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Santa Monica, California

Saturday, September 28, 2013

“What the hell are you doing here?” My ex, Scott Deering, was standing in front of me, brandishing the bow of his cello like a sword. “And what the hell are you wearing?”

I looked down. I was seated on a folding chair, wearing sweatpants and a UCLA t-shirt. I looked around. I was on the Santa Monica Pier. It was a clear, warm evening. There were a couple dozen other people around me, all sitting in folding chairs, all clad in evening wear. In front of me, the entire Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra was tuning up.

“We came to hear the concert.” I glanced to my right, where my current boyfriend, Pete Ferguson, was perusing the concert program. He was wearing sweatpants, too. “No one told us it was dressy.”

Scott rolled his eyes. “Fine.” He strode back to his seat in the cello section. The concertmaster walked out to applause, the orchestra tuned, and the conductor appeared. He bowed to the audience, stepped onto the platform, and picked up his baton. The first notes of Ravel’s “Bolero” wafted into the night.

I closed my eyes and smiled. This was why we were here. Ever since I’d first heard Bolero as a teenager on a school field trip, performed by the San Diego Symphony, I’d thought it was the sexiest music ever. Being here was worth the price of running into Scott.

About halfway through, Pete leaned over and rested his hand on my leg. “This is making me so hot.”

I whispered back. “Me, too.” And it was. The building intensity of the music was having a definite effect on my anatomy. Pete’s hand, sliding gradually higher on my thigh, was creating havoc as well. At this rate, I’d be lucky to last until the end of the piece.

I barely did. Pete and I jumped to our feet to join in the standing ovation. Then he grabbed my hand. “Let’s go.” We ran for the public restrooms, plunged in, and slammed into the last stall. Pete shoved the bolt closed and turned to me. I grabbed him, and we dove in. Kissing, hands roaming, we were on our way to overload when someone started pounding on the door.

Pete groaned and pulled away from me. I grabbed at him. “No! They can wait!” 

Pete muttered, “Shit,” and turned on the light.

Wait...what?

I opened my eyes. It was morning, not evening. I was at home, in bed, not wearing sweatpants, but sporting a raging erection. And someone was pounding on our front door.

Pete rolled out of bed, pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt and grabbed a bathrobe. I croaked, “What time is it?”

“Quarter after six.” Pete went downstairs. I tried to remember what day it was. Oh yeah – Saturday. That’s why we’d been sleeping in.

I figured I should go see what was happening. I pulled on a pair of jeans – a superior disguise to sweatpants for my flagging but still obvious erection. I couldn’t find one of my own t-shirts, so I grabbed one of Pete’s and followed him downstairs, tugging the shirt over my head as I went.

Pete was standing in the living room, talking to our friend Jon Eckhoff. Jon had someone with him, a tall, skinny, dark-haired guy. Another cop. Jon was a cop, my brother Kevin was a cop, Pete was an ex-cop. I knew cops. Jon was here in a professional capacity.

I said, “Jon. What the hell?”

Pete answered. “Elliott Conklin found Matt Bendel dead in their house.”

I got each of us a bottle of water while Pete invited Jon and the other guy to sit in the living room. Jon thanked me for the water then pulled out a phone. “Do you mind if I record this conversation? I’m trying to go electronic.”

Pete said, “No, that’s fine.”

I said, “Where’s Belardo?”

Cesar Belardo was Jon’s partner, or so I thought. Jon and Belardo were homicide detectives with LAPD’s Pacific Division. Elliott Conklin and Matt Bendel lived in Venice, in Pacific Division territory.

Jon said, “He transferred to Hollenbeck. This is my new partner, Max O’Brien.”

I’d heard Max’s name before but couldn’t place where. Max, however, remembered. “I emailed you a map once.”

“Ah. Right. You were at West LA.”

“That’s where I trained, with your brother and Detective Garcia.” Kevin and his partner Tim Garcia were also homicide detectives.

Jon set his phone on the ottoman. “For the record, Pete, tell me how you know Elliott Conklin and Matt Bendel.”

“Elliott is the assistant chair of the psychology department at Santa Monica College, where I teach. Matt is his boyfriend.”

“How long have they been together?”

“Um – about a year now, as I remember. Jamie, does that sound right?”

“Yeah.” We’d been to a party at Elliott and Matt’s the previous November. They’d been together for a couple of months at that point.

