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The Jamie Brodie Mysteries

Cited to Death

Hoarded to Death

Burdened to Death

Researched to Death

Encountered to Death

Psyched to Death

Stacked to Death

Stoned to Death

Talked to Death

Avenged to Death

Played to Death

Just Right (short story available at http://megperrybooks.wordpress.com/)

Staff Sgt. Ammo (short story available at http://megperrybooks.wordpress.com/) 

Filmed to Death

Photographs and Memories (serial story available at http://megperrybooks.wordpress.com/)

Trapped to Death

Promoted to Death

Published to Death

Cloistered to Death

Haunted to Death

Obsessed to Death

Deserted to Death

Drugged to Death

Resigned to Death

Snowed to Death

Enchanted to Death

Introduced to Death

Bloodshed pollutes the land, and atonement cannot be made for the land on which blood has been shed, except by the blood of the one who shed it. 

-Numbers 35:33, New International Version
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University of California, Los Angeles

Thursday, September 22, 2016

“When you’re researching the history of science, your results will be more relevant if you don’t use the science databases.” I pointed to the screen. “We have databases for history and biography. For this class, it’s best to use these...”

As I spoke, my audience gazed back at me, passive as a herd of sheep. In the front row of the classroom, a guy in a Star Trek t-shirt was writing down every word I said. In the back row, a couple of guys were passing their phones back and forth. The rest of the class—nearly forty of them—were either slouched in their seats or propping their heads on their hands. A couple of female students were smiling coyly.

Terrific. I sighed inwardly and plowed on. “The most frequent barrier to success when searching the databases is choosing the wrong keywords.” I tapped the search box at the top of the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography landing page. “Don’t use too many words, and don’t type in an entire thesis statement. Use the two or three best words—the key words—that describe your topic. If you’re searching for a person’s name, surround it with quotation marks.”

It was the first day of fall quarter. Yesterday, I’d received a panicked call from the instructor, Sam Herzog, an adjunct hired the day before, asking me to do a library presentation for this History of Science class. I’d asked him what his relevant assignments would be; he’d laughed and said, “Dude, I’m still writing the syllabus.”

Dude. I switched the screen to the History of Science research guide. “Everything you need—lists of appropriate databases, websites that we’ve chosen for their reliability and validity, tutorials on using the library website—is here. If you have a question, search here first for the answer. If you need more help, email me.” I tapped on the profile box containing my smiling visage and my email address. “My office is in the Young Research Library, and my hours are 8:30 to 5:00 Monday through Friday. If you have any questions once you dive into your research, don’t hesitate to get in touch. Now, back to your regularly scheduled programming.”

Sam Herzog stood up. “Thanks, Dr. Brodie. Students, I hope you paid attention, because at the beginning of class on Tuesday, you’ll have a quiz on the material that Dr. Brodie covered today.”

There were a few audible groans. The guy in the Star Trek t-shirt smirked. The guys in the back sat up straighter and stared at Herzog, their mouths open. 

Heh. Served them right, the little assholes. Herzog said, “I’ll see you all Tuesday.”

The class scattered. I logged out of the computer and turned off the projector. Herzog said, “Thanks again. I appreciate this.”

“You’re welcome.” Just doing my job. The suckiest aspect of my job.

He grinned at me. “You’re a history guy, not a science guy, right?”

“Right. Coming to the science building is like visiting Mars for me.”

“Ha! I hear ya.” He shook hands with me. “Thanks. You’re free to return to Earth.”

As I left the classroom, a young woman pushed away from the opposite wall. She’d been in Herzog’s class; I recognized her hair—a headful of tiny blond braids that hung down to her waist. She gave me a dazzling smile. “Dr. Brodie?”

I stopped. “Yes?”

“I just wanted to tell you how much I enjoyed your presentation.” She moved within a couple of feet and tipped her head slightly. “I’m glad to know that I can come to you whenever I need assistance.”

Uh-huh. “Whenever you need research assistance, I’ll be pleased to help.” I held up my left hand. “But I might be able to save you some time. A, I’m married; B, my husband and I are very happy.”

“Well, dayum.” She grinned and stepped back a couple of feet. “Can’t blame a girl for trying.”

“No, I can’t. What’s your name?”

“Ashley Bennett.”

I shook hands with her. “Pleased to meet you, Ashley Bennett. A word of advice?”

“Sure.”

“Visit the science library.”

She laughed. “I will. Thanks.” She turned away and waved as she left.

I shook my head, smiling, and headed back to YRL. 

Before I returned to my own office, I stopped into Olga Koval’s. Olga, our departmental administrative assistant, was at her desk; Dr. Madeline Loomis, library director and my boss, was standing in the doorway of her office, and the two of them were intently discussing something. I said, “Oops, I’m interrupting.”

Dr. Loomis said, “Not at all. What can we do for you?”

“I’m covering my butt. I just taught a research class, and a girl hit on me afterwards.”

Olga snickered and Dr. Loomis shook her head in amusement. “I assume you set her straight, so to speak?”

“Yes, ma’am, and she took it well, but I don’t want it to come back to haunt me.”

“Of course.” Dr. Loomis led me into her office and picked up a notepad. “What was her name?”

“Ashley Bennett. It was a History of Science class, so she must be a math or science major. A white girl with lots of tiny blond braids, probably about twenty years old. I got no indication at all that she was upset when I told her I was married to a man.”

