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Oxford, England

Tuesday, May 28, 2013

“Stop pacing. You’re only working yourself up more.”

Duncan Crowley-Smith growled into the phone. “Easy for you to say. You’re not waiting for a criminal to stroll up your path.”

“Don’t be daft. The man’s not a criminal. He’s just another mad lecturer.”

“He’s not going to like what I have to tell him.”

“He’s waited this long. He can’t object to a twenty-four-hour delay.”

Duncan heard a car door slam. “He’s here. I’ll ring you when he leaves.” He flipped his mobile closed.

Thursday, May 30

When Detective Inspector John Frobisher and Detective Sergeant Michael Whitcombe arrived on scene, the coroner was finishing her preliminary examination. Frobisher knelt by the man’s battered head. He had bruises on his jaw and knuckles. Several objects around the room were toppled, and every drawer was pulled out and emptied, every cushion sliced open and tossed aside. Whitcombe said, rather unnecessarily, “There was a fight.”

“Indeed.” Frobisher straightened up and frowned. “Who is this person?”

The PC referred to his notepad. “The name’s Duncan Crowley-Smith, sir. He’s a lecturer at Magdalen College.”

“Who reported this?”

“No one, sir. The Radcliffe Science Library reported a theft of one of their books, and they suspected this man. We found him like this when we came to investigate.”

The coroner said, “He’s been dead at least 48 hours. Rigor is completely resolved.”

Whitcombe said, “Whoever did this was looking for something. The stolen book?”

Frobisher shook his head. “And if so, did he or she find it?” He sighed. “All right. Let’s get the scene of crime officers in here.”
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Santa Monica, California

Monday, June 3

“Do you know what tomorrow is?”

Oh, shit. What had I forgotten?

I turned my head on the pillow to look at my boyfriend. Pete was propped up on his elbow, looking at me and trying not to grin. He knew I didn’t know what he was talking about. Damn.

I decided to stick with the facts. “It’s Tuesday.”

“True. But not what I was going for.”

“Um—it’s June 4th.”

“You’re getting warmer. What is June 4th the anniversary of?”

I thought for a second. “Tiananmen Square.”

Pete looked blank. “Really?”

“Yes.”

“Huh. Okay, but again, not what I was going for.” He poked me gently in the chest with a finger. “What were you doing a year ago tomorrow?”

I thought harder. Then it hit me. “The fire.”

On June 4th a year ago, an arsonist had torched the apartment that I shared with my brother Kevin, burning all my belongings and rendering us homeless. I’d moved in with Pete temporarily; temporary had turned into permanent a few months later.

Now Pete’s wide grin broke forth. “Yep. It’s our anniversary.”

“Wow.” It hadn’t even occurred to me that we had an anniversary. Yet another reminder that Pete was the romantic in this relationship and I needed to up my game in that area. “Okay, so what do you want to do? We’re already supposed to go to Kevin’s ball game tomorrow.” My brother Kevin was the starting catcher for the LAPD Centurions baseball team.

“I know. I figured we wouldn’t celebrate until the weekend. I thought we could drive up the coast, see the sights, eat some good seafood. I don’t know if we could find a place to spend the night or not, this time of year, but we could make a day of it.”

“Sure. That sounds good.” And it did. In spite of the dearth of romance in my soul, I loved spending time with Pete Ferguson. I’d been hesitant to re-start a relationship with him. We’d dated for a while five years ago, then Pete had broken up with me to go back to his old boyfriend, a guy named Luke Brenner. That relationship hadn’t lasted, and we’d worked our way back to being friends. We’d just become friends with benefits before the fire. As a matter of fact... “Speaking of anniversaries, do you remember what we were doing the night before the fire?”

It took him a second, but then he remembered, and the grin returned. “Oh yeah.”

