I hesitated to ask this, but I wanted to know. "When did you know you'd made a mistake?"


    Kevin shot me a look, but didn't comment on it. "After about six months. That's when the spending started."


    "She'd never done that in college?"


    "No. She was living on her parents' money then, and had to account for all of it. Once she was making her own money and had her own credit card, she went nuts with it."


    "I know she grew up poor. Was she making up for lost time?"


    "Yeah, I think that was part of it. Plus she saw her friends having nice stuff, and wanted to keep up."


    "How much debt did she get into?"


    Kevin sighed. "When we got divorced, we owed $68,000 plus on the credit cards that were in our names jointly. She had a couple of other cards in just her name - I assume they were at their limits too."


    "Fuck." I had no idea it was that much. "How long did it take you to pay all that off?"


    He gave me another look and took a drink before he answered. "I'm still paying it off."


    That upset me. "Oh, Kev."


    He was grim. "Yeah, I know." He shook his head. "Just proof of the old saying, you never really know someone until you live with them." His face relaxed a little. "Fortunately, Abby's the exact opposite. She doesn't spend a dime without talking to me about it first. I've told her she doesn't have to be that careful, but it's just the way she is. She doesn't do it because of my experiences."


    "Yeah. Abby's awesome. You all think you'll ever get married?"


    "I doubt it. Maybe when we're older. Although, if anything happened to me, I'd like her to get my pension, and we'd have to be married for that."


    "Well, it's a lot less likely that anything's going to happen to you, now that you're detective."


    "Yep. That's one of the reasons I did it." He gave me a sly grin. "I kind of like not getting shot at."


    I laughed. "Yeah, I'd think that would be preferable."


    We drank in companionable silence for a few minutes. I said, "I hate to keep bringing this up, but...I’ve been wondering if maybe Jennifer knew more than she's told about what was in those boxes."


    "Huh." He thought about that for a minute. "Well, we know she's less than completely truthful sometimes. She never told the truth about how much money she was spending when we were together. If she thinks it's going to get her in hot water, she keeps her mouth shut." He laughed a little. "You’re suspicious of her, huh?"


    "Um...yeah. She just doesn’t come across as 100 percent sincere."


    "I know she doesn’t." Kevin glanced at me. "I know none of you thought much of her. Especially compared to Val. Jennifer could never hold a candle to Val, and she knew it. That's one of the reasons she didn't like being around the family."


    "Yeah. I didn't realize, until I saw the apartment, that I'd never even been there."


    "Well, no, you were in England most of that time."


    "Yeah, but I came home a couple of times."


    "You came home to Oceanside when you did, or to San Francisco if you were going home with Ethan. There wasn't any reason for you to come to LA then."


    "No. Guess not."


    "Anyway." Kevin finished his beer and stretched out on the Adirondack chair. "If I was Belardo and Eckhoff, I'd have another talk with Jennifer, just to make sure she wasn't leaving anything out. They're at an impasse otherwise, right? It couldn't hurt."


    "Yeah. Maybe it’ll turn out that Jennifer knew Brashier somehow."


    “Yeah. Speaking of which...” Kevin got to his feet. “I’d better call Tim. We’ve got to talk to Belardo and Eckhoff ourselves.”


    


    So Kevin and Abby moved, and I was officially living with Pete. Of course we’d been living together for nearly six months, and everything had been great. But now there was no going back. And, of course, it was shortly thereafter that we had our first real argument.


    Pete and I rarely argued. We agreed on all the big things: politics, religion, Star Trek vs. Star Wars (Star Trek, duh). We both liked the outdoors and all the activities that went with it - hiking, running, fishing. Since we both worked in academia, we understood each other's work issues and schedules. We both read a lot. We were both neat, but not obsessively so. We were both adventurous eaters. Pete cooked, I cleaned. We were a good fit for each other in most ways.


    But we both had our little idiosyncrasies that drove each other crazy. I liked to read in bed, but Pete couldn’t sleep with a light on. I was apparently a blanket hog. Pete was pretty traditional when it came to sex, and would only top; I preferred more variety than that. And we were both younger brothers, so we'd learned the fine art of picking a fight.


    The real problem, that Sunday before Christmas, was that it was raining. It had been raining for several days. In the Southwest, rain is good, and during the week I don't mind it. But the weekends are for being outdoors, and that's tough to do when the rain won't stop.


    And two big guys, being stuck indoors in a 968 square foot space, is a recipe for problems.


    We'd gotten through the morning okay. Pete had made a big breakfast, then cleaned up from that and started cooking again. He'd gotten a bunch of tomatoes at the farmers' market the day before and wanted to make homemade spaghetti sauce and probably other stuff to freeze. So he was happily ensconced in the kitchen. I, on the other hand, was restless. So, I cleaned the townhouse from top to bottom, moving furniture to vacuum behind it, dusting everything that didn't move, taking everything off the closet shelves and out of the closet floors to vacuum and dust. I unloaded the linen closet, which had gotten a little disorderly, and refolded and rearranged everything. I stripped the bed down to the mattress and washed everything. I washed all the towels and all the dirty clothes. I was on a roll.


    The first thing that happened was that Pete came upstairs into our bedroom while I had everything pulled out of the closet and lying in the floor. He walked into the room and said, "Good God. You're putting all of this back, right?"


    I stuck my head out of the closet (ha) and said sweetly, "Gee, no, I thought I'd leave it all here."


    Pete glared at me. He pulled off the sweatshirt he was wearing and said, "Well, then, let me help," and tossed it onto the pile of shoes and suitcases that was blocking his path to the bathroom.


    I muttered, "Smartass." Pete climbed over and around the pile, then stuck his hand back through the door and gave me the finger.


    The second thing that happened was after I'd put everything away in the closet and had just finished scrubbing down the master bathroom. It had never been that clean. As soon as I'd finished, Pete came upstairs again, and went into the bathroom. He must have been drinking a lot of Coke. He went to the toilet and unzipped his jeans, and I yelled, "No! I just cleaned that!"


    He looked at me like I'd grown a third eyeball. "It's not gonna stay clean forever, Alice. I've gotta take a leak."


    "Well, at least let it be clean for more than thirty seconds. Go leak in the guest bathroom. And who the hell is Alice?"


    "The maid on the Brady Bunch." He continued to prepare to pee.


    I grabbed his arm and started pulling on it, which is probably not the best thing to do to a guy who's in the process of pulling his dick out of his pants. "Not in here."


    "Ow! Hey!" He jerked his arm away from me. "What the fuck is the matter with you?"


    "I told you. I just cleaned that. And you've got bad aim. And I'm not your damn maid."


    "What!? I do not have bad aim! It's no worse than yours." He tucked himself back in and came back out of the bathroom. "I'm not letting you watch Clean My Hoard any more. You're turning obsessive."


    "I am not."


    "Are too." He left the room and went to the guest room.


    I yelled out the door after him. "Am not!"


    A faint shout from the guest bathroom. "Are too!"


    Yeah, I know, real mature.


    After I'd finished the master bedroom and bath, I headed for the guest room/office. I had to move the stuff off our desks to dust, so of course Pete came in again while I had everything that had been on his desk on the floor. That set him off. "What the hell are you doing?"


    "I'm dusting your desk."


    "You've messed everything up!" He bent over and started sorting through books and papers.


    "I have not. I took everything off the desk in order, and I was gonna put it back in the same order, but now you've messed it up yourself."


    "You should have asked before you started moving my stuff."


    "Oh, so now it's your stuff. I thought everything was our stuff. And really? I should have to ask permission to dust your desk?"


    "My work stuff isn't ours, you moron, any more than your work stuff is mine. I wouldn't go messing around on your desk without permission."


    "You could if you wanted to. There's nothing on my desk that you shouldn't see." I gestured at his books and papers. "You hiding something in there?"


    "What? No! That's not the point!"


    "Well then, what is the point? 'Cause I fail to see one. But then I am a moron, according to you."


    He straightened up and actually growled, then turned and stomped out of the room.


    "Ha! I knew it! There is no point!"


    He yelled back up the stairs. "Go fuck yourself!"


    And then I made the big mistake. "Well, I guess I'll have to since I'm not allowed to fuck you!"


    Silence.


    Uh-oh.


    I tiptoed to the door of the bedroom and looked out. Pete was frozen on the landing, his head down and his fists clenched. Shit. I said weakly, "Sorry, babe. Sorry."


    He turned around and looked up at me, and I was shocked at his expression. He wasn't angry. I'd never seen such pain on his face. I sucked in a breath. "Oh my God. I'm so sorry." I had no idea what I was apologizing for, but I'd obviously done something very bad.


    He didn't say anything. He turned and walked back into the kitchen. I heard him take a lid off a pot and start stirring something.


    I ran down the stairs and into the kitchen. "Pete..."


    He held out his hand, index finger up. Stop.


    I stopped.


    We spent the rest of the day in silence.


    When we lay down in bed that night, I tried to start the conversation. "Pete..."


    He said, "Is that what you really want?"


    It took me a second, but then I knew what he was talking about. "If I said no, it would be a lie. I'm used to a more equitable give and take in the bedroom."


    He didn't say anything for a minute. I started again. "Pete..."


    He said, "Will you leave me because of that?"


    "No. I won’t. But I’m still hoping to change your mind one of these days."


    He was quiet again. I couldn't clearly see his facial expression in the dark room. Third time's the charm. "Pete, I am so sorry for what I said. I can't apologize enough. That was completely uncalled for. Will you forgive me? Please?"


    He was still quiet for a moment, then he said, "Yeah."


    Relief washed through me. I whispered, "Thank you."


    He said quietly, "I can't do that."


    That? Oh. "You never have?"


    More silence for a minute. Then, "Once. I didn't like it."


    "Okay." I paused. Should I try? Maybe not, but I did anyway. "I think I could make it good for you."


    He said, "You have a lot more experience than me."


    That took me aback. Pete was five years older than me. "I do?"


    "Yeah."


    "How do you figure that?"


    "You've had more relationships than I have. I've only dated you and Luke. I was single for a long time, and I didn't...I didn't look for or get much action when I was single."


    "You weren't out. You were afraid of getting caught."


    "Yeah. That was part of it."


    Hmm. "Was it Luke that...was it him you didn't like it with?"


    "No." Abruptly.


    Well, okay. Clearly no more was forthcoming in that line of questioning. "So he was fine with only bottoming."


    "Yeah. We didn’t do it that often."


    Great. I sighed inwardly.


    He hadn't been looking at me this whole time, but now I sensed more, than saw Pete's head turn toward me. "You're not fine with it."


    I shrugged, although I doubted he could see it. "No, but if it's the price of admission, then I'll pay it."


    "Admission to what?"


    "Admission to a relationship with you. That's a Dan Savage term. He says that most of us will never meet a person who's truly the one. Most people will be a .75 or a .85 and we'll have to round up to one. The amount you have to round up, the other .25 or .15 or whatever, is the price of admission. It's what you have to do, or to give up, to round that person up to one and be in a relationship with him."


    "Huh." He looked up at the ceiling again. "How much are you having to round up?"


    Oh, jeez. "I don't know. I guess .10 is about right."


    Pete said quietly, "I'm sorry."


    "You don't have to apologize. It's just who you are. I'm sure as hell not perfect. I know you're having to round up to one, too."


    He turned his head toward me again. "Not really."


    Shit. Put the pressure on me, why dontcha? "Yeah, you are. You just haven't figured out how yet."


    He huffed a soft laugh. "Maybe."


    "Definitely. One of these days when we're in our fifties or sixties, you'll say to me, 'You know, I've always hated the way you...' and then we'll know."


    "Heh. If you say so." His voice got softer. "I like thinking that we'll still be together in our fifties and sixties."


    "That's the plan, right?"


    He sighed. "Yeah. That's the plan."


    "Okay." I lay back down, on my right side facing Pete, and put my hand on his chest. He reached out and pulled me closer, tucking my head under his chin.


    Neither one of us said anything more. But neither one of us fell asleep for a while.


    


    As well as I knew Pete, I didn't know a lot about his past. It just never seemed to come up. I did know that he'd grown up in the desert, in that enormous dry space east of the San Gabriel Mountains from LA. He said it was one of the reasons he liked living close to the ocean. He'd been born and raised in Barstow. His parents had divorced when he was ten, and his dad had moved to Lancaster, on the opposite side of the vast Edwards Air Force Base from Barstow. Pete and his brother and sister had remained with their mother until Pete was 14. At that point Pete and his brother had moved in with their dad; mom and sis stayed in Barstow. Pete had never talked much about why that had happened, but I got the impression that it had something to do with his being gay.


    Pete wasn't as close to his dad and brother as I was to mine, but they got along okay and talked on the phone occasionally. I'd met Pete's dad a few times; he was a tall, thin, laconic guy, quiet but watchful. I could easily imagine him as a cowboy in a previous era. Pete's brother, Steve, was two years older than Pete, divorced, and living in Alamogordo, New Mexico. He'd graduated from Cal Tech and did something mysterious for the federal government.


    Pete had no contact with his mother or sister at all. I never knew why.


    I was about to find out.


    The next morning, Christmas Eve day, we drove out to Lancaster to Pete’s dad’s place. Pete’s brother was in from New Mexico, and we were going to spend the early part of the day with Pete’s family, then come home and have our own Christmas together, just the two of us. Then, tomorrow, we’d drive down to Oceanside for Christmas with my family.


    The day started out cold, but it would warm up enough to grill, which was the plan. We were responsible for the veggies, which we’d just gotten at the farmers’ market on Saturday and were sliced, ready to grill, in a cooler in the back of the Jeep. I was a little apprehensive. I hadn’t seen Pete’s dad or brother since Pete and I had gotten back together, and I hadn’t seen them enough at all in the past to have any idea what they thought of me. Pete wasn’t worried. “They like you fine. Better than Luke, actually.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah. When I told my dad I was seeing you again, he complimented me on my good sense.”


    I laughed. “What did he have against Luke?”


    Pete shrugged. “He never said anything directly. Maybe you can ask him.”


    I doubted that.


    The day went better than I thought it would, though. When we got to the house, Steve was just finishing up the breakfast dishes. We went out back, where Pete’s dad was cleaning and sharpening his garden tools for the winter. He shook my hand and slapped Pete on the back. “Hey, guys. Pull up a bench.”


    I looked around. The lawnmower, electric trimmer, and various other tools were lying on the patio. “Can we help?”


    “Nah. Just getting everything set for a couple months’ rest. It’s my Christmas Eve routine.”


    “Yeah.” Pete grinned. “Ever since I can remember.”


    “Cool.” I sat back and watched Pete and his dad interact. They weren’t entirely relaxed with each other. There was an underlying sense that was hard to describe…like they were tiptoeing around something. In a while, Steve came out and we all fell into conversation, which continued as it got to be noon and Steve started the grill. We cooked outside, but ate inside. It was warm in the sun, but the sun was on the far side of the house now, and it was getting a little nippy.


    I helped Pete’s dad clean the kitchen while Pete and Steve went into the TV room to hang out. When we joined them, Pete was telling about our experience with the Clean My Hoard show.