“What was their relationship like?”

Pete said, “As far as I know, they had no problems. Elliott never talked about trouble.”

“So they seemed to be close?”

“According to Elliott, at least. I didn’t see Matt very often.”

“What did Matt do?”

“He was in graduate school.”

I said, “Matt used to work for Quentin Brashier.”

Jon’s eyebrows went up. Quentin Brashier had been a rare book dealer, murdered in a case involving Kevin’s ex-wife and a missing page from a medieval manuscript. “No kidding. He was the assistant before that Paulo kid?”

“Yep. He’d met Belardo. It was Matt that told me he thought the page from the Book of Kells was authentic.”

“Damn, that’s right. I’d forgotten.” Jon shook his head. “Small world.”

Pete said, “Elliott can tell you a lot more about Matt than we can.” 

“He can, but I’d like independent verification of what he’s told us.”

Uh oh. I said, “Oh, shit. Elliott’s a suspect.”

Jon said, “We’ve arrested him. He was covered in blood and doesn’t have an alibi.”

“Oh my God.” Pete was aghast. “You think – of course you do. You arrested him.” He flopped back against the sofa cushions, staring at Jon.

Jon said, “Your department chair is on vacation, right? We weren’t able to contact her.”

“Just for the weekend. She’s up in the Sierras somewhere.”

“We’ll be talking to everyone in your department. But I thought you’d be up at this time of the morning, so we started with you.”

Pete seemed stunned. I said, “Elliott doesn’t have an alibi?”

“He says he was driving back from visiting friends in Monterey. But he left their place at three and says he didn’t get home until midnight, when he found the victim.” 

Pete said dazedly, “He went to a seminar at Stanford on Thursday.”

Monterey to LA was about a five-hour drive. I said, “Where was he for nine hours?”

“He says he drove back roads, taking his time.”

“And he didn’t text or call anyone, all that time?”

“No. He didn’t.” Jon gave me a look. “The neighbors reported that they’d heard the victim and the suspect fighting a couple of nights ago. Yelling at each other.”

Pete recovered a bit. “What did Elliott say?”

“He said he wanted a lawyer.”

“Oh.”

“Do you know anything about Matt’s friends?”

Pete and I both shook our heads. Pete said, “No idea.”

“Was Elliott particularly close to anyone else in the department?”

“Um – I’d say his closest friend at the college would be Alice Greeves. Alice isn’t in our department, she teaches Statistics. Elliott does a lot of research, and he collaborates with her frequently. In terms of friends in the department – he was equally friendly with all of us, but he didn’t see any of us outside the college on a routine basis.”

“What kind of research?”

“He designs surveys and gets students to fill them out, to see which questions have more validity. That sort of thing.”

“Is there anyone at the college that has a particular grudge against Elliott?”

Oho. I said, “So you’re not ruling out the possibility that Matt was killed by someone else.”

“We’re not ruling it out. We didn’t find a weapon.”

Pete said, “How was he killed?”

“He was stabbed.”

Oh God. Poor Matt. I guess my face showed my emotion; Jon gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry.”

Pete said, “There are a couple of people. The custodian in our building hates Elliott, but he’s a moron. I can’t see him pulling off a murder.”

“Why does he hate him?”

“Elliott caught him using the campus wi-fi to watch porn and reported him.”

“What’s his name?”

“His first name’s Bill. I don’t know his last name.”

“Who else?”

“There’s an instructor in the Math department – he and Elliott have both been active in Academic Senate, and they’ve had some loud, public disagreements. But again, I can’t see the guy committing murder.”

“What’s his name?”

“Ian Wright.” 

“Anyone else?”

“No one comes to mind.” Pete shook his head slowly. “I can’t believe this.”

Jon looked grim. “Believe it.”

Max tapped on his phone. “May I have your phone numbers? If you remember anything else and call me, I’ll know who it is.”

We gave Max our numbers, and I saw him and Jon out. Pete went upstairs to the kitchen. “Coke?”

“Please.” I liked coffee okay, but Pete’s morning drink was The Real Thing, and he’d gotten me hooked on it. 

He returned with two cold bottles and handed me one, then dropped onto the sofa. “I can’t believe this. Where the hell was Elliott for nine hours?”

“Driving back from Monterey.”