I rolled up onto my side to face him and reached out. “We could celebrate that anniversary right now.”
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Chapter 2
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Young Research Library, UCLA

Tuesday, June 4

On the bus to UCLA the next morning, I considered the past year. Only a few days after the fire that had forced my move to Pete’s, we’d been attacked by the person responsible for the fire. Pete was shot in the shoulder and I’d landed in ICU on a ventilator after a near-fatal asthma attack. Things had gotten intense for us very quickly. I’d decided to stay with Pete permanently in November, while we were embroiled in a second murder investigation. Then, in December, Pete told me about his history of sexual abuse at the hands of a priest. He’d been fourteen. He’d had a lot of therapy and come a long way. But we had bedroom issues as a result—he wouldn’t do anything that reminded him of the abuse, which meant he would only top. I understood, but it was frustrating for me. I’d had three months of counseling myself to help me deal with it.

You don’t really know someone until you’ve lived with them. I wouldn’t have predicted that Pete had a jealous streak—but he did. He didn’t know how particular I was about keeping a house clean—now he did. But overall, in spite of the drama and trauma of the past year, we were doing well. Last week we’d attended a two-day conference together in Texas. We’d joined the Santa Monica YMCA and went together a couple of nights a week. Pete was generous, smart, funny, and an exceptional cook. We had similar tastes and liked to do the same things. And it didn’t hurt that he was simply gorgeous. It was corny, but my heart still beat faster every time he walked into a room. 

I was in a good mood, humming to myself as I unlocked my office in UCLA’s Young Research Library. I was a librarian with a subject specialty in history thanks to a doctorate in ancient history from Oxford University. I’d originally intended to teach, but those plans had gone awry when the guy I was dating then had dumped me for another man. I had a long history of failed relationships that ended when whatever guy I was dating left me to be with someone else. Pete was included in that history, which is why I’d been reluctant to grant him a second chance. But here we were, celebrating a first anniversary. 

I had a busy day in front of me. The end of the spring quarter was here. This week was the last week of classes and next week was finals. I was teaching a class in history research for the school of library science and had a lot of grading to do before the end of next week. The library was full of students working furiously on final papers and we were busy answering questions at the reference desk. I was also working on a conference proposal of my own and writing two papers for publication.

I wanted to get all of this in hand by the end of the coming week, because I had a plane ticket from LAX to Heathrow on June 15. I was going back to Oxford for a week of research and vacation, the first time I’d been back since I graduated. I’d be staying with an old friend, Niles Gretton, and I already had a seat reserved in the Special Collections Reading Room for two days. 

Pete wasn’t coming with me. He was on faculty at Santa Monica College, teaching psychology, and their summer session started on June 17. So, he had to stay home. I was sorry he couldn’t come. I’d enjoy showing him where I’d spent a significant four years of my life. But that would have to wait for another time.

I spent most of the morning grading papers and doing research for my own papers. My regular shift on the reference desk was from 1 to 3 pm, and we were busy. I barely had time to talk to my partner on the desk, Liz Nguyen, or to our regular afternoon visitor, Clinton Kenneally, who usually gave us a vocabulary “word of the day.” When he saw how busy we were he wrote the word of the day on a slip of paper and handed it to me, rather than wait to speak to us. 

When I got back to my office, I had a slew of emails to get through. I was wrapping that up and getting ready to clear my desk when someone’s shadow darkened my door. I looked up and got the shock of my life.

Because my ex was standing there. My first ex. Ethan Williams, in the flesh.

He smiled, a little self-consciously. “Hey.”

My mouth was hanging open. I closed it then opened it again. “Ethan.”

Ethan and I had met our first day of college at Berkeley when we’d been assigned as roommates. It had been...not love, but something at first sight, and we’d stayed together for seven years. He’d moved to Oxford with me, when I’d been awarded a Rhodes scholarship, and worked on his masters in English while I was getting my doctorate. Our plan had been that we would move back to the west coast. I’d get a teaching job at a university and he’d get his Ph.D. But, as I was starting my fourth and final year of study, Ethan had broken up with me. He’d met a fellow English student who had accepted a teaching job on the east coast, at Yale, and Ethan was going with him. 

The underlying reason he left me was that Ethan wasn’t out to his father. Ethan had grown up in the Bay area, Marin County, and while we were at Berkeley, he’d lived in fear that someone his father knew would see us together and report back to the old man. It hadn’t happened, but he was still afraid, and he needed his father to pay for his doctoral program. So, he went with his new guy to the east coast, rather than risk being outed to his father and losing his financial support. 