    We talked about that for a while, and I ended up telling them all about the Book of Kells and the pages we’d found. Steve was impressed. “I’ve seen that book, when I went to Ireland. Stood in line for two hours to get in. It was worth it, though. Amazing to think of something that old.”


    Pete’s dad asked, “Do you really think what you found is from that book?”


    “I don’t know. But we’ll find out in a couple of weeks. One of the curators from the exhibit is coming over from Dublin to examine it.”


    “If it’s authentic, what will happen to it?”


    “I’m not sure. Legally it belongs to my ex-sister-in-law. So I’d think she would make an arrangement to sell it to Trinity College.”


    Steve said, “I hope she can do that. I bet the Catholic Church will try to get their hands on it somehow, though.”


    Pete glared. “The fucking Catholics can’t have it.”


    His vehemence surprised me a bit, but I said, “I agree. And I don’t think Jennifer will let it go to them.”


    Steve started to say something else, but Pete’s dad turned the conversation back to reality TV shows, and I temporarily forgot about Pete’s reaction.


    It was a pleasant visit and I enjoyed it thoroughly. I thanked Pete’s dad. He said, “Any time. Don’t be a stranger.”


    Pete was still a little quieter than usual as we were leaving. When we got in the car, I turned to him. "I didn't know you felt so strongly about the Catholics."


    He glanced at me, frowning. "You're no fan of them."


    "Well, no." My dad’s family had all been Presbyterians; the Brodies had been Protestant since the Scottish Reformation in 1560. There was no love lost between the Presbyterians and the Catholics. “And I agree that the manuscript belongs at Trinity College. But there doesn't have to be a bidding war; Jennifer can just refuse to sell it to anyone else."


    Pete was still glowering a little. "They'll find some way to weasel it out of her if they can. They'll even claim that it belongs to them, and that she has to hand it over. She could end up in court. They wouldn't mind bankrupting her to get their hands on it."


    "Well, we'll just make sure that doesn't happen. Why don't I call Neil?" Neil Anderson was one of my dad’s buddies from his Vietnam days, and he was a lawyer. A very good one.


    Pete nodded. "That's probably a good idea." But he still wasn't happy.


    I was concerned. Pete was the most easy-going guy I'd ever known. He'd never had a reaction like this to anything. I didn't know whether I should pursue it, then I decided to try. If he didn't want to tell me, he'd say so.


    "So what is it with you and the Catholics?"


    He glanced over at me, then turned his attention back to the traffic in front of us. "Wait until we're home."


    So I did. When we got inside, Pete went straight to the refrigerator and pulled out a beer. He drank while I went upstairs and changed into sweats and a t-shirt. I padded back downstairs, barefoot. Pete was just cracking open his second beer. Wow. He never drank this fast. I uncapped my first one and followed him down to the living room. I sat down on the sofa; he sat perpendicular to me on the love seat. He was looking at his feet, his lips pursed. I was starting to be afraid of what I might hear. He took another long drink and started talking.


    "I never told you the reason I went to live with my dad."


    "No, you didn't. I got the impression it had something to do with your being gay."


    "Partly, yeah. Indirectly. But that wasn't the primary reason." He opened his mouth to continue, then stopped and thought for a minute. Then he turned to me. "How old were you when you lost your virginity?"


    Why were we talking about sex again? "You mean, when I first had anal?"


    "Yeah."


    "I was eighteen. With Ethan."


    He nodded. "Do you know how old I was?"


    "I have no idea."


    He looked back at his feet again. "I was fourteen."


    Oh my God. "Fourteen? Anal?"


    "Yeah."


    Pete’s words from last night came back to me. “Once. I didn’t like it.” The picture suddenly came together in my head. Oh, shit. Shit, shit, shit. "It was a priest."


    "Yep." Pete took another long drink and drained his bottle. "Want another one?"


    "Uh...no, not yet."


    "Well, I do." He got up and went upstairs. I was frozen in place, horrified. I remembered the first conversation we’d had about sex when we’d started dating the first time, more than four years ago now. It was our third date. We were at a pizza place in Westwood, just talking and eating and laughing and getting to know each other better. It was getting to the point that we were going to start sleeping together; neither one of us had mentioned it yet, but we both knew it was coming. Pete had leaned across the table, so no one else would hear. “There’s something you need to know about me.”


    “Oh yeah? What’s that?”


    “I don’t bottom. Ever.”


    That was okay with me, at the time. I’d figured that I could eventually change his mind. I’d still been thinking that way last night.


    My chest felt tight. I thought I might have to get my inhaler.


    Pete returned to the love seat, rested his forearms on his thighs and let his beer bottle dangle between his knees. “You know, when you go through a Ph.D. program in psych, you have to go through analysis while you’re doing it. I’ve worked through a lot of this, actually. My therapist says that it’s okay to maintain some anger about what happened, as long as I don’t let it overwhelm my other emotions.” He looked up at me. “I think I’ve been able to do that.”


    I nodded. I felt like I might faint. “This is why you don’t bottom. Or like to be touched from behind.”


    “Yeah.” He smiled at me weakly. “Do you want to hear about it?”


    I did and I didn’t. But…“If you want to tell me, yeah.”


    “I need to tell you.” Pete leaned back and took a deep breath. “My dad wasn’t religious; my mom was the one that had been raised Catholic and wanted us to be as well. My brother and I were altar boys, we went through catechism, the whole bit.” He took a drink and paused for a minute. “When I was thirteen, a new priest came to the parish. He was a young guy, energetic, upbeat. And he was very good looking. I developed a major crush on him. I hadn’t really known until then that…that I was attracted to guys. I knew I was different, but I’d never had the words for what I felt. You know what that was like.”


    I did. I remembered being seven years old, sitting at the top of the jungle gym at recess, watching my male classmates chase the girls around the playground. I knew I was different, but yeah, I hadn’t had the words to describe it until much later.


    Pete continued. “The priest was friendly with all the altar boys, asking us about school and sports, wearing jeans and t-shirts, acting cool. I know now that he spotted me a mile away, the kid with the crush on him. He’d ask me to help him with stuff, moving books around in his office and polishing candlesticks. I’d do anything he asked, just so I could hang out with him.” Pete closed his eyes and took another deep breath. “The first time he felt me up was about six months after he came to the parish. I’d helped him carry some stuff into his office from his car. He turned around and said, ‘I want to thank you for all your help. I want to give you something special.’ Then he put his hand on my crotch and rubbed. He said, ‘Doesn’t that feel good? I want to make you feel good.’” Pete finished his beer, set the bottle on the floor, and rubbed his face. “And of course it did feel good. It felt great. The next time, he went a little further. And then a little further the time after that. And then...you get the picture.”


    I closed my eyes, trying to get the picture out of my head. “I need another drink. And my inhaler.”


    Pete jumped to his feet. “Oh, shit. Are you okay? I…”


    I stood up and stopped him. “I’m fine. I just need a drink, and I’m a little short of breath. I’m fine.” I tried to give him a smile. “No worries.”


    I went upstairs and used my inhaler in the bedroom, then came back down, got another beer, and rejoined Pete in the living room. “Okay. All fixed.”


    “You’re sure?” Pete looked distressed.”


    “I’m sure. One hundred percent.” I swallowed. “Go ahead.”


    Pete leaned forward again, looking at the floor. “It wasn’t...awful. He took his time, and he wore a condom. I knew it was bad, that he shouldn’t be doing this, but…I had this crazy crush on him, and I would do anything to spend time with him. So I let him do what he wanted.”


    “How long did it go on?”


    “Six months.”


    “How did it end?”


    “The church was in between school and home, and I’d stop there on the way home every day. By that time I wanted to stop, but he said no. He said we couldn’t tell anyone, we’d both be in big trouble. Of course I wouldn’t have been in any trouble, but he made me think I would. And by this time I’d figured out I was gay, and…it still felt good, you know? It was consensual, I mean as consensual as a fourteen year old is capable of being. But…my brother was getting suspicious. And one day he followed me into the church, and he saw us. You know Steve, he’s a big guy…well he was nearly that big at 16, and he put the priest up against the wall and told him if he ever touched me again, that Steve would kill him. And I think he would have. On the way home I told Steve everything. We got home and Steve told my mother, and she said I was lying, that Steve was lying about what he’d seen, that the priest was a man of God and he would never do such a thing, blah blah blah. She completely took the priest’s side and called us liars. And my sister was saying the same things. I was crying in my room, and my mom and Christine and Steve are screaming at each other out in the kitchen. It was terrible. Then my mom had to go somewhere, to some kind of meeting at the church, and while she was gone Steve called my dad. And he came and got us. He packed all our stuff in the car, and waited for my mom to get back, and then he told her that he was taking us, and if she tried to do anything about it he’d make sure that everyone in Barstow knew that she’d let the priest repeatedly commit statutory rape on her son, and both she and the priest would be ruined in the town. So she let us go. She chose the priest and her reputation over me. Over both of her sons. So we packed everything we owned, and right in the middle of the school year moved to Lancaster.” He got up for another beer.


    That explained a lot.


    It explained his reaction to what I’d said yesterday. It explained why he'd only have sex face-to-face. It explained everything.


    Pete came back to the sofa with his fourth beer and handed me my third. He'd be the one with the hangover in the morning. He took a drink, then leaned back in his seat and looked at me. "What are you thinking?"


    "I'm horrified. And I want to kill somebody on your behalf. Did you get any counseling after it happened?"


    "Yeah. My dad found a woman in Palmdale who specialized in sexual abuse. By the time I graduated from high school, she had gotten me to see that it wasn't my fault, and that I shouldn't feel guilty about it, and that there wasn't anything wrong with my attraction to men. But it took a lot longer - years longer - before I was ready to let anyone even touch me, much less actually go to bed with a guy."


    "Was Luke the first guy you went to bed with?"


    "Yeah. And even once I started seeing him, it took another couple of years before I could work my way up to anal sex with him. Fortunately he wasn't a big fan of it anyway, so he didn't think anything was strange about it."


    "You never told him what happened to you?"


    "No."


    "You were together four years, and you never told him?"


    "No." Pete took a long drink from his beer. "Anyway, the point is, I’ve been in counseling since I was 14, and it's taken me this long to be completely comfortable with having the kind of sex life that we have now. I know you want more, but...I can't. I don't think I'll ever be able to."


    My heart sank. I'd thought that, eventually, I'd be able to talk Pete into taking turns. I’d been counting on that.


    Pete slumped back against the loveseat cushions. "You look like your dog just died. What we have isn't going to be enough for you, is it?"


    I slumped back too. "I...I promised you last night that it would be."


    "But now you don't know if you can keep that promise."


    "I'm going to keep it."


    Pete leaned forward again. "The first time we dated, we were together for eight months, and you never said anything about it."


    "Yeah, but we weren't living together then. We only spent a couple of nights a week together. Now here we are, together every night…"


    "Yeah. Okay." He suddenly looked exhausted. And older.


    I stood up and held out my hand. "C'mon. Let's go get some sleep."


    He took my hand and I pulled him up. He staggered a little. "Whoa. The beer's hitting me."


    "Yeah." I slid my arm around his waist and slung his arm across my shoulders. "Here. Let me drag you upstairs."


    He laughed a little. "Usually this is the other way around."


    "Hey. What are you saying?" I poked him in the ribs a little.


    He just shook his head. We staggered up the stairs. Pete passed out pretty quickly, but it took me a lot longer to fall asleep.


    I wasn’t going to be able to adapt to this without some help. I had to learn how to deal with the frustration I felt without taking it out on Pete. When I got back to work after the holidays, I was going to find a counselor of my own.


    


    Christmas morning, I wanted to be on the road by eight, so we had to get up early. Pete was hung over and grouchy. I set out the aspirin bottle and otherwise left him alone while I loaded the Jeep. He finally rallied enough to take a shower, get dressed and get in the car. By the time we got to Irvine, he’d drunk a bottle of Coke and taken a couple more aspirin, and was apparently starting to feel somewhat human again. He reached over and patted my leg. “Merry Christmas.”


    I glanced at him and smiled. “Merry Christmas.” I’d let him take the lead in the conversation.


    He didn’t say anything else for a minute. Then, “Do you realize, this is our first real Christmas together?”


    When we’d dated before, we’d only been together a couple of months at Christmas, and we’d agreed to spend the holidays separately, with our respective families. “Yeah, you’re right. First one we’re spending together.”


    He suddenly jerked upright, then winced. Probably jarred his head. “Oh, shit.”


    “What?”


    “I forgot your presents. Shit!”


    We were spending a couple of nights at my dad’s, since there was no rush to get back. Neither of us had to go back to work until January 2. We’d planned to exchange our own gifts last night, but that plan kind of got swept away by Pete’s revelation. “Were they all under the tree? Because if they were, I got them.”


    He gazed at me in adoration. “Yeah. They were. Oh my God, thank you.”


    I shrugged, and gave him a sideways smile. “I was getting yours, so I figured I’d pick mine up at the same time.”


    “God. I’m sorry.”


    “For what?”


    “Being hung over. Drinking so much last night. Being such a shitty person that I didn’t even remember your presents.”


    “Don’t apologize. That’s why we have two brains, right? So when one of us forgets something, the other one remembers. And you’re not a shitty person.”


    “Yeah, well.” He lapsed into silence again.


    By the time we got to Jeff’s, my nephews Colin and Gabe had opened all their presents from Santa, their parents, and Grampa Dave, aka my dad. Val’s parents were farmers in the Central Valley and could never get away; every odd year, Jeff and Val went there, but in even years Jeff was on call for his veterinary practice and they stayed home. The boys had opened presents from Val’s parents and all of the uncles - Val’s three brothers, Kevin, and me - last night. Kevin and Abby were spending Christmas with Abby’s family, since they’d had Thanksgiving with us. We had their gifts for the grownups with us – I’d remembered them, too.


    Jeff and Colin were putting coats on as we came in the door. “Merry Christmas. Gotta go deliver some very expensive puppies.”


    Colin was practically jumping up and down. “I’m gonna help!”


    “Great!” I raised my eyebrows at Jeff.


    Jeff shrugged. “Yeah, he can hand me stuff. He’s seen goats born, so French bulldogs should be no biggie, right?”


    “One would think.”


    Jeff gave me a look and shepherded Colin out the door.


    Pete and I went inside. Dad and Val were sitting in the floor of the family room, deeply involved in a construction project, and my younger nephew Gabe was closely supervising. He saw me and launched himself at me. “Uncle Jamie!” I caught him in mid-leap and flipped him upside down, with him squealing and giggling. It was our routine. He was taller at this age than his brother had been; we wouldn’t be able to keep doing that much longer.


    I deposited Gabe back on the floor and leaned over Val’s back. “What are you doing?”


    “Isn’t it obvious? We’re building a bulldozer.”


    “Of course. How silly of me.”


    Val reached back and tried to smack me, but I maneuvered out of the way. She and Dad clearly had the task in hand, so I went to the kitchen and came back with Cokes for Pete and me. Pete had settled on the sofa; I set our Cokes down and went back to the kitchen, returning with a garbage bag, and started gathering bits of paper and plastic wrapping. By the time the kid-size bulldozer was complete, I pretty much had the place cleaned up. Dad got to his feet and hugged me hello. “Thanks, sport. We hadn’t gotten around to that yet.”