“For nine hours? And why wouldn’t he have called or texted anyone in nine hours? Why wouldn’t he have called Matt to say where he was or when he’d be home?” 

“I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense.”

Pete brooded on that for a few minutes. We drank Coke quietly. Finally, he sighed deeply. “Okay. Since we’re up, what are we going to do today?”

We usually made plans for Saturday, and those plans often involved hiking in the Santa Monica Mountains. Sometimes it was just the two of us; sometimes friends and family joined us. Today, no one else could go, and we’d decided to postpone the hike.

“Let’s get bagels and do some things around here, then we can run down to the Y later on.”

Pete went out and came back with bagels. We ate while we read the paper. There was a brief article below the fold of the front page about the murder. I read it to Pete. “The body of a man was found stabbed to death in his home in Venice late Friday night. His identity is being withheld pending notification of next of kin. A spokesman for the LAPD said that the investigation is ongoing and no arrests have been made.”

“That’s out of date.”

“That’s all the information they had before they went to press. I’m sure they’ve notified the relatives, and they’ve sure made an arrest.”

“Yeah.” Pete looked gloomy. “This is gonna mess up our semester. Elliott taught three classes. Dr. Canaday will have to divide them up between the rest of us.”

“Will you get one?”

“I’m second from the bottom in seniority. I’m sure I will.”

“Will the overload count for you?”

“Yeah. At least it’ll be extra pay.”

“What classes does Elliott teach?”

“Social psych and human sexuality.”

“Oh no.”

“Oh yeah.” Pete’s phone rang, and he glanced at the display. “Speaking of...” He swiped the screen. “Hello, Dr. Canaday.”

I had met Verlene Canaday twice, briefly. She was the chair of the Psychology department, Pete’s boss, the person responsible for hiring him three years ago when he was a newly minted Ph.D. in criminal psychology. Dr. Canaday was in her fifties, a strikingly attractive African-American woman whose attitude and bearing reminded me of my own boss, Dr. Madeline Loomis. Tough but fair, and always impeccably dressed. I felt confident that Dr. Canaday would manage this crisis deftly.

I could only hear Pete’s end of the conversation. “Yes, ma’am. The detective on the case has already been here. Yes, ma’am, at 6:15. He said he was interviewing everyone but started with me because he knew me. Yes, ma’am, a friend of mine. Yes, ma’am. It’s hard to believe, but he can’t confirm where he was. Yes, ma’am.” 

He made frantic writing motions at me; I got up and grabbed the pen that we used to make our grocery lists. Pete wrote in the margins of the newspaper. “Social psych, Tuesday-Thursday at 11:15. Yes, ma’am. No, everything in his office will be considered evidence until the police search it. Yes, ma’am. I’ll order a copy today, and it’ll be here Monday. Yes, ma’am. Okay, thank you. Yes, that’ll work.” He listened for a minute, his face grave. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be there. Thank you. I’ll see you Monday. Bye.” He hung up and took in a deep breath, then whooshed it out. 

I said, “You’re teaching social psych.”

“Yeah. Thank God. She’s taking over Human Sexuality herself.” Pete turned back to his phone. “I have to find Elliott’s syllabus and order a copy of the textbook. I’ll have a lot of reading to do Monday night.”

“At least you’re not too far into the semester. You won’t have to read the whole book at once. Do you believe this custodian is a possible suspect?”

“No. He seems like the bitchy gossip type rather than potentially violent. If he was involved, he’s too dumb to cover his tracks. So the police should be able to either rule him in or out pronto.”

“Wow. You don’t generally describe people in such derogatory terms.”

“I know, and I shouldn’t have said that. It’s an insult to morons.”

I laughed. “That bad, huh?”

“You have no idea. And he’s a shitty custodian.”

We spent the rest of the morning on chores. Pete went to the back deck to scrub down our grill, while I did laundry and cleaned the bathrooms. Mid-morning, we ran to the Y to work out. We jogged home, and Pete made a salad for lunch. We ate on the deck, not anxious to come inside. Pete said, “This afternoon I’m going to organize paperwork. I can throw a bunch of those receipts away.” 

Pete had a folding file stuffed with old receipts and other papers. I said, “You should shred them.”

“I will.” He carried our plates inside and went to the sink. “I’ve been thinking. We should probably talk about our finances.”

“What about them?”

“Salary, retirement, expenses.” He gave me a sideways look. “Whether we should open a joint account.”