I’d been crushed, devastated, eviscerated, flayed open. It had taken me years to recover. I still wasn’t completely sure that I had.

Ethan was the most beautiful man I’d ever met, and he looked better than ever. He was tall, with silky black hair that fell over his collar and forehead, and cornflower blue eyes. He was slender, broad-shouldered and still fit, wearing jeans and a t-shirt. I realized that he wasn’t alone; there was a guy with him, standing behind him. Medium height, sturdy, blond hair and a windbreaker. More significantly, he wasn’t the guy that Ethan had left me for.

Huh.

I finally regained my senses enough to ask, “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Well, that’s kind of a long story.” Ethan’s hands were shoved in his pockets; that was a tell of nervousness for him. The guy with him looked much more relaxed.

“Okay, come in.” I pointed them to the chairs across from my desk. 

They came in and sat. Ethan still looked a little nervous; the other guy was looking around with interest. “I like your office.”

“Thanks.” I stood up and held my hand out to him. “Jamie Brodie.”

He had a good handshake—firm, dry. “Charlie Westerly.” He had a southern drawl; my guess was Georgia. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Really.” I looked skeptically at Ethan. 

“It’s all good, I promise.” Charlie nudged Ethan with his elbow. “Tell him, E.”

“Of course, it’s all good.” Ethan looked embarrassed. “I’m the one who screwed up.”

I so did not want to get into this right now. “It was a long time ago. What are you all doing here?”

“Well, three things. First, my father passed away last month, so I’m here dealing with some issues with the estate.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

Ethan shrugged. “I’m not. It’s not like I miss him. He’d call me about twice a year to harangue me, and other than that we had no contact.” He glanced at Charlie. “I finally came out to him when I turned thirty. He reacted like I’d expected, but it didn’t matter to me anymore.”

I was surprised but pleased. “Ethan, this might sound weird, but I’m proud of you.”

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. I knew that look—Ethan was holding something back. None of my business. He said, “Thanks. I should have done it a long time ago—but anyway. The second reason we’re here is vacation. It’s Charlie’s first visit to California.”

“Welcome to LA.” I smiled at Charlie; he grinned back happily. “What’s the third reason?”

“Well, that’s where we hope you can help us.” Ethan took a deep breath and seemed to be steeling himself for something. “I’m teaching English at MIT, and Charlie teaches German at Boston College. We’re writing a paper...” He trailed off. Someone was standing in the doorway.

It was Pete.

Was it 5:00 already? It was. Shit.

Pete said, “Hey, I thought you were gonna meet me outside.” He was studying Ethan and Charlie. 

I jumped to my feet. “Oh, crap. Yeah, I was.” I said to Ethan and Charlie, “Kevin’s got a ball game tonight and we’ve got to get going.”

Ethan smiled—a genuine smile, this time. “How is Kevin?”

“He’s fine. Divorced from Jennifer, dating a cool girl now. He’s a homicide detective.”

Pete was looking back and forth from Ethan to me, a quizzical look on his face. I had to make the introductions. “Pete, this is Ethan Williams and Charlie Westerly. Ethan, Charlie, this is Pete Ferguson. My partner.” I hadn’t used the term partner before—but I wanted to head off a jealous reaction from Pete if I could. “Ethan and Charlie are out here on vacation.”

Pete shook hands with them, but his eyes never left Ethan. His voice was soft. “Ethan. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Ethan groaned. “None of it good, I’m sure. I was a total shit back in the day.”

Oh, no. We were not going to get into that now. I said quickly, “You know what? Life has turned out well for both of us. And I’m delighted that you’re not under your father’s thumb anymore.” 

Pete’s jaw hadn’t dropped physically, but I could tell that the words What the fuck? were rattling around in his brain. Charlie and I exchanged cell phone numbers, so we could get back together tomorrow, and he could tell me about the paper they were writing. I could have traded numbers with Ethan, but that seemed like it might be a step too far. Especially with Pete looking on.

We walked out with them. Pete didn’t say anything until we got into the Jeep and he started the engine. Then he looked at me and said what I knew he’d been thinking. “What the fuck?”

I threw my hands up. “They just appeared.”

“What did they want?”

“They probably need research help. They said they’re writing a paper, but they didn’t get a chance to tell me about it before you got there.” 