    “You’re welcome.” I nodded to the bulldozer. “Whatcha gonna do with that?”


    Gabe answered. “We’re gonna go dig some holes for bushes! C’mon, Grampa Dave!”


    Grampa Dave went. He and Gabe took the bulldozer out to the back yard, and pretty soon I could hear it running. Val went to the kitchen for a drink and came back into the living room, flopping down beside me on the sofa. “So, tell me what’s going on with the murder case.”


    We filled her in on all we knew, including my undercover operation with Eckhoff. She was appropriately impressed.


    I ended by saying, “So now we just have to wait and see if anyone takes the bait.”


    Val mused. “You know, I figured from the start that Jennifer’s old lady friend must have told someone else about what was in those boxes. I’m sure the cops have looked into that, right?”


    I shrugged. “I guess, although I don’t know how thorough they’ve been. Eckhoff said that the old lady’s lawyer checked out, because he was dead, and she had no family at all. But he didn’t say anything about other friends. Although, it looks like if she would have told anyone about something valuable, it would have been Jennifer, and not someone else.”


    “Maybe.” Val was quiet. Pete said, “What are you thinking?”


    “I hate to say this, but…are we absolutely sure that Jennifer didn’t know exactly what was in those boxes?”


    “Well, all we have to go on is her word that she didn’t. You suspect otherwise?”


    “I don’t know. What I suspect is that Jennifer wouldn’t tell us if she had. She’d feel stupid for doing it, and she doesn’t want us to think she’s stupid.”


    “But if she didn’t tell the police, and they found out, she’d be in big trouble.”


    “Yeah. I know. It’s just kind of a feeling I have. I can’t explain it, and I have no factual basis for it.” Val got to her feet. "Okay, I've gotta hit the kitchen if we're going to eat today."


    I said, "Can I help?"


    "Nah, there's really not that much to do. Your dad is going to make the sweet potatoes, and Jeff will mash the potatoes when he gets back. The chicken's in and the veggies are prepped. So we're in good shape."


    We were having roasted, organic free-range chicken that Val had bartered for with one of her co-op friends. My dad was making his famous southern sweet potato casserole topped with brown sugar and pecans, all organic. Val had grown the Yukon Gold potatoes for mashing herself, and the veggies were all from her garden. I could already smell the chicken, and it was making my mouth water.


    Jeff and Colin returned in a couple of hours and pronounced the delivery a success. Mother and puppies were doing well. Jeff took a shower and headed for the kitchen. Dad and Gabe came in, having accomplished whatever they'd been doing with the bulldozer. Colin and Gabe started working on their new Lego kits, and finally dragged me into helping them. Pete watched us for a while, but when I glanced up at him at one point, he'd fallen asleep. That was good.


    Dinner was delicious, and we all stuffed ourselves. I helped Colin and Gabe sort and pack up their Legos in the correct boxes while Pete and Dad cleaned up the kitchen. Kevin called and talked to all of us, then Dad, Pete, and I said our goodbyes and headed for my dad’s house.


    When we got there, it took us a few minutes to unload everything. I took our bags and the gifts that Pete and I were going to exchange into the guest bedroom, then came back out into the living room. After the controlled chaos at Jeff’s house, it seemed very quiet now. My dad said, "I think I'll take a nap," and Pete and I headed for the beach. We took a long walk, not talking much, just strolling and looking at the water. Every so often I'd reach out and give Pete's hand a squeeze, and he'd squeeze back and smile at me.


    When we got back to the house, Dad was up again. We talked for a while, watched some Christmas concert music on PBS, then decided to call it a night. Dad said goodnight and headed to his room, and Pete and I went to the guest room and finally opened our presents to each other. We’d each gotten the other a couple of books and new hiking socks – exactly the same kind, which gave us a laugh. Pete had gotten me a dress shirt and tie, so I’d have something to wear if I needed to dress up. And I’d gotten him some silk boxers.


    We moved everything off the bed, and stretched out next to each other. Pete reached out and cupped my cheek with his hand, brushing his thumb over my cheekbone. He said softly, "I'm sorry I made it such a drama-filled Christmas."


    I put my hand over his and kissed his palm. "There's nothing to be sorry for. I am truly, truly sorry for the things I said the other day. I wish I'd known sooner about your past."


    He nodded. "I wanted to tell you, but there just never seemed to be a good time, you know?"


    "I know." I slid over to him and tucked my head under his chin, snuggling close. "But now I know, and we can take it from here."


    "Yeah." He kissed my forehead, then rolled away and stood up. “I’m going to take a shower.”


    Hmm. "Want some company?"


    He glanced back at me, but didn’t meet my eyes. “Um – nah, I’m pretty tired.”


    “Okay.” I lay back on the bed and tried not to take that personally.


    I wasn’t entirely successful.


    


    The next morning, Pete got an email with the final proofs of a textbook chapter he’d written. He took his laptop into my dad’s office to work on it and I went outside with my dad to help in the garden. Dad’s back yard was small, and he’d converted about three quarters of it into raised beds for vegetables. He began thinning a bed of lettuce, and I started forking compost into an empty bed, to get it ready for planting.


    It didn’t take long until my dad asked, “Is everything okay with you and Pete?”


    Shit. My dad knew me too well, sometimes. “Yeah. He’s up for tenure, you know, and it’s kind of stressing him out. But we’re fine.”


    “There’s no question that he’ll get tenure, is there?”


    “No, and I keep telling him that, but you know how it is.”


    “Yeah.” I could tell from his tone of voice that he didn’t buy it. He thought it over for a minute, then straightened up and looked at me. “Jamie?”


    I couldn’t look at him. “Don’t ask me anything else? Please?”


    “Okay.” I could feel his gaze for a few more seconds, then he went back to the lettuce.


    That night after we’d gone to bed, I told Pete. “My dad knows there’s something going on with us.”


    I felt Pete tense. “What did you tell him?”


    “That you were worried about getting tenure.”


    “Did he believe you?”


    “No.”


    “Shit. Now I’ve made you lie to your dad.”


    “It wasn’t exactly a lie.” I turned my head on the pillow to look at him. “You could tell him.”


    He was quiet for a minute. “I couldn’t stand pity. Especially from your dad.”


    “He’s a Marine. Pity isn’t in his skill set.”


    Pete huffed a soft laugh, but didn’t say anything.


    “Are you sorry you told me?”


    It took him a second to answer. “No, I’m not sorry. But I didn’t consider the ramifications. I thought we could just go back to the way we were, and you’d be satisfied.”


    “You didn’t have a reason to think otherwise. I’d never said anything.”


    “You were going to, though, weren’t you?”


    “Yeah, I was getting there.” I sighed. “I don’t like being the fuckee all the time. It makes me feel…” I searched for the right word. “Subordinate.”


    That got Pete to look at me. “I do not think of you as subordinate. In any way. We are equals.”


    I didn’t say anything.


    Pete turned his face back to the ceiling. There was despair in his voice. “What are we gonna do?”


    An idea popped into my head. I reached over and took his hand. “What about this? Why don’t we take a break from anal for a while? Just for a while. We can practice our other skills. Maybe that’ll help us get back in a good space.”


    He thought about that for a minute. “Okay. I’m willing to try that.”


    “Okay. Good.” I squeezed his hand. “But not tonight, huh?”


    “No. Not tonight.”


    “Cool.” I raised up on my elbow and kissed him. “G’night. I love you.”


    “Good night. I love you too.”


    Neither one of us said anything else, but neither one of us went to sleep for some time.


    


    We spent a couple more days at my dad’s. Pete didn’t tell him what was going on, and I didn’t say anything else about it. When we got home, we spent an entire day painting the living room, then got caught up in New Year’s celebrations with friends. We recovered from the New Year’s Eve revelry with a Clean My Hoard marathon on January 1, then went back to work the next day. I didn’t hear anything from the police, and the phone that Eckhoff had given me didn’t ring.


    And we never got a chance to talk to Jennifer.

  


  


  


  
    January


    The assistant curator of the Book of Kells exhibit from Trinity College Dublin had arranged to come to LA the week after New Year’s. Conrad asked me to pick her up from the airport, so I made a sign that said “Trinity College” and stood at baggage claim with the other chauffeurs.


    The assistant curator was probably close to my age, medium height, dark hair, pleasantly plump. She was dressed in a long skirt and a chunky cable knit sweater that was too warm for Southern California, and she looked a little disheveled. But her smile was genuine and her handshake was firm. "Good afternoon, Dr. Brodie. I'm Gillian Murray." And her Irish accent was delightful.


    "Welcome to California. How was your flight?"


    She sighed. "Long."


    We chatted on the way back to campus about the Book of Kells, Trinity College, Oxford, Ireland, Scotland…she was easy to talk to. When we got to campus, I parked and walked with her to the library.


    "Are you hungry? Would you like a cup of coffee?"


    "Ah, I've had enough coffee to float the Armada. Is there any tea to be had?"


    I guided her into Cafe 451 and bought her a cup of tea and a croissant. We sat at one of the tables near the door. She watched the students coming and going with a raised eyebrow. "They don't wear many clothes here, do they?"


    I laughed. "No. It makes it easier for them to get a little beach time in between classes."


    "Right." She gave me a skeptical grin, then took a sip of tea and sighed with pleasure. "Mmm. Not bad." She spread jam on her croissant and said, "Now. Tell me how you came by this manuscript page."


    I told her about the TV show and everything that had happened since. She listened closely. When I had finished, she shook her head. "Sounds like one of your movies, hmm?"


    "It does. But this one's true. It's LA. Weird stuff happens here."


    "Are you a native?"


    "California, yes. LA, no. I'm from San Diego. A much more normal place."


    She smiled. We chatted a bit more as she drank her tea. She was from Killarney, originally, but had moved to Dublin for college and had never left. She was 34 and had a boyfriend with the Garda. We talked about having cops as relatives for a while. Then she finished her tea, pushed back from the table and stood up. "Right, then, I've been revived. Shall we see this manuscript?"


    I took her downstairs and signed into the Special Collections area. We went to Conrad's office and I made the introductions. Conrad greeted her effusively, then we went through the steel doors into the room with the Book of Kells facsimile. Conrad went to the drawer where we'd stored the manuscript; we all pulled on gloves and face masks, and he took the manuscript out.


    Gillian sucked in her breath and said softly, "Holy mother of God." She took the magnifying glass that Conrad offered her and examined it closely, muttering to herself, then pulled a notepad and pen out of her bag and made quick notes. She turned it over and did the same thing. All in all, she examined the manuscript for about 20 minutes. Conrad and I just waited.


    Finally, she straightened up and looked at us, eyes wide over the face mask. "If this is a fake, it's a very, very good one. I don't know how it's possible, but I believe this might truly be..." She stopped and laughed a little. "I can barely bring myself to say the words. But I think it might be real."


    Conrad's eyes were wide too. "One of the missing pages of the original Book of Kells."


    "Yes." She picked up the magnifying glass again, then pointed to a spot on the page and handed him the glass. "See the small holes?"


    "Yes. I know they were made so the writing would be even."


    "Yes. But the edges are aged. You can make a piece of vellum look aged quite easily, but it's very difficult to make the edges of these tiny holes look uniformly aged as well. And these holes are quite old."


    We all just looked at each other for a few moments, then I said, "Okay. What now?"


    Gillian asked, "Who owns this? The woman in whose home it was found?"


    "Yes. My ex-sister-in-law."


    She nodded. "I think the next step is to draw up a contract with her. Pending authentication, the contract would restrict her from bargaining with anyone else."


    "I think she'd be okay with that."


    "Wonderful."


    Conrad put the manuscript back in its drawer, then closed the door and spun the lock. We went back to Conrad's office, where we shed our gloves and masks. "Even if it's not the genuine page, it's worth a bit of money, just for being a beautiful work of art. We'd stipulate that if we didn't buy it from Ms. Graham for our collection, we'd return it to her and she could do with it whatever she liked from that point."


    "But for all this to happen, you'll have to take it back to Dublin."


    "Yes."


    “Of course.” Conrad was beyond delighted. “You’ll want to carry it yourself.”


    “Yes. But I’m not going back until next week. Can I leave it with you until then?”


    Conrad beamed. “Naturally. We’re glad to keep it for you.”


    Gillian smiled. “I’m going to contact Trinity and have the solicitors draw up a contract. Can we arrange a meeting with your sister-in-law, Dr. Brodie? Say, the first of next week?”


    “Ex-sister-in-law. Yes, that’ll be fine.”


    “Excellent.” Gillian pulled out a business card, turned it over and wrote on the back. “I’m staying at UCLA’s guest house – thank you for those arrangements, by the way, Dr. Huffstetler. Here’s my email address. And I will contact you, Dr. Brodie, when I have a contract. You may want to tell your ex-sister in law to alert her attorney, to make certain the contract meets with his or her approval.”


    “Sure, I’ll do that.” I doubted Jennifer had an attorney, but I could recommend my dad’s buddy Neil to her.


    “Very well. I’ll be in touch.”


    We saw Gillian out. I paused in Conrad’s office on the way back upstairs. “Well, it looks like we might have the real thing.”


    “Indeed.” I’d never seen Conrad so pleased. “This is the most excitement I’ve had since…” He thought. “Well, since ever. At least professionally.”


    I grinned. “Hang on, Conrad. We may not be done with the excitement.”


    The first week of class was always hectic, and this was no exception. On Thursday, I did manage to call Jennifer, to tell her about Gillian’s visit and to give her Neil’s phone number. By the time Friday rolled around, I was ready for the weekend. I was still carrying the police cell phone with me, but had nearly forgotten that I’d had it. It had been over a month since Eckhoff and I had visited the book dealers.


    So when the phone rang, I nearly jumped out of my skin. I looked at the caller ID; it said “Unknown Number.” Of course. I grabbed a pen and paper to take notes, and answered. “Hello?”


    A female voice. That was a surprise. The voice sounded disguised, but it was definitely female. “Dr. Brodie.”


    “Yes?”


    “I understand that the university is interested in old manuscripts.”


    “That’s right.”


    “So your donor is still interested?”


    “Yes, if an attractive item was to come available.”


    “How much is your donor willing to spend?”


    “Well, that depends on the item, its condition, its authentication…”


    “Oh, authentication won’t be a problem.”


    “May I ask what it is that you have?”


    “I don’t have it.” The voice’s disguise seemed to be slipping a bit; the pitch was rising. The speaker was starting to sound like a teenager. “But I know where it is.”


    “Don’t be offended by my asking this, but is it yours to sell?”


    She laughed. “That’s not a problem.”


    Like hell. “That’s good to hear. May I ask what the item is?”


    “It’s a page from a ninth century manuscript.”


    I tried to sound offended. “Just one page?”


    “I don’t want to talk about this any more on the phone. Do you think your donor would be interested, or not?”


    “Well, yes, I think it’s possible. But we’re going to have to examine the item here at the university before the donor will consider making an offer.”


    “Right. How soon can we set that up?”


    “Um – it’s Friday afternoon, our manuscript specialist is gone for the day. I’ll have to talk to him and get back with you. Can I get your name and number?”


    “I’d rather not do that. I’ll call you back. When will you know?”