“Dr. Bibbins would like that.” Dr. Tania Bibbins was our counselor, whom we saw every Tuesday at 5:00. Back in August she’d assigned us the task of finding two ways to solidify our bonds as a couple. We’d decided to try to live with one car and, since we’d been together for over a year, stop using condoms. So far both of those choices were working out. Dr. Bibbins would be pleased if we decided to forge another bond on our own.

“She would.” We cleaned the kitchen and went upstairs to the guest room that we used as an office. Pete said, “We should also talk about wills and stuff. Life insurance.”

“Power of attorney and living will.”

“Do you have any of that?”

“All of it. Right now my dad’s name is on everything.”

“I have a will and a living will. LAPD recommends that you have them when you join the force. My dad’s name is on mine too.”

“Okay. You sort out your paperwork then we’ll talk. I have some work to do.” I was sending a proposal for a presentation to the Special Libraries Association annual conference, being held next June in Vancouver, and it was due in a couple of weeks. I took my laptop to the living room so I’d be out of Pete’s way.

A couple of hours later, I needed a break. I got two bottles of Coke from the fridge and took them upstairs. Pete was seated in the middle of the floor of the guest room/office, a fistful of papers in each hand. He accepted the Coke with thanks and waved the bottle at the stacks of papers around him. “I’m not gonna have time to tidy this up tonight.”

“It’s okay. It can wait until tomorrow.”

He gave me an incredulous smile. “Mr. Clean is letting me leave a mess on the floor overnight?”

I laughed. “These are exceptional circumstances. Don’t get used to it.” I sat on the floor too, my back resting against the sofa. “Want to talk about money?”

“Sure. I have something somewhere...” He dug around in one of the piles. “Here it is. A list of things gay couples should talk about when they’re talking about money.”

“Okay. What’s first?”

“Bankruptcy.” Pete picked up a pen. “I don’t have any. You?”

“Nope.”

“Do you know your credit score?”

“No idea. I’ve never made payments on anything, so it might not be all that high.”

“You have a credit card.”

“True, but I always pay it off every month.”

“I’ve never asked you – how did you pay for college?”

“Half scholarships, half my dad paying.”

“What about grad school?”

“When I was at Oxford, the Rhodes scholarship paid for everything. When I was in library school I was working in the library full-time, so UCLA paid two-thirds of my tuition. You don’t have any student loans, do you?”

“No. I had the baseball scholarship for undergrad, then I was working full time when I got my Master’s, and LAPD paid some of my tuition. My dad paid the rest. I wanted out of the police department, and he wanted to help me with that.”

“No car loan?”

“No. I’d saved enough money when I bought the Jeep to pay cash.”

Pete’s ride was a 1998 Jeep Cherokee. “Okay. So neither of us has any debt. That’s unusual.”

“And fortunate.” Pete made a check on his paper. “Second: life insurance.”

“I have a term life policy equal to one year’s salary that the university pays for. I can buy extra.”

“I don’t have any.”

“The college doesn’t pay for any?”

“No. We have the option to buy it, but we don’t get any free.”

“Maybe you should look into that.”

“Yeah.” Pete made another note. “Third. Bank accounts. This article recommends a yours, mine and ours system.”

“We’d have an account for joint expenses then maintain separate individual accounts.”

“Right. That sounds logical to me.”

I yawned. “We’ll have to figure out all our joint expenses, then how much to contribute to the joint account each month.”

“Utilities, groceries, home improvements.”

“Property tax, car insurance, gasoline.”

“Saving for vacations.” Pete grinned. “That’s the fun part.”

“You bet. What’s next?”

“Fourth. Investments.”

I made a face. “That reminds me of your friend Mark.” A childhood friend of Pete’s named Mark Jones had committed suicide last spring after a series of investments had lost enormous amounts of money.

“Yeah. But he got bad advice and made bad decisions. You’re in the university retirement plan, right?”

“Yeah, and I’m vested. Do you have anything from the police department?”

“I will when I turn fifty. It won’t be much, only 20% of my pay at the time I left the job.”

“What about the college?”

“I’m in CalPERS.”

“We should be okay for retirement, then.”

“Unless the retirement systems crash and we have to work until we die.” He flashed me an evil grin.

“Oh God. Let’s not think about that.”