Pete didn’t say anything else, but I knew he wasn’t happy. When we got to the ball field, we bought hot dogs and beer and joined Kevin’s girlfriend Abby in the stands. The Centurions were playing the team from the San Diego Police Department and Kevin was on the field, tossing back and forth with the pitcher. The umpires came out, the game began, and Pete and I talked with Abby about the game and what she was doing at work. Abby was a master carpenter working for the studios and had entertaining stories about some of the more bizarre sets she’d worked on. Right now, she was helping to build a spaceship interior. 

The Centurions won, as they usually did. On the way home Pete was still quieter than usual. I poked him in the shoulder. “What’s on your mind?”

“Nothing.”

“Oh, come on.”

He shrugged. “I guess I’m thinking about your reaction to Ethan’s appearance. After all the pain he caused you, it seems like you got happy for him awfully quickly.”

“Well, it wasn’t quick, was it? It’s been eight years. And the last year with you has shown me that I don’t have to worry about getting dumped anymore. ‘Cause I know you’re not going to do that. Ethan and I have both changed for the better, and I think a lot of that is due to the guys we’ve ended up with.”

Pete dropped the subject, and I thought we were done with it. When we got home, we both had some work to do, then we read for a while, then we went to bed and celebrated our first anniversary.

I was drifting to sleep when Pete said softly, “Why would Ethan come to see you?”

Oh, shit. I sighed. “The only reason I can think of is that he wants something.”

“Like what?”

“I have no idea.”

“But if you had to guess—like what?”

“Oh, for God’s sake.” I shook my head to clear the sex-induced torpor. Why couldn’t I have a boyfriend who immediately became unconscious after sex? “He probably needs me to do some research for them for the paper they’re writing.”

“Why can’t he do his own research?”

I rolled my eyes, not that Pete could see that in the dark. “Because he’s not a librarian.”

“Don’t they have librarians at MIT?”

“Of course they do, but most of them are probably STEM librarians. They may not have anyone that’s a humanities specialist. And if he’s asking me for help, he probably needs something from Oxford.”

“And he couldn’t get that himself?”

“No. He couldn’t.” This was ridiculous. I sat up and turned to face Pete. “I thought we’d settled this jealousy business. Remember? The spoiled cowardly Giants fan?” Back in the spring, Pete had asked me why he shouldn’t be jealous of Ethan. The spoiled cowardly Giants fan label was the summary of my reasoning.

“I remember.” 

“So? What’s up with the third degree?”

Pete was quiet for a moment. “It’s different when you’re seeing someone in person. When they’re not just an abstraction.”

“Why?”

“Because now I have a face to put with the name. And I didn’t realize how good-looking he is.”

“Yes. Ethan is very attractive. As are you. But Pete, I have to tell you, this jealousy thing is not attractive at all.”

“I’m not jealous.”

“Yes, you are.”

“I’m not. I’m just...”

“Just what?”

Another moment of silence. Then, a flash of insight. “It makes me feel insecure to meet these gorgeous guys that you’ve been with before. Especially one that you were with for seven years. And to know that you’ve—that you had a compatible sexual relationship with him, something you don’t have with me. And that guy he’s with now is cute, but he’s not in Ethan’s league. What if Ethan wants to get back with you?”

“Oh. My. God. What if he does? It’s not happening. And I can tell you this, Ethan knows me well enough to know that it’s not happening.” I leaned over and turned on my bedside lamp. “Pete. Look at me.”

He looked. 

“I cannot believe that I am spending my anniversary with you talking about Ethan. Clearly, you don’t believe me when I tell you that there is nothing for you to worry about. I don’t know why you don’t believe me, but you don’t. I have told you over and over that I want to be with you. No one else. You are beautiful, smart, funny, a wonderful cook, romantic—the whole package. Why do you persist in believing that I would go back to someone who treated me as badly as Ethan did? Why?”

He sat up too. “Because I’m not the whole package. I’m damaged goods, and because of that you can’t have the sex life you want, or need, or deserve. And I can’t believe that someday you’re not going to find someone who is the whole package. And you’ll want to go, and I won’t be able to stop you.”