    “Monday afternoon. After 3:00, 3:30. I won’t get a chance to meet with him before then.”


    “Okay, fine. I’ll call you at 3:30 on Monday.” She hung up.


    Whoa. I set down the phone and scrawled the rest of my notes. Then I picked up my office phone and called Detective Eckhoff.


    “Eckhoff.”


    “Hey, it’s Jamie Brodie. I just got a call on the phone you gave me.”


    “No shit.” He sounded excited. Come to think of it, I was kind of excited myself. “Did you get a name?”


    “No. She wouldn’t give her name or number.”

    “A woman?”


    “Yep. She was trying to disguise her voice, but not doing a very good job. Definitely a woman. She sounded young.”


    “What else did she say?”


    I read him the conversation as constructed from the notes I took. He was impressed. “You got a lot there.”


    “Well, not really. I don’t have an ID or location or anything.”


    “No, but it sounds like this might be the person with the torn page. Or at least that person’s agent.”


    “Yeah. So do you want to be here when she calls back?”


    “Sure do. You said 3:30 Monday?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Okay, I’ll come to your office. See you then.”


    Finally. Maybe we were going to get a break in this case.


    


    UCLA’s rugby team was having a great year. I was teaching Pete the details of the game, and we went to matches when we could. On Saturday afternoon, UCLA was playing UCSB. It was a chilly day, but clear, so we bundled up and went to campus. We were settling into our bleacher seats when I spotted Kendall McEwen a few seats down. He saw me at the same time and waved, then came over to join us. “Hey, mate! Mind if I sit?”


    “No, no, sit down. How’s it going?”


    Kendall and I talked for a while about my upcoming trip to Oxford. The match began, and my attention was divided between the field and Kendall, who kept up a constant stream of chatter. He kept touching my arm, nudging me, being almost…flirtatious, but I didn’t think much about it. The talk from other Oxonians was that Kendall was an equal opportunity flirt, but was completely straight when push came to shove. I could believe that. Kendall had always seemed like the kind of guy who wanted to be admired by everyone in the room, male or female.


    UCLA had scored two quick trys but was having a run of sloppy play. I was trying to pay more attention to the game when Kendall asked, “So, any word on your scrap of illuminated manuscript?”


    I was about to answer him when UCSB scored a penalty goal. Pete leaned into me and pointed at the field. “Okay, what just happened there?”


    I explained, which took a while – Pete kept asking questions, which I wanted to answer because I wanted him to learn and enjoy the game. It distracted me from Kendall, and I completely forgot that he’d asked me about the manuscript. UCLA finally straightened up and scored again, and Kendall didn’t mention the manuscript again.


    UCLA won handily, 49-3. We said goodbye to Kendall and headed home. I was pulling onto Wilshire when Pete said, “I don’t think you should tell Kendall about the intact manuscript page.”


    I glanced at him, surprised. “I didn’t tell him.”


    “I know, because I jumped in and asked you a question to distract you.”


    “Oh, you did that on purpose? You didn’t really want to know about penalty goals?”


    “Yeah…I wanted to know about penalty goals, but I also did it on purpose. I didn’t want you to tell him anything.”


    “Why not?”


    “I don’t think I like him.”


    “Okay…why not?”


    “For one thing, he was all over you from the time he sat down.”


    “What? He didn’t mean anything by that.”


    “How do you know?”


    “I…that’s just Kendall. He flirts with anything that moves – men, women, dogs, whatever. It’s just the way he is. He’s completely straight.” We were at a red light, and I looked over at Pete. “Are you jealous?”


    “No, of course not. I just don’t like that kind of behavior. From anyone.”


    “Hmm. What’s the other thing?”


    “What other thing?”


    “You said you didn’t like him because ‘for one thing…’ What’s the other thing?”


    “Oh.” Pete was quiet for a couple of seconds. “I don’t know, exactly. He just sort of…sets off my cop radar.”


    “Really? Why?”


    “I can’t explain it. It’s…it’s instinct or something. I don’t know.”


    “Huh. I think your radar might be rusty. As far as I know, Kendall’s as upstanding as they come.”


    “If you say so.” But I could tell Pete was still bothered. And I wondered if maybe he was a little jealous.


    


    On Monday, I tried to keep busy with other things, but it was hard to not think about what was going to happen that afternoon. As a result, my concentration was kind of shot, and I didn't get much accomplished. I invited Conrad to join Eckhoff and me in my office at 3:00, and he accepted. I also called Gillian to see if she wanted to be there, and she said yes. My office would be crowded. I borrowed a couple of extra chairs from Liz and squeezed them into the corners.


    At least the reference desk was a bit of a distraction. There weren't many people around, so Clinton stayed to talk after he gave us the word of the day (which was heliacal, meaning relating to the sun). I told him and Liz about the call we'd gotten and my appointment with Eckhoff and the caller at 3:30.


    Clinton looked surprised. "I would not have expected the thieves to be willing to meet at the university."


    "Oh, I don't think they'll agree to that. We'll have to arrange some other meeting place. They won't want to be that exposed."


    Liz asked, "The cops still have no idea who's behind this at all?"


    "They haven't been able to find any connections. Jennifer swears she didn't tell anyone about having valuable items in boxes, although we're starting to wonder if that's true. The old lady didn't have any family, at least none the police have been able to find. Wally, the dead guy, had no apparent connection to Jennifer or the old lady. The old lady's lawyer is a dead end. So we're kind of stuck. Which was the idea behind this little sting operation."


    Clinton said, "Why do you believe that your sister-in-law might have been untruthful?"


    I sighed. "I don't know if I believe it yet, but she does have a history of hiding things. Jennifer cares a lot about what other people think of her. That's why she never told anyone about the hoarding problem. So if she told someone about the boxes of books, she might not have admitted it to us because she wouldn't want us to think that she was dumb for doing that."


    Liz was aghast. "But that means she lied to the police."


    "Yeah, I know. I'm not sure she's thought about the consequences there. But I'm going to tell Eckhoff about it when he gets here."


    Shortly before 3:00, Eckhoff strolled into the library. He spotted me at the reference desk and came over. "Is this where I come for help?"


    I laughed. "Depends on what kind of help you need."


    He grinned. "This is the real-life version of the guru on the mountaintop, right? The answers to all the questions are right here."


    Clinton said mildly, "Sometimes the answers are within yourself."


    Eckhoff looked surprised. I made the introductions. "Uh, Detective Jonathan Eckhoff, Clinton Kenneally and Liz Nguyen."


    Eckhoff shook their hands. He held on to Liz's hand a little longer than necessary and gave her a brilliant smile, which she returned. Hmm. Eckhoff said, "Call me Jon."


    Liz said, "Hi, Jon." And smiled again. I looked at Clinton; he gave me a tiny nod, a knowing look on his face.


    Eckhoff was apparently going to make the most of this opportunity. "So you all are librarians too?"


    Liz said, "I am." Clinton said, "I am merely a patron."


    Eckhoff nodded. He was still smiling at Liz. I could nearly see the sparks shooting between them. "Are you a history specialist too?"


    "No, my specialty is political science."


    "Ah. Interesting." Eckhoff gave Liz that brilliant smile again. He really was an attractive guy. "I'd like to hear more about that."


    Liz tilted her head and kept smiling. "Well, after your appointment with Jamie, come next door to my office. I can tell you all about it."


    "I will definitely do that." Eckhoff grinned at Liz one more time, then turned to me. Reluctantly, I thought. "Are you ready?"


    It was five minutes before three. "Yeah. Let's go." I led him upstairs to my office. When we got there, I unlocked the door for him and gestured for him to go in before me. He stepped in and looked around. "This is nice. A lot better than what I have for an office."


    "Yeah, if yours is anything like the detective's room at West LA, I sympathize."


    He laughed. "Yeah, it's a lot like that." He turned to me. "So, your friend Liz, is she single?"


    I grinned at him. "Yes, she is."


    Eckhoff grinned back. "Well, maybe she won't stay single for long."


    I laughed. "Go for it, dude."


    "Oh, I'm gonna do that." He rubbed his hands together and got serious. “Okay. I’ve been getting to know your brother Kevin a lot better. Belardo and I talked to Jennifer again, and she denied knowing Brashier. Kevin and I also talked to Brashier again, and he denied knowing Jennifer. But the ballistics from the bullets that killed Michael Lindsey, the guy on Brashier’s property, matched the bullets that killed Wallace. We got a warrant to search Brashier’s property, but nothing turned up. We still think he’s our guy, but he might have hired someone to do the dirty work.”


    “Holy shit. So the cases are definitely connected.”


    “Yep. But we’re still not sure how. Okay, let's gather everyone, and we can talk about what's gonna happen with this phone call."


    I called Conrad. Gillian was waiting in his office, and the two of them came right up. I ushered them into the office and closed the door. I asked Eckhoff, "If the caller wants names, do I give them?"


    "You can give Dr. Huffstetler's name; they can look online to confirm that. Don't give mine...use the last name of Williams, like we did before."


    Then the phone rang.


    I clicked the speaker feature first, then answered. "Brodie."


    "We need to meet." It was the same voice, the young-sounding woman.


    "Yes, with our authentication expert."


    "Who's that?"


    "Our special collections librarian. His name is Conrad Huffstetler."


    "How do I know that's the truth?"


    "You can look on UCLA library's website. His name, picture and job title are there."


    "They'd better be."


    "They are." I crossed my fingers and said, "The donor's representative is insisting on coming to the meeting as well."


    "No. Only the two of you."


    "That won't work. Sorry. It's the donor's money. She won't agree to anything unless her rep sees the item."


    There was a pause. It sounded like the caller had clamped her hand over the phone and was talking to someone; I could hear a vague murmur in the background. Then she was back. "Okay. Three of you. But that's it."


    "Right. That's it."


    "What's this representative's name?"


    "Jonathan Williams. He was with me the day I visited the antique book shops. If you have a contact in one of them, your contact can describe him. Then you'll know it's the same person."


    Another pause. Then, "Okay. We meet tomorrow night, 11 pm, behind the West Hollywood Park tennis courts. You know where that is?"


    "On San Vicente." I'd played tennis there with a previous boyfriend a few times.


    "Right. Don't be late. And no cops."


    "Of course. No cops." I rolled my eyes at Eckhoff and he grinned.


    "Fine." The woman hung up.


    I clicked off. Gillian was wide-eyed. "Just like the movies."


    "Probably not." Eckhoff stood up and opened the door. It was getting warm in the office. "These people sound like amateurs. That 'no cops' line is something they've heard on TV." He sat back down, thoughtful. "That woman sounds young. I wonder if this is a group of young people? The dead guy, Wally, was pretty young."


    "Yeah." I remembered my self-description of him as resembling Shaggy. "Kind of a hipster wannabe."


    Conrad said, "Well, that's a refreshing change, from the usual criminal sort, right?"


    Eckhoff laughed. "Right." He sobered up a little. "Okay. We'll meet here, at the library, and go from here. Dr. Huffstetler, I don’t want you to come to this first meeting. There’s a detective at Pacific Division that’s built like you; he’ll pass from a distance. If they do have something with them, and Jamie thinks it looks good, we’ll arrange another meet. Jamie, Todd, and I will meet here at 10:00, we can go over how we're going to handle the contingencies, then get there in plenty of time. Wear comfortable clothes. I'll alert the West Hollywood sheriff's station, have them discreetly patrol the area. They probably do anyway." He stood up again. "Any questions?"


    Gillian asked, "Do you think they'll have the page with them?"


    Eckhoff considered. "I don't know. If they were professionals in any sense of the word, they wouldn't. They'd want us to show ourselves first. But if this is a bunch of kids trying to make a quick buck, they may have it with them." He shrugged. "We'll just have to wait and see."


    Gillian sighed. "I want to see what they have, but I certainly don't want to join you."


    I told Gillian, "I'll call you afterward, let you know what happens. Unless it'll be too late."


    "Oh, no, it won't be too late. I won't be able to sleep until I've heard."


    Eckhoff rubbed his hands together. “Okay, cool. So, it’s a date for tomorrow. I'll meet you all at the front doors of this building at 10:00 pm." He grinned at me. "Now I have to go try to get another date."


    I laughed. "First office to the left. Good luck."


    "Thanks." He waved and disappeared in the direction of Liz's office.


    


    Tuesday took forever to pass. Liz had made a date with Eckhoff for the coming weekend and spent our reference shift grilling me about what I knew about him. Which was almost nothing. At the end of the day I went home, ate, changed clothes, listened to Pete’s exhortations to be careful, and assured him I would. I drove back to campus and got there around 9:50.


    I met Eckhoff and the second cop, the decoy for Conrad, at the door of the library. The second cop’s name was Todd Smith. He didn’t look anything like Conrad up close, but from a distance, in the dark, he’d do fine. He was tall and thin like Conrad, and had a similar amount of hair. Eckhoff was dressed casually, but still as if he could be the representative of a wealthy philanthropist. I was wearing jeans and running shoes. I wanted to be able to run if I had to.


    Eckhoff rubbed his hands together. "Okay, Jamie, you're going to have to start the conversation. How it goes depends on whether they bring the paper or not. Todd, you’ll stay by the car until we find out if they have something for you, as Dr. Huffstetler, to see. And," he gave me a sly grin, "I think you should call me Jon. It'll save confusion in names, and since I have a date on Friday night with one of your best friends, we might as well get on less formal terms."


    "Hey, that's great." I gave him a grin back. "Liz is awesome. But be aware, Kevin knows Liz and thinks she's awesome too. So don't mess her over or you'll have both of us to deal with."


    He laughed softly. "Believe me, I intend to treat Liz very well."


    "Good to hear."


    "Okay. Back to business. Jamie, I think we're just gonna have to play it by ear, in terms of how we start the conversation. What we'd like to do, of course, is to see the paper and see if it's worth discussion, then get out of there. I'll say that I have to confer with our anonymous donor before we start any kind of negotiations. So our main goal is to establish whether they have the paper, and if so we'll have to meet with them again. But we still won't have to expose Dr. Huffstetler to the situation when we meet with them the second time, because that's when we'll be arresting them. We'll have planned backup in place at that meet."


    I was ready to get the show on the road. "Sounds good to me. Will LAPD or the sheriff's department do the arrest?"


    Jon shrugged. "Depends on where the second meet is. If it's in the same place, we'll ask the sheriff to make the arrest, then turn over custody to us."


    I couldn't see a telltale bulge under Jon's coat. "You do have a weapon stashed somewhere, right?"


    "Yep." He winked at me. "Okay. You guys ready?"


    "More than ready."


    "All right. Let's go."


    Todd went to his unmarked; he was going to follow us. I went with Jon to his Civic and we got in. We drove to the tennis courts and pulled around behind them. Jon turned off the engine and sat for a minute, looking. The area was not well lit. There was a streetlight at each end of the alley, but nothing in between. But it was the heart of the city; it wasn't completely dark. I didn't see anything threatening.


    After we'd sat there for about thirty seconds, a couple of figures detached themselves from the wall of the building next to the courts and walked toward us. Jon said, "Okay, here we go. Jamie, as we're talking to them, get as much of a description of them in your mind as you can. Anything that might help in identification."