“We’ll think about that later. Fifth. Borrowing from or loaning to friends and family.”

“Hm. Case by case basis. And done with individual money, not joint account money.”

“Agreed.” Pete made a check mark. “That covers it.”

“Make a list of things to do. First is open that joint account at the University credit union.” 

“Right. Second is to call Mel and make an appointment.” 

One of my childhood friends, Melanie Hayes, was an attorney here in LA with a practice specializing in LGBT issues. “I’ll do that this week. What else?”

“I can’t think of anything else, but I bet Mel will have some advice.” Pete dropped the pen and paper and rubbed his eyes. “One last question. How much money do you make, exactly?”

“I’ve made $49,500 for the last couple of years, but I’m getting a bump to about $53,000 in November.”

Pete gave me an odd look. “I thought you said once that you made a little more money than me.”

“What do you make?”

“This year, about $69,000.”

“Shit. I thought I did. I could have sworn I saw somewhere that third-year assistant professors made about $52,000.”

“That’s group 1. I’m in group 7.”

“How do you get into group 7?”

“You get hired with a Ph.D.”

“Oh.”

“When are you up for promotion again?”

“Next year. I won’t get a raise for another two years, though.”

Pete frowned. “I didn’t realize you made that much less than me.”

“Neither did I. I should have realized, though. We’re not faculty.”

“The librarians at SMC are.”

“I know. CSU librarians are too.”

“That doesn’t seem fair.”

I shrugged. “We’ve got prestige to keep us warm.”

“Pfft. Not much of a trade-off.”

“Agreed. We’ll just have to budget carefully. You’ll have more of your own money than I will.” 

Pete continued working on his files while I searched the Internet for a useful budget template. I found one I liked and Pete approved, so I saved it to my laptop. We could work on it later.

We ate supper and settled in to watch some football. UCLA had a bye week so we watched what was on ESPN – Ohio State vs. Wisconsin. Neither of us could maintain interest in the game, so we turned it off and read for a while then went to bed.
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Santa Monica 

Sunday, September 29

On Sunday morning we took the hike that we’d missed the day before with my brother Kevin and his girlfriend Abby. We stopped for Chinese takeout on the way home and settled into the living room with our food, the Sunday paper, and the NFL. The Steelers and Vikings were playing in London, and the game was terrible. When the fourth quarter started I said, “I’m gonna grab a shower before the Chargers game starts.”

“Okay. When you’re done I’ll take one too.”

I gave him a lascivious grin. “Would you like to join me?”

“If I do, you’ll miss the beginning of the Chargers game.”

Hm. The frequency of our sexual encounters was diminishing. We’d stopped using condoms a few weeks ago, after testing negative for everything, but the novelty seemed to have worn off quickly for Pete. He was turning me down about fifty percent of the time now. 

I was trying not to take it personally. 

I took a speedy shower and went back downstairs. Pete sniffed my hair. “You smell nice.”

“Thank you. Wish I could say the same for you.”

“Okay, okay.” He swatted me with a pillow and trotted up the stairs. I’d just heard the water start to run when the doorbell rang.

Shit. Someone was gonna mess up my Chargers game. I opened the door to find a young man I didn’t recognize. Nearly as tall as me, athletic build, blond, blue-eyed, a few freckles. He could be my cousin. He smiled sadly at me. “Hi, I’m Lance Scudieri. I’m one of Dr. Ferguson’s former students. Is he here?”

“Um – yeah, he’s in the shower. Come in.”

“Thank you.” Lance glanced at the TV screen. “I’m sorry to interrupt your Sunday.”

“It’s okay. Would you like something to drink?”

“No, thanks.”

The poor kid looked miserable. I said, “Come sit down.”

He sat on the loveseat. “I need Dr. Ferguson’s advice.”

I picked up the remote and muted the TV. “Okay.”

He stood up and started pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace. “I’m sorry, I’m too nervous to sit still.”

“When did you have Pete in class?”

“A year ago. He’s a wonderful teacher.” Lance’s expression brightened a bit. “I was in school back East, but my mom got sick, and I had to come home. My grades had dropped because I was worried about her, and the universities wouldn’t admit me, so I enrolled at SMC to get my grades up. I had Dr. Ferguson for general psychology, and he got me totally interested in the subject. I might decide to be a psychologist. Are you Dr. Ferguson’s partner?”
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