Fuck. I blew out a breath. “Pete. Do you believe me when I tell you that I love you?”

“Yes.”

“Then why can’t you believe me when I tell you that I’m happy with you? That I’m not going to leave you?”

“I believe that you believe that.”

I scrubbed my face with my hands. “We’ve been over and over this and made no progress. I don’t see how we’re going to solve this problem without professional help.”

“You want me to go to couples counseling.”

“Yes. I think we’ll end up there eventually, so why not start now? Wouldn’t you rather learn how to put these feelings of insecurity behind you?”

“Yes.” His face tightened. “But I should be able to do that myself. I don’t think we should need couples counseling to do that.”

“Pete, you’re a criminal psychologist, not a marriage and family therapist. Do you really think you can overcome your jealousy by yourself?”

“I should be able to.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“Yes. I think I can overcome it myself.”

I turned my light back out and lay down. “Then you need to get started on it.”

He didn’t respond to that.
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Chapter 3
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Young Research Library

Wednesday, June 5

We overslept the next morning and didn’t have time to talk before I had to leave for work. As soon as I got to the library I was inundated with email and questions from the students in my class. By the time my reference shift rolled around I was glad to escape from my office. Charlie had called in the morning and we’d made arrangements to meet again at 3:30.

Charlie and Ethan showed up right on time. I invited them to sit. “I’m guessing you need some kind of research help?”

Ethan said, “Right. We’re writing a series of papers together on incunabula. Specifically, non-religious incunabula. The subject of our next paper is a book in special collections at the Bodleian Library. But we’re having trouble getting the access we need. I’m going over next week, but I don’t know anyone there anymore, and I need help. Charlie can’t go with me, it’s not a good time. We were hoping that you could put us in touch with someone.”

Oh, shit. Ethan was going to be in Oxford at the same time I was. This was—I didn’t even have a word for what this was. Disaster was close, though. I realized my mouth was hanging open again, and I closed it. Should I tell Ethan I was going to be there? There were a lot of libraries at Oxford—could I avoid him for an entire week? Maybe, but it was too risky. Fuck. 

“You’re not going to believe this.” I had another moment of hesitation then plunged ahead. “I have a plane ticket, leaving for Oxford on June 15th, and already have a seat reserved in the reading room. If you give me the specifics of what you need, I’ll help you find it.”

Ethan actually turned a bit pale. He looked the same way I felt. Charlie stared, the delight slowly spreading across his face. He spoke first. “You’re shittin’ me.”

Ethan finally found his voice. “That is...unbelievable.” He gave me a look of what the fuck do we do now? And why could I still read his looks?

I watched Ethan and Charlie as Charlie was making delighted noises and chattering to Ethan about what they should ask me to do while I was in Oxford. When Ethan and I had parted he’d been thin, guilt-ridden, miserable. Now he looked healthy and happy, in spite of his nervousness at being in my office. And he and Charlie were touching and smiling at each other, completely open, no fear of discovery. When Ethan and I were together he’d lived in fear of his father discovering our relationship. Even when we were 8,000 miles away in England, he could never relax. 

Amazing what coming out of the closet could do for a guy.

But that didn’t make me feel any better about being in Oxford with Ethan for a week.

And Pete would not react well to the news. To say the least.

Charlie reached into his messenger bag and pulled out a page. “This is our abstract, with the title of the book that we’re interested in. It was printed by a German company in 1483, funded by a businessman named Ludwig Hoffman. It’s called Ars et scientia medicinae, ‘The Art and Science of Medicine,’ written by a Roman physician named Alexander Marcellus Darius. Hoffman believed that Roman medicine was superior to medieval medicine and wanted to promote it. He had 100 copies of the two-volume work printed. We know Oxford has both volumes of it, but it’s only one of three libraries in the world that does—the others are in Moscow and Beijing. There are a handful of libraries that have the first volume, but not the second. We’d like to find out why there are so many more existing copies of the first volume. “

I winced a little. “I don’t read Latin, guys.”

Ethan said, “That’s okay, I know a couple of people who do. I’m still in touch with one of my lecturers, Dr. Grant. He can do it for me.”