    "Yes, sir." We got out of the car and closed the doors. Todd hung back as instructed. Jon and I walked toward the two people. As we got closer, it became clear that it was two women. Or, it might have been more correct to say two girls. They looked very young. One was tall and thin, one was short and plumper.


    The two girls approached. They didn't seem to be carrying anything with them, although they were both wearing hoodies. The taller one spoke. "You're the UCLA guys?"


    I said, "Yeah. I'm the one you talked to on the phone. This..." I pointed to Jon. "...is our donor's representative, and our expert is back at his car."


    "Why's he back there?"


    "Because we weren't sure you'd have anything to show us."


    The girl sneered. "Oh, we've got something to show you." She waved her friend forward. The friend reached inside her jacket, and Jon's hand went to his jacket as well. I prepared to hit the deck, but the friend pulled a sheet of paper out of her jacket and handed it over.


    I took it. It wasn't the section of the torn page we were looking for. It was torn from something, though. It looked like it had come from a very large, fancy Bible. Not an illuminated manuscript, but a Bible that had been printed to look like one.


    I handed it to Jon. He turned it over a couple of times, then said, "Where did you get this?"


    "Never mind where we got it. How much will you pay for it?"


    "Nothing." He handed it back to her.


    "What?"


    The shorter girl whined, "I told you."


    Tall Girl hissed, "Shut up." She waved the paper at us. "This is the paper you're looking for. The rest of the one you were showing around."


    I said, "No, it's not. That's not even a genuine illuminated manuscript. You tore that out of the altar Bible of some church."


    Short Girl huffed and rolled her eyes at her friend. "I told you. These guys are experts. I told you they wouldn't go for it."


    "Shut. Up." Tall Girl turned back to us. "Fine. You don't want to buy it, we can find someone else."


    "Sure. Good luck with that." I backed off, and Todd came forward. Jon, in one smooth move, whipped out his cuffs and grabbed the arm of Tall Girl. "You're under arrest."


    "What?! You're cops?!"


    Short Girl was stunned just long enough that Todd was able to grab her too. Tall Girl was squirming and tried to kick Jon. Todd said, "I think we can add resisting arrest to the charges."


    Short Girl was livid. "You stupid bitch! I told you this was a stupid plan! But noooo, you thought you could fool the guys with Ph.D.s. You're a moron. And so is your friend Paulie."


    Jon gave me an "aha" look. "Paulie?"


    "Yeah. The guy that works for that creep."


    Tall Girl was furious. She was now trying to kick her friend. "Shut! Up!"


    Short Girl was having none of it. "My dad's a lawyer. I'm gonna tell these guys everything, and then my dad'll get me out of this."


    Tall Girl sneered. "Your dad's an entertainment lawyer. He doesn't know anything about criminal stuff."


    "He went to law school, he knows enough. And he's not lifting a finger to help you, you stupid bitch."


    "You slut! As soon as I get my one phone call, I'm gonna call Dakota Freeman and tell him how you've been cheating on him with half the basketball team, and he's gonna know what a fuckin' slut you are..."


    Short Girl screeched and lunged at Tall Girl. Jon dragged Tall Girl out of range. "Ladies, enough. Let's go." He hauled Tall Girl to the back of Todd’s car and tossed her in. Todd was laughing and shaking his head. He wrangled Short Girl to the other side of his car and secured her. We reconvened at the front of Jon's car. Jon put his hands on his hips. "Well, so much for that lead."


    "Are you gonna pick up Paulo?"


    “Not yet. If all he did was suggest the idea to the girls, he hasn't done anything worth arresting him for. We'll see what Shorty has to tell us. I'm thinking the only one that'll end up with charges is the mastermind there.”


    I laughed. "Some mastermind."


    "Yeah. Her friend's right, she is a moron." Jon grinned at me. "Thanks for your assistance in this police matter, sir. We appreciate the efforts of our citizens to help us stop crime."


    I laughed. "Yeah, yeah, give me a commendation. Todd, good to meet you."


    Todd said, "Good to meet you, too." He got in his car; the girls were still bitching at each other in the back seat. Todd shook his head. Jon laughed. “Try not to shoot them before you get them back to the station.”


    Todd waved and drove off in the direction of Pacific Division. Jon drove me back to campus and my car. "I'll call you soon, let you know how this unfolds."


    "Okay, sounds good." I got in my car, waved and drove home.


    


    The next evening, Pete picked Gillian and me up after work and we drove up into Brentwood to the office of Anderson & Hayes. Hayes was Melanie Hayes, one of my childhood friends. Anderson was Neil Anderson, my dad's buddy from the Marines. Neil and my dad had met at Camp Pendleton as 18-year-old recruits and had been fast friends since basic training. After their two tours in Vietnam, Neil took his discharge from the Marines and went to law school. After graduation, he set up a practice specializing in GLBT issues. When Mel graduated from law school with the same idea, Neil took her on as a partner. The two of them had a hugely successful practice, with two paralegals and a couple of legal secretaries. One of the paralegals was Neil’s partner, Mark. Their office was not far from Neil and Mark’s home, in an old Craftsman house that they'd converted into office space.


    When we got to the office, I stuck my head in the door of Mel's office and waved to her, then guided Gillian down the hall to the conference room. Pete stayed behind to talk to Mel. Jennifer was already in the conference room, and she’d brought her boyfriend, the guy whom she’d started seeing back in the fall. He was a pretty good-looking guy, with brown hair and eyes, and rail-thin. He looked young. I knew Jennifer was Kevin’s age, 33, and I was betting this guy was in his mid-20s. Jennifer was getting started on cougaring at a young age.


    Jennifer introduced us to the guy. His name was Kurt Luby. We all shook hands. I sat at the far end of the table; I was really just here to observe. Neil, Gillian, and Jennifer grouped together at the head of the table. Kurt hung back a little, sitting near me. I guessed he was just here to observe, too.


    Jennifer seemed nervous, continuously wringing her hands in her lap. I wondered what was going on with her.


    Neil started the proceedings, speaking to Gillian. “I’ve read the contract that Trinity College has proposed in regard to the handling of the manuscript page, and I’ve gone over the terms with Jennifer. I feel that the contract is very fair, and Jennifer agrees. We understand that Trinity won’t be able to offer a dollar amount for the contract until authentication is complete. We would like to know what kind of timeline you’re anticipating for the authentication process.”


    Gillian nodded. “It will take about a month, maybe a bit less. There are several experts that have to evaluate it – one for the vellum, one for the pigment, one for the script, and so on. Once they’ve done that, and submitted their reports to the curator, he will make the final determination. But if all the experts agree that the manuscript is genuine, the curator won’t disagree, I’m sure.” She smiled at Jennifer. “As you can imagine, they’re all quite keen to have a look at it.”


    Jennifer smiled tightly. “Yeah, I guess so.”


    Neil said, “I also had a conversation with Detective Belardo of LAPD, just to make sure that there is no conflict with sending this page of manuscript to Ireland. He assured me that their investigation didn’t require the use of this intact page as evidence, and we were free to proceed.” He opened a file folder. “I have three copies of the contract to be signed – one for Trinity, one for Jennifer, and one for my files. Jamie, Kurt, if you’d be willing to serve as witnesses?”


    The three copies of the contract got passed around, and we all signed. Gillian tucked her copy into her briefcase. “Wonderful. I fly back to Dublin tomorrow. The curator is meeting me at the library when I arrive, and we’ll secure the manuscript page. The studies will begin the next day. I’ll be in touch with you, Mr. Anderson, throughout the process.”


    “That’s great. I appreciate it.” We all stood up, and shook hands all around. Neil saw Jennifer and Kurt out, then came back to say goodbye to us. I collected Pete from Mel’s office. He and I were going to take Gillian to dinner for her last night in California.


    Gillian wanted American pizza, so we took her to 800 Degrees in Westwood. We got in line and ordered, then got our drinks. Gillian was impressed with the Coca-Cola Freestyle machine and its 104 potential flavor combinations. Once we found a table and got seated, Gillian said, “Jennifer seemed nervous to me. Is that normal for her?”


    I shook my head. “She’s high strung, but I did notice that she seemed more nervous than usual. I thought she’d rub the skin off her hands, the way she was wringing them.”


    Pete said, “Huh. Wonder what that was about?”


    I took a sip of my Coca-Cola Lime. “She’s probably anxious to know if she’s getting any money or not. She has big credit card bills she needs to pay off.”


    Gillian was drinking a seltzer water-lemonade combo. “Well, she’ll find out soon, one way or the other. Everyone involved in the authentication is dropping whatever they’re working on now to examine the page. It might not even take as long as I anticipated.”


    We had a nice evening. I said goodbye to Gillian; Conrad was taking her to the airport the next day. Gillian promised to stay in touch and invited us to visit in Dublin. We said we’d take her up on that sometime.


    While we were at Neil’s office, I’d made arrangements with Jennifer to take her up to Cloak and Dagger Books to sell her books. The next afternoon, I cut out of work after my reference shift, and Jennifer picked me up for the drive to Pasadena, with the boxes of books in the back of her car.


    On the way, we talked about school, the differences and similarities between kindergarteners and college freshmen, and other neutral topics. Jennifer still seemed more tense than usual, but I figured she was just anxious about how much money she’d get for the books. And it occurred to me that I really didn’t know what “usual” was for her.


    The transaction went well, and Jennifer left the bookstore with a check for $6,000. She seemed satisfied, but she was quiet on the way back west. I finally decided to ask. “You’re awfully quiet. Aren’t you happy with the sale?”


    She glanced at me. “Oh, no, that’s not it. I’d done some research, and I figured it would be about this amount. It’s just that it’s a drop in the bucket towards paying off my debt.”


    “Six grand is a drop in the bucket? How much do you owe?”


    She cringed. “Nearly $300,000.”


    “Holy shit! For what? Just the stuff in your apartment?”


    “Um – I have a storage unit too. And a car loan, and a student loan, and a few payday loans…”


    Dear God. “Well, you’ve just got to chip away at it. Every bit helps.”


    “Yeah, that’s true. But I really wish I knew about how much I was going to get for the manuscript page. I’m getting calls from collection agencies.”


    “Well, you’ll know soon enough. Gillian said all the experts were dropping everything to work on it.”


    “Good. That’s good.” But she was still distracted. I shrugged inwardly. Not my problem.


    


    The following Saturday, we'd invited Liz and Jon Eckhoff to come hiking with Kevin, Abby, Pete, and me. We met up in the parking lot at the base of the trail. Jon and Liz had beaten us there, and they walked over as we were all getting out of Pete’s Jeep. Jon said to Kevin, “We’ve got to stop meeting like this.”


    Kevin laughed. “Yeah.”


    Pete said, “You guys have been spending some time together, huh?”


    “Yep.” Kevin lifted his backpack out of the Jeep. “Including most of the day yesterday.”


    I was intrigued. “Did you turn anything up?”


    "Actually, yeah. We were stuck, so we took a deeper look at any associations that Wallace – Wally – might have had with any of the other players in the case. And we learned something very interesting."


    The rest of us all said at the same time, "What?"


    Jon laughed. Then he got serious. "Wallace is divorced, for two years now. He and his ex-wife have a nine year old kid. After the divorce, the ex got custody and moved to Palmdale. But when the kid was five years old, they were still married, and their kid went to kindergarten at Stoner Avenue Elementary. Guess who his favorite teacher was?"


    My mouth dropped open. Pete said, "You are shitting me."


    "Nope." Jon looked grim. "So, we talked to Wallace's ex-wife about that a little. Turns out Wallace was a great dad, went to parent-teacher conferences all the time. The kid had a couple of instances of acting out in school that year, and the parents both went to the school and met with Ms. Graham when that happened. So both Wallace and his ex got to know Ms. Graham pretty well, at least in terms of Ms. Graham being their kid's teacher."


    Pete said, "That fucking liar." I said, "You'd asked Jennifer whether she'd known Wallace before, right?"


    "Of course. And she said no. So Belardo and I brought her in for another conversation yesterday. Kevin watched from the observation room."


    "What did she say?"


    "She caved immediately, said yes, she'd met Wallace at the school, and more importantly, knew what he did for a living. That he was a junk man and had knowledge of the value of old things."


    Pete said, "I cannot believe this." Kevin said, "I can." I said, "Holy shit. So she'd talked to him about her hoard?"


    "Yep. She'd called him and told him she was going to sign up for the show, and that she'd like him to look at her books and papers as the cleaning took place because the old lady had told her there was valuable stuff in the boxes."


    Pete was speechless. Abby was laughing. "The way you guys have talked about her, the way Valerie talked about her at Thanksgiving, I am not surprised. This sounds really typical of her."


    Pete said, "Yeah, it does. But she's not stupid, or at least I didn't think she was. Lying to the police in a homicide investigation is a whole 'nother layer of crazy."


    I said, "But she'd asked me to do the same thing."


    Jon said, "Yeah. She was covering all the bases, basically, hoping that if there was anything of value in the boxes, at least one of you would find it."


    Pete said, "So when Wally was working slowly that first day, we thought it looked like he was sorting through stuff. And he was."


    "Yep. Although Ms. Graham was clear about the fact that she'd told Wallace that the valuable stuff was in boxes. So he had no reason to be sorting through anything that first day."


    I said, "Just hoping he'd find something else, probably."


    Jon said, "Yeah. So when he didn't, he decided to come back early the next day and have a look himself, before anyone else got into the boxes."


    Pete said, "But he brought someone else with him. He'd told someone else."


    "Yep. Now we have to figure out who that person was, and if there’s a connection to Brashier. We have another meeting set up with the ex-wife tomorrow, to see if she has any idea of who Wallace would ask to be an accomplice in something like this."


    I said, "I bet Belardo was pissed."


    Jon laughed. "Oh, hell yeah. He put the fear of God in Ms. Graham when we brought her in to the station. Very clearly informed her that if she didn't come clean, she was going to jail. He was rough on her. She was pretty shaken when she left."


    Abby said, "Had she told anyone else?"


    "She swore not. I tend to believe her this time, but if nothing pans out with the Wallace angle, we'll have to talk to her about it again."


    Pete shook his head. "That is just…fucking unbelievable."


    We all agreed.


    On Sunday, it rained. Pete and I stayed in. He cooked for the coming week; I cleaned and did laundry. Around noon, Jon called; he and Belardo had been out to Palmdale to talk to Wally’s ex-wife again. She couldn’t think of anyone that Wally might have used as a partner in whatever scheme he had cooked up, and she’d never heard Brashier’s name. But, as she had pointed out to Belardo and Eckhoff, it had been two years since she’d had any knowledge of who Wally might associate with.


    The most interesting thing she’d said was that Wally was falling behind on his child support payments.


    


    On Tuesday, I had my first appointment with the counselor that I’d chosen from our provider list. I didn’t want to tell Pete about this just yet, so I made the appointment for my lunch hour. Right before noon, I walked down to the professional building next to UCLA’s hospital at the south end of campus, to the office of Dr. Tania Bibbins.


    Dr. Bibbins was a tall, elegant African American woman, with the closely cut to the head hairstyle that I thought looked great on women of a certain age. She was probably in her late forties. She smiled and shook my hand. "Jamie, welcome. Come in, have a seat. Would you like some tea?"


    I'd lived in England long enough to pick up the tradition of thinking that a cuppa could solve the problems of the world. "Yes, please. As long as it’s not chamomile – I have asthma."


    “Ah. No, it’s Earl Grey.” Dr. Bibbins poured from a pot sitting in an alcove that contained a hot plate and refrigerator. "Sugar?"


    "No, thank you."


    She returned and handed me my cup, then sat down in the chair opposite me, rather than behind her desk. “So. What has prompted you to seek therapy?”


    I’d thought about how to phrase this. “I need to learn how to deal with the frustration that I feel toward my boyfriend in terms of our sexual compatibility.”


    “Ah. And why are you sexually incompatible?”


    “We’re not, entirely. But…” I told her about Pete’s history, and my hopes for our sex life. “I’ve done some research on survivors of sexual abuse, and I know I’ll never be able to ask him for what I’d like. And now he’s afraid that I’ll eventually leave him because of it, even though I’ve promised him that I won’t. But to keep that promise, I have to learn how to deal with this.”


    “Does Pete know that you’re here?”


    “No, ma’am.”


    She looked at me sharply. “Ma’am?”


    Oops. “I’m sorry. I was raised by Marines.”


    She smiled. “Ah. Then you’re forgiven. Just don’t make a habit of it.”


    “I won’t.” I almost said ma’am, and caught myself.


    Dr. Bibbins could tell, and she looked amused. “Is Pete in therapy?”


    “Yes, since he was fourteen. And he’s a psychologist himself.”


    She looked surprised. “I see. Is he in practice?”


    “No. He’s full-time faculty at Santa Monica College.”


    "Okay." She took a few notes. “Before we discuss your relationship, I’d like to hear about you. Tell me about your background.”


    So I did. She nodded and took notes along the way, occasionally asking a question. When I stopped, she said, "You're close to your family."


    "Yes."


    "You speak with them often?"


    "A couple of times a week, at least, and we all text each other almost every day."


    "Okay. So you have a very strong emotional support system outside of your relationship."


    I'd never really thought of it in those structured terms, but... "Definitely."


    “And you’re used to sharing things with them.”


    “Yes.”


    “But this is a burden you can’t share. The weight is all on your shoulders this time.”


    I hadn’t thought about that, but she was right. I couldn’t talk to anyone about this, ever. Suddenly I felt ten years older. I said weakly, “I guess it’s a good thing I’m here.”


    Dr. Bibbins nodded sharply, but her eyes were sympathetic. “Yes. Now, why don't you tell me your relationship history.”


    "Yes, m…um…I met Pete when I first moved to LA. He was my brother Kevin's partner on the police force. They did stuff together outside of work, hiking and going to Dodgers games and playing on the LAPD baseball team. So Pete and I were around each other a lot. But when we met, he was dating someone else. It wasn't until a couple of years later that we actually started dating, after Pete had left the force."


    "And who initiated the relationship?"


    I smiled in memory. "He did."


    "Did you immediately accept?"


    I laughed. "Yes."


    "Then what happened?"


    "We dated for about eight months. We got along great, but I guess we kind of got into a rut, a little bit? And he was in grad school, so he didn't have a lot of free time, and I had started working at my job and was making a lot more money than he did, so there were some strains there. And then his old boyfriend came back and wanted to get back together, and Pete left me for him."


    Dr. Bibbins' eyebrows rose in surprise. "You say that so calmly."


    "Well, I do now, but I wasn't very calm at the time."


    "Ah. So what did you do?"


    "I started dating other people again. I didn't see much of Pete for a while, because my brother Kevin really didn't like the old boyfriend. I'd never met the guy, but I definitely didn't want to be around him either."


    "Understandable. So your brother was upset by the fact that Pete had broken up with you."


    "Yes."


    She nodded. "So how did it come about that you got back together?"


    "Pete broke up with the old boyfriend again after about a year, and started coming around again, but I was dating other people and was a little reluctant to get involved with him again. It wasn't until just this past June that we got back together. And that wasn't intentional, at least not on my part...I got burned out of my apartment and went to stay with Pete while it was being fixed, and...I never left."


    Dr. Bibbins nodded and made a few more notes. “Did you live together the first time you dated?”


    “No.”


    “And this time, you jumped right into living together.”


    “Yes.”


    “What are your thoughts on that?”


    “Um…at first, I guess, it felt really temporary to me. But now it’s been six months, and I – I’m feeling more secure. But now Pete’s the insecure one.”


    "I get the sense that you hadn’t entirely resolved your insecurity. And now you’ve had another abrupt, life-altering shift in your relationship, but this time you feel that you have to be the solid one. And that’s a new role for you.”


    I sighed. “That’s exactly right.”


    “Okay.” She glanced at her watch. “I’m afraid our time is up for today, but we’ll pick this back up next week. Until then, I have some homework for you. I want you to tell Pete that you’re seeing me.”


    Ack. “You think that’s a good idea?”


    “Yes, I do, for two reasons. First, it’s particularly important in this phase of your relationship that you not keep things from each other. Second, seeing that you’re willing to work on this issue may help him feel believe in your commitment to the relationship.”


    “Okay. That makes sense.”


    “Good.” Dr. Bibbins stood. I followed suit, and we shook hands. “I’ll see you next week.”


    “Yes, m...um, thank you.”


    She saw me out with a smile.


    Heading back to the library, I was mulling over everything Dr. Bibbins had said when I remembered that I hadn’t turned my phone back on yet. I did, and immediately saw that I had a text message from Kevin.


    “Q. Brashier found shot to death. Shop assistant missing. Call me.”


    I stopped in my tracks. “Oh, fuck.” A couple of passing students looked my way and snickered. I hit the “call” button and Kevin answered on the first ring. “Hey.”


    “Hey, I got your text. What happened?”


    “Brashier’s last known customer left the shop yesterday at 4:15. Around midnight, the shopping plaza security guard made his first sweep past the shop, and noticed that the lights were still on. He went to check it out, and the Closed sign was turned, but the front door was unlocked. He walked in and found Brashier behind the counter. Shot three times in the chest. Nothing else was disturbed in the shop, although we don’t know if anything’s missing. Except for the assistant, who is nowhere to be found.”


    “Holy shit. So Paulo is your primary suspect?”


    “Well, let’s just say that we want to talk to him very badly.”


    “So much for Brashier being the mastermind behind all this, huh?”


    “Maybe. We’re still not sure how involved he was, but now we know there’s someone else out there.”


    “Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”


    “Sure. I figured the kid might have that card with your fake phone number on it. If you get a call from him, you know what to do.”


    “Right. Get him to come in.”


    “You got it. See ya.” He hung up.


    When I got home that evening, I filled Pete in on my conversation with Kevin. He was as stunned as I had been. “If the kid had been there, looks like he would have been killed too.”


    “Maybe he wasn’t there.”


    “Do you think he’ll call you?”


    “Nah. I doubt he’s still got that card.”


    Pete hadn’t been home long, so he hadn’t started dinner yet. “You hungry?”


    “Yeah.”


    He stuck his head in the refrigerator and frowned. “How about going out?”


    “Sounds good.” We decided to go around the corner for Indian food. When we got settled, I decided the time was right. “Hey, I have something to tell you.”


    Pete raised his eyebrows at me. “That sounds potentially ominous.”


    Oh, great. “I hope not. I – um – I had a first appointment today with a counselor through our EAP.”


    Pete was quiet for a moment. “Okay…why?”


    “Because I needed to talk to someone else about…about us, and what happened to you, and how it’s affecting our relationship, and how I feel about it. I can’t talk to anyone I know, obviously, and I had to talk to someone. And I want to make sure that I can manage my feelings about it, so that I don’t get frustrated and take it out on you. I told you at Christmas that I want to make this work. So this is part of that for me.”


    “Okay.” Pete took a piece of naan and started tearing it into smaller bits, but didn’t eat any. “How did it go?”


    “It went well, I thought. I really like the therapist.”


    “Who is it?”

    “Her name’s Tania Bibbins. She’s in the office building at the med school.”


    “I’ve heard of her. Word is she’s very good.”


    “I was impressed.” A thought occurred to me. “Pete – Kevin doesn’t know, does he?”


    “No. You can’t tell him.”


    “I won’t. I wouldn’t. I was just making sure…you said you’d talked about everything while you were sitting in the patrol car.”


    “Yeah, well…everything but that.”


    “Okay.” Our food came and Pete changed the topic.


    


    We went to bed early. At some point during the night, I woke up to ringing. That wasn’t my cell phone; what was that? It seemed to be coming from the laundry basket. Pete muttered something and buried his head under his pillow. I rolled to my feet and staggered across the room. The digital numbers on the alarm clock informed me that it was 2:43 am. The ringing continued. I arrived at the laundry basket, and muttered, “Fuck,” when I realized that my pants were ringing.

    It was the cell phone that Eckhoff had given me.


    I carried my pants into the bathroom, closed the door, turned on the light, blinded myself, and wrestled the phone out of my pants pocket. “Yeah, hello.”


    “Dr. Brodie?” The voice was whispering.


    “Yeah?”


    “This is Paulo. We met at Brashier Books last month?”


    I snapped awake. “Paulo. Where are you? The cops are looking for you.”


    “I know! They think I killed Quentin, but I didn’t!”


    I closed the toilet lid and sat down on it. “You haven’t helped your case by hiding like this. You need to come in and give them your alibi, or whatever proof you’ve got that it wasn’t you.”


    “It wasn’t me! I don’t even know how to shoot a gun!”


    Aha. “How do you know it was a gun, if you weren’t there?”


    “I didn’t say I wasn’t there. I was there. I heard the whole thing. I’m hiding so the same thing doesn’t happen to me!”


    “Where were you?”


    “In the back room.”


    “Did you see anything?”


    “No! I was about to step back into the shop, when I heard Quentin arguing with someone, so I stopped to listen.”


    “Did you recognize the voice?”


    “No. I’d never heard the guy before.”


    “It was a guy.”


    “Yes.”


    “And you’re sure you didn’t recognize the voice.”


    “Yes!”


    “How are you so sure?”


    “Because the guy had an Australian accent! I don’t know anyone from Australia!”


    I was struck speechless for a second. Oh, shit. A cold finger of dread worked its way down my spine. “How do you know it was an Australian accent?”


    “Because he sounded just like the Crocodile Hunter. I used to love that show.”


    Shit, shit, shit. “Listen, Paulo. You have got to tell the police about this.”


    “Can’t you just tell them for me?”


    “No. That’s called hearsay and it’s not admissible in court.” At least, that’s what they always said on Law and Order. “They have to hear it from you.”


    “I’m not going to the police station.”


    “Okay, will you meet a detective somewhere else?”


    “Will you be there too?”


    I sighed. “Yeah, I can be. But Paulo, that means you have to show up. If we arrange a meeting and you blow it off, they’ll track you down like a dog and toss your ass in jail. No questions asked.” I wanted to scare him.


    It sounded like I’d succeeded. “Okay, okay! I’ll be there! But it has to be in a public place!”


    “Okay, that’s fine. Are you familiar with UCLA’s campus?”


    “A little.”


    “You know where the student union is?”


    “Yeah, more or less.”


    “Okay, there’s a big plaza right by the student union called Wilson Plaza. Meet me there at 8:00 in the morning.”


    “You mean, like five hours from now?”


    Oh, God. “Yeah, five hours from now. The detective on the case will be with me.”


    He groaned. “Okay, I’ll be there.” He hung up.


    Holy hell. Kendall was our killer?? I put my hand on the handle of the bathroom door and turned off the light, plunging me into total darkness. I waited a minute for my eyes to adjust, then went back out into the bedroom. It seemed well-lit by comparison. I went to my bedside table and found my own phone.


    Pete pulled his head out from under the pillow and mumbled, “What?”


    “I’ll tell you in the morning. Go back to sleep.” I left the bedroom, closing the door behind me softly, and went into the guest room. I hated to wake Kevin, but I figured he wouldn’t want me to wait.


    Kevin’s phone rang three times, then a gravelly voice said, “What?”


    “Wake up. I just got a call on the phone Eckhoff gave me. From Paulo. Brashier’s assistant.”


    “No shit.” He was wide awake now, and I heard his feet thump onto the floor. “What did he say?”


    “He said he was in the back room and heard the whole thing, and the killer had an Australian accent.”


    “No. Your buddy? What was his name?”


    “Kendall McEwen. Who else could it be?”


    “He was sure it was Australian?”


    “Yep. Said he sounded just like the Crocodile Hunter.”


    “Is he coming in?”


    “He refused to come to the police station, and refused to meet you without me. So I told him to meet us at 8:00 in the morning at Wilson Plaza on campus.”


    “Eight o’clock this morning? As in five hours from now?”


    Jeez. “Yeah, five hours from now. Can you be there?”


    “I’ll be there at 7:45.”


    “Okay, me too. See you then.”


    He hung up. I clicked the phone off and sat there for a minute.


    Kendall.


    Holy shit.


    When the alarm went off at 5:30, I groaned. It was my turn to stuff my head under a pillow. Pete got up and went into the bathroom, then came back out and swatted me on the ass with his pillow. "C'mon. We're going for a run this morning."


    I groaned again and pushed the pillow off my face. "Okay, okay." I struggled into the bathroom, but by the time I was downstairs lacing up my running shoes, I was coming to life a little more.


    It was low tide, so we ran down to the beach and then south, well past the pier and back. Enough exercise to shake out the cobwebs, and enough time to tell Pete about my late night phone conversations. I got showered, ate a quick breakfast of cereal and banana, and headed out. I decided to drive to campus, since it was early and I was in kind of a hurry. I got parked without too much hassle and walked over to Wilson Plaza to meet Kevin.


    We got there about the same time. He looked the way I felt – tired. He was wearing jeans and a long sleeved t-shirt under his sportcoat. He had his badge attached to his waistband, and wasn't making any particular effort to hide his holster. He waved at me and we both went to a concrete bench and sat.


    I said, "You look tired."


    Kevin rolled his eyes at me. "Yeah, well, that's because somebody woke me up at 3:00 in the morning."


    "But you wouldn't have been happy if I'd waited."


    "No, I wouldn't." He scanned the plaza, which was filling up with students. "There’s Eckhoff. I figured he’d want to be here too."


    Jon spotted us and headed in our direction. I saw Paulo approaching from the other direction, and waved to him.


    Paulo scurried over. He wasn't quite as well put together as he had been the day we'd visited the shop. He was wearing tight jeans, but they were old, and a less form-fitting blue t-shirt. He'd done without the mascara and hair gel, and he looked about fifteen. He started to sit on the opposite side of me from Kevin, but I slid over so he had to sit between us. He looked panicky, and scooted as far away from Kevin as possible. He looked up at Jon, then to me. “What’s he doing here?”


    “He’s a detective too, Paulo.”


    Paulo looked accusingly at Jon. “You were in the shop that day, too. You lied.”


    Jon shrugged. “I was undercover.”


    I had to know. "Paulo, how old are you?"


    He looked at me and bit his lip. "I turned eighteen in October."