Charlie said, “Our last paper was on the first volume of the Ars, and this will be a perfect follow up. If we can find out where all the other second volumes went, it’ll be even better. We appreciate you helping us with this so much.”

I shrugged. “Obviously fate was at play here, since I was already scheduled to go.”

We talked some more about the series of papers that they’d written and the other incunabula that they’d studied. When I glanced at the time, I was shocked to see that it was 5:15 already. We quickly made arrangements to meet one more time before they left town, and I headed for the bus stop and home.

Santa Monica

Usually Pete got home well before I did and had dinner ready. Tonight, though, he had to go to a faculty meeting that was scheduled from 5 to 6 but would probably run later. He had put a crock pot on this morning, so I’d wait to eat dinner with him when he got home. I was folding towels on the counter when I saw someone walk past our living room windows. I figured it was Pete, then the doorbell rang. Weird; I wasn’t expecting anyone. Maybe it was UPS, although I couldn’t think of anything we’d ordered. 

I looked through the peephole and saw a guy, looking off to one side. I opened the door and he swung to face me, and I saw a slightly smaller version of myself.

He was a couple of inches shorter and not quite as broad through the shoulders, but he had very similar sandy hair with blond streaks, wide eyes of indeterminate color, and good cheekbones. He even had a few freckles on his nose.

He smiled and held out his hand. “You must be Jamie. I’m Luke Brenner.”

Oh, shit. Luke. As in Pete’s ex Luke. As in the guy Pete had left me for the first time we’d dated. 

Was this National Old Boyfriends Week, and I missed the memo?

To be fair, Luke had been in Pete’s life before I was. They’d split up, Pete had dated me, then Luke had come back and wanted to try again with Pete, and Pete had wanted that too. I’d pretended at the time that it was fine, but the truth was it hadn’t been.

And now here the guy was, on our doorstep.

Pete’s doorstep, if you wanted to get technical.

Which I didn’t.

I shook his hand but didn’t think I wanted to invite him in. “Yeah, I’m Jamie. Why are you here?” It might have sounded confrontational, but I didn’t care.

“I was back in town on business and I thought I’d stop by. It’s good to meet you. Is Pete home?”

“No, he’s at work.” I sighed inwardly. I was going to have to be pleasant. “I’m expecting him home any time, if you’d like to come in and wait.”

“Thanks.” He stepped in and looked around. “Hey, this is nice. Pete fixed it up after Uncle Arthur passed.”

He said that like Arthur had been his uncle too, not just Pete’s. I motioned him toward the love seat. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“Um—sure, if you don’t mind. Is Pete still a Coke Classic fiend?”

“He is. Would you like one?”

“Yes, thanks.”

I fetched two cans and sat on the sofa. No way was I leaving this guy alone in our living room to explore. “Has it been a while since you’ve been back?”

“Yeah. I usually only make it on holidays.” Luke was still looking around the room with interest, taking in details.

“Where do you live now?” I was going to be nosy.

“Mountain View. I work for Google.” Luke took a swig of Coke. “So, you and Pete have been together how long?”

“A year.” Not much longer this time than last, when Luke had returned to LA and Pete had returned to Luke. Not a pleasant thought.

Luke stopped examining the room and started scrutinizing me. “It was you that Pete was dating before, wasn’t it?”

We both knew what “before” meant. “Yeah. It was me.”

He nodded, his expression carefully neutral.

Was that what he was here for again? He might find it more difficult to pry Pete away this time.

Or would he?

I suddenly felt vaguely sick.

But I knew one thing for certain. I wouldn’t let Pete go without a fight this time.

Luke chose to move the conversation back to safer territory. “What do you do?”

“I’m a librarian at UCLA.”

“No kidding? We work with librarians sometimes, getting them to test drive some of the changes we make.”

“We’re certainly heavy users of Google. It’s good to know you take our issues into account.”

“Of course. We know we’re in the same business as you guys, to some extent. What kind of librarian are you?”

“Reference and instruction. My subject specialty is history.”

“You have a second masters in history?”

“A doctorate, actually.”

“Ah, so you’re Dr. Brodie.” He paused and started looking around the room again. “You know, back when Pete and I were together, when he and your brother were partners on the force—I got the feeling that Kevin never liked me.”
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