    So he'd been barely legal when he went to work for Brashier. I just shook my head.


    Kevin said gently, "Paulo, I'm a homicide detective with LAPD. My name's Kevin Brodie. I’m Dr. Brodie’s brother. Tell me what you heard last night."


    Paulo sniffed. "Like I told Dr. Brodie, I was in the back. Quentin asked me to find his spare glasses. The ones he had on were bothering him. His desk is a mess, so it took me a while to find them. I heard the bell ring on the door, so I knew someone had come in, but I didn't hear anything until they raised their voices and started arguing. I found the glasses, but I didn't want to walk out into the shop in the middle of an argument. So I stayed behind the door and listened."


    Kevin was taking notes. "What time was this?"


    "It was right before closing, so around 7:00."


    "Okay. Could you hear what the argument was about?"


    "I think it was about that paper you guys were looking for."


    "What makes you think that?"


    "They were arguing about a price. The Australian guy was saying, "This is a priceless artifact, I'm not letting it go for less than three hundred," and Quentin was saying, "It's damaged, I can't get that much for it, I can't give you more than one fifty."


    "So the argument got more heated."


    "Yeah. The Australian guy said, 'We had an agreement,' and Quentin said, 'I didn't sign a contract,' and the Australian guy said, 'I can take this somewhere else,' and then Quentin said he'd send out an email to the other dealers telling them not to buy the piece of paper, or whatever it was. That pissed the Australian guy off, and he said, 'No, you won't,' then Quentin said, 'What are you doing, you're crazy,' and then I heard the gunshots." Paulo trembled and wiped his eyes.


    "How many shots?"


    "Three. It wasn't loud, it was more like, pop, pop, pop. Then I heard the door open and the bell ring again."


    Kevin nodded. "The gun had a silencer. Then what did you do?"


    "I sneaked out into the shop to see if Quentin was alive. There was blood everywhere, his chest was all bloody, and his eyes were open looking at the ceiling, and he wasn't breathing. It was horrible. I had to go throw up, then I ran out the back door and kept running."


    "You didn't touch anything in the shop, or touch Quentin."


    "No! I know not to do that, I watch CSI."


    I bit my lip to keep from laughing. Jon rolled his eyes. Kevin said, "Okay, that's good. And you're sure the voice you heard was Australian."


    "Yeah. Like I told Dr. Brodie, he sounded just like Steve Irwin."


    "Okay. Was the voice deep, or high pitched?"


    "Pretty deep."


    "So definitely a man."


    "Oh, yeah, for sure a man."


    "Okay." Kevin turned so he was looking directly at Paulo. "Paulo, I'm going to need you to come in to make an official statement."


    "What? Why? I just told you what happened!"


    "Yeah, but we have to make it official, typed up and with your signature. Otherwise it doesn't count."


    Paulo was practically squeaking. "Now?"


    "Have you got someplace else to be? I'll buy you breakfast."


    Paulo's face relaxed a little. "Can we go to McDonald's?"


    Kevin laughed. "Sure." He stood up, and Paulo and I followed suit. Jon said to Kevin, “I’m coming with you,” then turned to me. "Are you gonna be in your office today? I need to get some details about your friend."


    "Yeah. I don't have any meetings, just my reference shift with Liz."


    He nodded. "Okay. I'll come by after three."


    Kevin put his hand on Paulo's shoulder. He was really being gentle with the kid. "C'mon. I'll show you how the police really operate."


    Kevin, Paulo, and Jon headed in one direction and I went in the other. I went back to my office and got online. There wasn't as much information about Australian Rhodes scholars as there was about American ones, but I found some pages with information about Kendall to print out for Jon. I emailed the links to Kevin as well. There was an association for Australian Rhodes scholars, but I couldn't find a website for them. I did find contact information for their officers on Oxford's site, so I printed that out too, and the contact information for OUSLA, the Oxford University Society in Los Angeles. That was the local Oxford alumni group where I'd met Kendall in the first place.


    I thought about what I really knew about Kendall, and realized it wasn't much. We'd talked a lot at alumni gatherings, and I'd been to his shop a handful of times, but I didn't really know anything about him except superficial information. Kevin and Jon would be able to find out a lot more background information than I could.


    It was hard to imagine that Kendall would have killed two people. And how would he have known Wally? I could guess what the motive was, though.


    Money.


    


    I was bleary-eyed the rest of the day, feeling like my brain was stuffed full of cotton. I didn't get much done. At 3:00, as promised, Jon came to the reference desk. He had a few private words with Liz while I was talking to the guys who were taking over at reference for a minute. Then Jon, Liz, and I went upstairs. We split at the door to my office. Jon said to Liz, "I'll see you in a bit," and followed me into my office.


    I closed the door behind us. "Just in case."


    "Good idea." Jon sat in one of the visitor's chair and rubbed his eyes. "Kevin took Paulo to the bus station. The kid says he's going back to Nevada."


    "That's where he's from?"


    "Yeah. Pahrump. His father kicked him out last summer when Paulo told his parents he was gay. But he has a sympathetic aunt living there, and she said he could come and stay with her. He needs to finish high school. So we bought him a bus ticket."


    "He'll have to come back to testify."


    "Yeah. He said he would. But he had absolutely no place to go here, and he's too old for the youth shelters now. So I plan to check in on him every so often. Anyway. Tell me about Kendall McEwen."


    I handed him the pages I'd printed out earlier. "I don't really know him in depth. The reason I know him at all is that he was also a Rhodes Scholar. I didn't know him at Oxford, but I met him here at an alumni association get-together. We struck up a conversation about surfing and got to be friendly. But I really only see him about once a year, when the Oxford group has a big meeting."


    Jon sat up a little straighter. "I didn't know you were a Rhodes scholar."


    "Yep."


    "I mean, I'd seen that diploma-" He pointed at my Oxford diploma on the wall- "but I didn't know how you got it. Did you play a sport?"


    "Rugby."


    "No shit." He looked at me with renewed respect. "I'll tell Belardo. He thinks he's hot shit because he played semi-pro soccer for a couple of years. Rugby is soccer on steroids."


    I laughed. "Damn straight. So anyway, unfortunately, I don't know how much help I can be about Kendall."


    "I did some investigating too - I can't get his financial records yet, but I talked to a couple of the booksellers we visited in December. There are rumors that McEwen is near bankruptcy. Which would provide a pretty strong motive."


    I nodded. "I figured it had to be about money, considering what Paulo overheard."


    "Yeah. But, you know, theoretically Paulo could have heard some other Australian. He doesn't know McEwen's voice. It could have been any Australian male. So we can't get any kind of a warrant at all yet."


    “Didn’t Brashier have security cameras?”


    “Yeah, but they weren’t hooked up.”


    "So you have to just go talk to Kendall?"


    "Yep. Ask him a few questions, see if he'll come up with an alibi for yesterday, see if he has an alibi for the shooting at Jennifer’s apartment, see if he admits to owning a gun. I thought maybe if you came along, it might open him up a little bit."


    "Hmm. I don't know about that. But I don't mind coming with you."


    "Okay, good. We'll have to do it tomorrow afternoon. Kevin’s got court in the morning, so he’ll meet us there. What if I pick you up here at about 12:45?"


    I checked my calendar. "I’ll have to switch my reference shift, but yeah, that'll work."


    "Okay, good." Jon stood up. “Oh, by the way. Paulo admitted to telling his friend, the delightful young lady we met the other night, that the university was looking for a page from a medieval Bible, and giving them your phone number. He said he didn’t have anything to do with the setup, though.”


    “Do you believe him?”


    Jon shrugged. “Doesn’t really matter. I told him I’d drop that matter in exchange for his testimony, and he agreed.”


    We said our goodbyes, and Jon headed for Liz's office. I finished up a few things at my desk and shut down for the day. I got home a little early. Pete was in the kitchen, just starting to gather ingredients for fish tacos, so I told him about the developments as he did.


    By the time I'd finished, the tacos were ready. Pete put our plates on the table and we sat. I dug in. "Mmm, so good."


    "Thank you." Pete ate for a minute. "Jon's right, it could be some other Australian guy. There are probably several thousand Australians in LA."


    "Sure, it could be. But I doubt it, don't you?"


    "Yeah. You know, when we were at his shop that day, I had a look around while he was examining the copy of the torn page. It didn't look like a lot of inventory had been moving recently."


    "How could you tell?"


    "The dust on the shelves. Nothing had been moved for a couple of weeks, I'd guess."


    "So maybe he is having financial problems. Although, in that business, one big sale can probably keep you going for a while."


    "True. But if you've grown accustomed to a certain lifestyle, it's hard to economize when times get tough. Especially if he's got lovely ladies to impress."


    "Yeah. I bet the lovely ladies in this town are hard to impress."


    Pete laughed. "Yeah, I'd guess so."


    We both had some work to do, then we watched a little TV. I was yawning my head off by 9:00. Pete dragged me to bed and I fell in.


    Our sex life had suffered since Christmas. We were still practicing our “other skills,” but the frequency of our practice had dropped from four or five times a week to about two. I was hesitant to initiate anything, and Pete didn’t seem to be in the mood very often. But tonight he was, and pretty soon he had me stirred up too. Everything was fine until he rolled me over on my back. Oh yay, the missionary position again. The thought flashed through my head so fast that I barely recognized it; most of my attention was focused on my dick. But I must have twitched, or made a face, or something, because Pete raised up on his arms and said, "What?"


    "What, what? Nothing."


    He gave me a look, but I reached down and took hold of his dick, and pretty soon he forgot about "what."


    Afterward, Pete fell asleep almost immediately, with his head on my chest. I went to sleep pretty quickly too, but I had one last thought before I did.


    This therapy had better work.


    


    


    The next day, Jon called at 12:30. “I’m running about 15 minutes late. Is that a problem?”


    “Nope. Call me when you get here.”


    At 1:00, Kevin texted me. “On my way. Tell Eckhoff ballistics from Brashier match Wallace and Lindsey.” Jon called again at 1:10. “I’m outside.” I went out and got in the car; he was driving an unmarked LAPD car today. “Sorry I’m late. Got hung up in a meeting with the lieutenant.”


    “No problem.” I gave him Kevin’s message. “So, what’s the plan?”


    “I figure we’ll go easy. Tell him about Brashier, tell him we’re looking at all of Brashier’s business associates, and ask him for an alibi. If he gives us one, we say thank you and call it a day. I’ll check it out, and if it doesn’t pan out, Kevin and his partner can go back and ask him nicely to come in for a lineup. If he refuses, they’ll take him in for questioning.”


    I nodded. “Sounds easy enough.”


    Famous last words.


    We were at a stoplight on San Vicente when Jon’s radio came to life. “All units, shots fired.” She rattled off an address that sounded very familiar. “Customer being held at gunpoint. Suspect believed to be the business owner. Suspect armed and dangerous. SWAT responding.”


    I looked at Jon in horror at the same time he looked at me. “That’s Kendall’s shop.”


    “Shit!” Jon hit the lights and siren and pulled out into the next lane over. He eased through the red light and we started flying. When we got near Kendall’s address, the patrol cars already had the area blocked off. Jon slammed the car into park, checked his weapon, and got out. “Stay here.”


    “Yes, sir.” I had no intention of getting any closer to whatever was happening down the block. I could see a cop with a bullhorn and heard the sound but couldn’t distinguish his words. In another minute, the SWAT van pulled up behind Jon’s car, and the SWAT team piled out and scrambled into position. I could see Jon, talking to one of the cops that was standing back a bit from the others. Eventually, Jon started back toward me. He opened the door and leaned in. “It’s Kendall with the gun, all right. A customer walked in and found him holding a gun on a woman. When the customer saw him, Kendall shot at the customer and missed, then grabbed the woman and put the gun to her head. The customer bolted and called 911.”


    “Whoa.” I was stunned. In spite of what Paulo had said, I still hadn’t completely believed that Kendall had anything to do with the murders. “So it’s not looking good for Kendall.”


    “No. The question is, who’s this customer that he’s holding a gun on?”


    “Another accomplice?”


    “Don’t know. We may not find out until this is resolved, and that might take a while. He’s refusing to come out. Can Pete come pick you up?”


    “Yeah, probably. I’ll text him.” I sent the text – “Call me asap” – then peered out the windshield again. There seemed to be some action near the front of the store. Jon still had his door open, and I could hear the bullhorn voice clearly now. “Kendall McEwen. Let the woman go. Drop your weapon and come out. We can resolve this peacefully. No one has to get hurt.”


    No response.


    Another fifteen minutes passed. There was no sign of Kevin. I thought he might be at the other end of the block, or maybe he hadn’t gotten here yet. The guy with the bullhorn kept telling Kendall to come out, to no avail. I saw a SWAT cop with a riot gun position himself behind a squad car. Jon leaned into the car again. “They’re going to tear gas him.”


    The cop shot the canister through the window. After a couple of seconds, the door to the shop flew open, and Kendall emerged, coughing. “Back off!” He was holding the gun to the head of the hostage, and using her as a shield. I got a good look at the hostage.


    It was Jennifer.


    I bolted upright. “Shit! Jon, that’s…”


    “I see her. Stay put.” Jon closed the door and ducked down to scurry back to the cop he’d been talking to earlier. He said something quickly to the cop, who passed it on to someone else, who apparently passed it on to the guy with the bullhorn. “McEwen. Release Ms. Graham and drop your weapon.”


    “No!” Kendall must have squeezed Jennifer tighter because she yelped. “All you mob, back off! This bitch has cost me a lot of money. I don’t give a rat’s arse what happens to her.”


    Oh, God. I pinched the bridge of my nose. I couldn’t believe this was happening. Once this was over, if anyone ever spoke the name Jennifer Graham to me again, I was going to run the other way. I hoped Kevin wasn’t in sight.


    Kendall started inching away from the door of his shop, down the street, staying pressed against the walls and windows of the businesses he was passing, keeping Jennifer firmly in place in front


    of him. Fortunately he was moving in the opposite direction from where Jon had parked. My cell phone rang, and I jumped so high I nearly hit my head on the ceiling of the car. It was Pete. “Hey, what’s up?”


    “We’re at Kendall’s shop and he’s holding Jennifer hostage at gunpoint. SWAT is here, and Jon thinks I should probably get away from the scene. But we came in his car.”


    “Wait, what? Kendall is holding Jennifer? At gunpoint? What the fuck??”


    “I know. Do you have another class or office hours or something?” I knew Pete’s schedule, but I couldn’t call it to mind right now to save my life.


    “No, I’m done for the day. I’ll come get you. How close are you to the shop?”


    “About a block. We’re right outside the police blockade.”


    “Okay. Sit tight, I’ll be there in a few.” He hung up. He’d have to walk home to get the car, but then it wouldn’t take him long. The shop wasn’t all that far from the Santa Monica city limits.


    I slouched down in my seat a little, but not so far that I couldn’t see the street clearly. As I watched, Kendall came to the corner of the block. As he started to ease around the corner, things started happening fast. I couldn't tell for sure from a block away, but it looked like Jennifer might have stomped on Kendall's instep. At the same time, a SWAT guy yelled something at Kendall. Kendall howled. His grip on Jennifer loosened, and she ran back toward the shop. Kendall swung his gun around in the direction of the SWAT guy, and the SWAT cop fired. He hit Kendall in the shoulder, and Kendall went down. About four guys were immediately on him. Another couple of guys grabbed Jennifer and hustled her away. The cops had Kendall on the ground, restraining him, and he was yelling and thrashing. They finally got him restrained enough that the paramedics could come in and start treatment on his shoulder.


    I sagged back into the seat cushions in relief. I saw Jon say something to the cop he'd been talking to, then he walked back to the car and leaned in. "Jennifer's kind of hysterical. I need to question her, but she's gotta calm down first. Think you can talk to her?"


    Fuck. "I'll try." I got out of the car and found that my legs were a little shaky. Adrenalin, I guess. Another ambulance crew on our end of the block, just outside the police barricade, was attending to Jennifer as she sat on the bumper of their truck. She was crying, like Jon had said, hysterically. As I walked toward her, I saw Pete pull up and get out of his Jeep. He headed toward Jennifer too, and we got there about the same time.


    Jennifer looked up at me. "Jamie-" She stopped and gulped. "What are you doing here?"


    "I was coming with Detective Eckhoff to talk to Kendall. What the fuck are you doing here?"


    She looked at Pete, tears streaming down her face, then looked back at me and started with the hysterical crying again. "He didn't come!"


    Pete, Jon, and I all looked at each other in puzzlement. I said, "Who didn't come?"


    "K-K-Kevin! He didn't come to save me!" More sobbing.


    Oh, for God's sake. I couldn't say anything for fear I might laugh, which would probably be incredibly inappropriate. Pete said, not very gently, "Jennifer. Wake up. Kevin's not going to come save you. You've been divorced longer than you were married. Kevin has someone new in his life, and there will be no reconciliation between him and you. Ever. It's time to let it go."


    I said, "You've got a new boyfriend now, right? Call him."


    She cried a little more, then started settling down. "I'm so stupid."


    Pete sighed. "No, you're not stupid. Just naive. And in denial."


    Jon said, "Jennifer. I need to know what you were doing here today."


    Jennifer nodded and blew her nose. "The collection agencies have been hassling me nonstop, so I was trying to find out how much I was going to get from Trinity College for the manuscript page. I'd been looking online, doing some searches, and asking for information. I got a call from Mr. McEwen who said he could give me a quote, if I could come in and take a look at some similar items so he'd have a better idea what I had, so I got a substitute for today and came to see him. At first he was nice, but when I told him the page I had might be from the Book of Kells, that's when he pulled out the gun, and stuck it right in my face, and said, "Where is it?" And it was right then that the other customer opened the door and he shot at her, and she ran out. And Mr. McEwen came around the counter, and he was yelling at me, "Where is it?" But he scared me so bad I couldn't get out that I didn't have it, it was in Dublin already, and then we heard the sirens and he grabbed me. And he said he'd kill me if I didn't take him to it, and we were headed out the back door, but the cops were there already."


    Jon had been taking notes. He said, "Did he show you anything that looked like the page you had?"


    "Not exactly. He had a couple of pictures, but he didn't show me the other section of the page from my apartment."


    Jon looked at me. "It'd be nice to recover that. Want to go look?"


    "I can’t. The tear gas would set off my asthma."


    "Okay. Be right back." Jon went to the shop, which had crime scene tape strung over the door already. He spoke to the cop in charge of the scene for a minute, and the cop let Jon in.


    In just a minute, Jon came out with an evidence bag and came back to us. “I found it, right in plain sight in one of Kendall's desk drawers.” He showed it to me. "Think that's what we're looking for?"


    "It sure looks like it to me."


    "Me too. Let's go see if we can have a word with Kendall now."


    At the other end of the block, the cops and paramedics had Kendall cuffed and strapped to a gurney, getting ready to transport him. His shoulder wound didn't appear to be life-threatening. He glared at me. I ignored him.


    Jon showed Kendall the page he'd found. "You really should have put this someplace less accessible, Mr. McEwen. This is going to match the other section of the page we found in Mr. Wallace's hand, isn't it?"


    Kendall glowered. "I'm not saying anything. I want a lawyer."


    "All righty, then. Kendall McEwen, you're under arrest for the murders of Michael Lindsey, Howard Wallace, and Quentin Brashier, and the kidnapping of Jennifer Graham. You have the right to remain silent..."


    Everything started to clear out pretty quickly after that. Kendall’s ambulance took him off to wherever they took injured arrestees. The paramedics with Jennifer’s ambulance made sure she was okay, then left. Jon and I walked back to where Pete and Jennifer were standing. Jennifer was still teary, but a good bit calmer. “Did he kill Wally?”


    Jon nodded. “That’s what I just arrested him for.”


    “Oh my God.” Jennifer’s lower lip trembled for a moment, then she pulled herself together a bit more. “Can I go home?”


    “Yes, as soon as we get your formal statement. I’ll take you back to the station to do that, then I’ll take you home.”


    “What about my car?”


    Pete said, “After you get home, call your boyfriend. He can drive you out here and you can get the car.”


    Jennifer sighed heavily. “Okay.” She looked at me. “I’m sorry for getting you involved in this.”


    I shrugged. “It’s okay.” A lie, but I wasn’t going to get into it with her.


    Jon said to me, “I’ll talk to you soon.” He led Jennifer off.


    “Wow.” Pete looked at me. “Do you need to go back to work?”


    “Yeah. I left my computer bag there.”


    Pete drove me back to campus and waited while I picked up my belongings. Liz and Clinton were in her office, and I told them what had happened.


    Clinton shook his head sadly. “Such violence because of such a precious object.”


    Liz said, “Yeah. As the newly minted girlfriend of a cop, I’m finding that’s more the norm than I ever knew.”


    


    It turned out that Kevin had been on the scene that day, on the other side of the police blockade. As soon as he saw Jennifer, he’d jumped in his car and gotten out of there. I didn’t blame him.


    Kendall continued to refuse to talk, and his attorney entered a plea of not guilty on all counts. The judge denied bond, though, stating that Kendall was a flight risk since he wasn’t a U.S. citizen and that he was still a danger to Jennifer. So he was sitting in jail until trial.


    Kevin and Jon believed they had enough evidence for an airtight case. An examination of Kendall’s financial records showed that he was indeed near bankruptcy, and his house was in foreclosure. They also found several checks written to Wally from Kendall’s business account. Stan the Junk Man was able to show from his records that each of those checks was written immediately after Wally had been on a hoard clean with Stan. So it looked like Wally had been taking valuable things from hoards and selling them to Kendall, who then re-sold at a profit. It had been going on for about a year. There wasn’t any way to tell how Kendall and Wally had come to know each other, since Wally was dead and Kendall wasn’t talking.


    About a week after the showdown at Kendall’s shop, Jon showed up at the library. Liz wasn’t expecting him, and the way her face lit up when he approached the reference desk was wonderful to see. Jon winked at her and grinned at me. “Hey, Deputy Brodie. How’ve you been?”


    I laughed. “Happily retired from police work, thank you. What brings you here? As if I didn’t know?”


    “Just came to say hi to my best girl. And, to give you some good news.”


    “Give me good news? What?”


    Jon looked smug. “We’ve got our murder weapon.”


    “Excellent! When did that happen?”


    “Several days ago, some sanitation workers turned in a gun they found in a dumpster near Brashier’s shop. It was registered to Michael Lindsey, but it had Kendall’s prints all over it. We got the ballistics report this morning, and the gun matches the bullets from Lindsey, Wallace, and Brashier.”


    “That’s great.”


    “Yep. As it turns out, Kendall has an airtight alibi for Wallace’s murder. That’s the one thing he has told us. So we think now that maybe Kendall sent Lindsey with Wallace that morning to search, and Lindsey shot Wallace when they fought over the page. Then Kendall probably killed Lindsey because the page was torn, and he didn’t get the other fragment out of Wallace’s hand. He dumped Lindsey’s body on Brashier’s property to point a finger at Brashier because he didn’t like Brashier. Plus, according to some of the other book dealers, they’d accused each other of dirty dealings in the past. And, obviously, Kendall shot Brashier when they argued, and he dumped the gun shortly after he left Brashier’s shop.”


    “So you have to drop the charges against Kendall for Wally’s murder.”


    “Yeah, but it doesn’t matter. Between the evidence and Paulo’s testimony, we’ve got him at the very least for Brashier’s murder, and then of course there’s Jennifer’s kidnapping, which was witnessed by an entire SWAT team.” Jon stuck out his hand. I shook it, and he gave me another grin. “Case closed.”

  


  


  


  
    February


    


    It was Valentine’s Day. I leaned my head against the cool window of the bus and watched Wilshire Blvd. crawl by. Traffic was heavier than usual – probably guys who’d forgotten the date and were out buying last-minute cards and flowers. I’d gotten Pete a card, and a nice gift – new hiking boots – both of which were hidden in the trunk of my VW at home. I’d considered sending him flowers at work, but then decided against it. Pete hadn’t said a word to indicate that he remembered what day it was, and he’d invited Kevin and Abby to dinner. They’d accepted, which wasn’t that strange – I knew from living with them that neither Kevin nor Abby were fans of Valentine’s Day and its crass commercialism. But the first time we dated, Pete had made a big deal of Valentine’s Day, even sending me flowers at work. So I had no idea what he was thinking this time.


    Pete had gotten home later than usual yesterday and wouldn’t say where he’d been. Said it was a surprise. So maybe he did have something up his sleeve.


    The bus finally made it to my stop, and I trudged home. The past three weeks had been tiring. We’d been swamped at the reference desk every day, and there was a new history professor who sent me daily requests for obscure articles and manuscripts. I’d been pulling favors left and right from friends in the libraries at Oxford to find some of them.


    My therapy sessions with Dr. Bibbins were going well, but getting heavier. This week we’d started digging through my history with Pete, in particular our first attempt at a relationship. Dr. Bibbins felt that Pete and I were going to need couples therapy to really move forward, and I agreed. But getting Pete to that point was going to be problematic. He and I had talked a little bit about what we were both doing in therapy, but we were both so busy that it was hard to find time to have an in-depth conversation. On the weekends, we always seemed to be doing something with friends and didn’t have much alone time. And here it was, Valentine’s Day, and he’d invited people to dinner.


    Sigh.


    When I got home, Kevin and Abby were already there, hanging out on the deck with Pete while he grilled. I said hello, then went upstairs to change. I was pulling my shirt over my head when someone knocked on the door.


    I disentangled my head from my shirt and saw that my visitor was Kevin. He handed me a bottle of beer. “You look like you could use this.”


    “That bad, huh?” I took a drink, then started rooting through the dresser drawers for a clean t-shirt.


    “Yeah, that bad. Long week?”


    “Long year. Toss me the sweatpants on the back of the door, please?” I found a shirt and pulled it on, then took another drink and started getting out of my shoes.


    “I hear that.” Kevin handed me the sweats. He had a funny look on his face.


    I took off my khakis. “What?”


    “I met Pete for lunch yesterday.”


    “Yeah? He didn’t say anything about it.” I retrieved the beer and sat on the edge of the bed.


    “I know.” Kevin stuck his hands in the pockets of his jeans and leaned back against the wall. “He told me what happened to him. About the abuse.”


    I froze, one leg half into my sweatpants, stunned into silence. Kevin gave me a crooked smile. “I know he said to you that you couldn’t tell anyone, but he decided to tell me himself.”


    I shook my head in disbelief. “It’s his story. I’d never tell anyone. But I’m shocked that he decided to admit it to you.”


    “He did it for you. Mostly, anyway.”


    “What?”

    “He said you needed someone else to talk to about it. That he knew you were afraid to say much to him because he hadn’t been handling the aftermath very well. It wasn’t just that; apparently he talked about it to his therapist, and she said it would be a good idea for him to tell me.”


    “Because you’re his best friend.”


    “Other than you, yeah. And other than Abby, he’s mine. So I’m glad he decided to tell. It explains a lot.”


    I set my empty bottle on the nightstand and rubbed my face. “Yeah. It does.”


    Kevin crossed the room and sat beside me, putting his arm around my shoulders. “I feel terrible for him.”


    “Oh my God, yes. It’s a horrible thing.”


    “He said you’d been great about it.”


    “I’m trying. I don’t know how well I’m doing, though.”


    Kevin squeezed my shoulders in a half-hug. “According to him, you’re doing just fine.” He stood up. “He said it wasn’t fair to you that you had to carry the burden by yourself. So he wanted to give you someone else to help you carry it.”


    “And you don’t mind that.”


    “Hell, no.” He reached out and ruffled my hair. “Anything for you, short stuff.”


    I swatted at his arm and he laughed. “Plus, I know it’s easier for me, ‘cause I don’t have to live with him. Much less sleep with him.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Believe me, you don’t want to know.”


    “You’re right, I don’t.” He held out his hand and pulled me to my feet. “C’mon. Supper must be ready by now.”


    The shrimp kabobs and roasted vegetables were delicious. Abby had brought homemade brownies with little hearts outlined in multicolored sprinkles on each one. After we finished eating, I got up to start clearing the table, but Pete put his hand on my arm to urge me back down. “I have a surprise for everyone. Be right back.” He trotted up the stairs. Kevin gave me a quizzical look. I shrugged.


    Pete came back with an envelope. “Okay. As you all know, Trinity College authenticated the manuscript page last week.” True; Gillian Murray called me in breathless delight to tell me that the experts found the page to be consistent with the Book of Kells. It briefly made the news, and Jennifer had given a couple of local interviews. “What you don’t know is that Trinity paid She Who Shall Not Be Named…” He paused for effect and we all had a chuckle at that. “…$750,000 for the intact page.”


    Abby gasped. Kevin looked pained. I said, “How did you find that out?”


    “From your special collections guy. Dr. Huffstetler. After Gillian called you, I invited Dr. Huffstetler to visit me at work. I told him what I was planning to do, and he was glad to tell me the total amount of the sale.”


    Kevin narrowed his eyes at Pete. “What were you planning to do?”


    Pete looked inordinately pleased with himself. “See that justice was done.” He handed Kevin the envelope.


    Kevin opened it, and pulled out a check. I’d have guessed that there wasn’t much that could shock Kevin any more, but apparently Pete had managed it. Kevin’s mouth dropped open, and he stared at Pete. “This is…”


    “It’s the amount you still owe on the credit cards you had with The Nameless One. That’s why I asked you yesterday.”


    Kevin and Abby were speechless. I reached over and took the check from Kevin. It was for $19,000, signed by Jennifer Graham. “Holy shit.”


    Pete was grinning. I hadn’t seen him this happy since before Christmas. Kevin found his voice. “How did you talk her into this?”


    “I told her that she had a chance to start over with her life, but she needed to wipe the slate clean. I also reminded her that karma can be a real bitch.”


    Kevin jumped up, practically dragged Pete out of his chair, and hugged him fiercely. “Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you.” Abby got to her feet and joined in.


    I stayed at the table, staring at the check. It occurred to me that Pete had given me two gifts. He’d not only given me someone to share the burden of knowing about his abuse, but he’d found a way to pay off my big brother’s debt.


    He hadn’t forgotten Valentine’s Day at all.
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