“But you can’t be too careful.” Dr. Loomis wrote down the information. “Thanks, Jamie. I’ll paperclip this to your file.”

“Thank you. The last thing I need is a stalker.”

She snorted softly. “That’s the last thing any of us need.”

As I left the office suite, I got a text from Liz Nguyen, fellow librarian and my bestie at work. Where are you?

Just heading upstairs for my lunch.

I brought yours with me. Come on over.

I left the building again and went to the North Campus Student Center, where I almost always ate lunch with Liz and Kristen Beach. Today we were being joined by my brother Kevin, who’d been dating Kristen for over a year, and Jon Eckhoff, Kevin’s partner in LAPD and Liz’s husband.

Jon and Liz had only been married for two and a half weeks. I hadn’t seen Jon since they’d returned from their Hawaiian honeymoon five days ago. When I got to the table, I peered into Jon’s salad container. “No poi?”

Liz chortled. Jon stuck his tongue out, his nose wrinkled. “God, no. Liz told you that her aunties made me eat the stuff?”

Liz’s mother was Hawaiian, and her family still lived on the Big Island. Liz said, “It’s a Hawaiian rite of passage. You passed.”

“Barely.” Jon shuddered. “That shit is nasty. And it’s purple.”

Kevin asked Liz, “Do you eat it?”

Liz snorted. “Hell, no. I won’t touch the stuff. My dad forbids my mom to fix it. She only eats it when she visits the family.”

Jon said, “Thank God. I was afraid that every time we went to your parents’, your mom would bring out the poi. Since I’m an adopted Hawaiian now.”

“Nah. But I will ask Mom to fix that pineapple pork dish you liked so much.”

“Ahhhh.” Jon smiled reminiscently. “Heaven on a plate.”

Kristen asked, “Have you seen your parents since you got back, Jon?”

“No.” Jon wrinkled his nose again. “We’ll have to make an appearance on Sunday.”

Kevin said, “Maybe we’ll catch a case and have to work on Sunday.” Kevin and Jon were homicide detectives.

Jon frowned. “I don’t know which prospect is worse.”

Jon’s parents’ reaction to his engagement to Liz had been stunned silence. The Eckhoffs were stereotypical Orange County conservatives who’d expected their younger son to marry an appropriately demure, definitely white OC debutante. Liz—one quarter Hawaiian, one quarter Japanese, one quarter Vietnamese, one quarter French, and zero percent demure—didn’t fit their requirements. Even though Liz and Jon had dated for over three years, his family had been shocked when they’d announced their engagement.

Jon’s parents tiptoed into the back of the Buddhist temple’s garden during the wedding, and fled as soon as the vows were said. Jon’s older brother Seth, a Disney marketing executive with political aspirations, had attended the entire ceremony. His appropriately demure spouse, a cloned Real Housewife of Orange County minus the attitude, accompanied him. She’d been appropriately taken aback at the rowdy, joyous reception held at Liz’s cousin’s Vietnamese restaurant.

I wasn’t worried. I had utter faith in Liz’s ability to handle the Eckhoffs.

After lunch, Liz and I went to the reference desk for our 1:00-3:00 shift. Traffic was light, since it was the first day of the quarter. Liz said, “I didn’t get a chance to ask you. How was the History of Science class?”

“As expected. A bunch of math and science majors, staring at me like I have three heads, wondering why the hell I’m there. Most of them probably picked their majors hoping that they wouldn’t have to write papers.”

“Do they think they won’t have to do research? To read peer-reviewed journals? It’s science, for God’s sake.”

I spread my hands. “You know kids these days. They don’t think past the coming weekend.”

Liz snickered. “Not that we were ever like that.”

We were still chuckling when Clinton appeared. Clinton Kenneally, a former Benedictine monk, visited the research desk at 1:30 every day to bestow a word of the day. He stopped in front of us and smiled. “Good afternoon, Dr. Brodie, Ms. Nguyen. The word of the day is didapper.” He bowed and walked away.

Liz found the definition. “A small diving water bird. Also, one who disappears then pops up again.”

“Uh oh.” I told Liz about my encounter with Ashley Bennett in the History of Science class. “I hope she doesn’t pop up again.”

“She won’t. You know that Clinton’s been on a bird kick all summer.”

“True.” Clinton’s words lately had often been obscure bird species. Liz and I were becoming amateur ornithologists. “We need to start carrying a bird book with us on our weekend hikes.”

She brightened. “We can start a life list. My dad has one.”

“I bet his is enormous.” Liz’s dad had been born in Huế, Vietnam; raised in Paris; educated at Oxford; and had traveled extensively all over Europe, Asia, and the Americas.

“It’s pages and pages. I’ll never catch up. Do you have binoculars?”

“No. I’ll buy a pair.”

“You and Pete are going to have to come to Hawaii with us sometime.”

I grinned. “As long as I don’t have to eat poi.”

At 5:45, I stepped off my bus. As I approached our house I noticed a Santa Monica patrol car parked at the curb. A woman in police uniform was peering through our next door neighbors’ front gate. When she saw me she stepped back. I said, “Good evening, officer.”

“Hello.” She nodded at our gate. “You live there?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Your neighbors are on our home check program for vacationers. I’m checking.”

I said, “Oh, good. You haven’t gotten a complaint?”

“Nope. Just making sure everything is secure. We usually just drive by, but once a week or so I like to do a walk-around.”

“If we go out of town, can we sign up for that on the SMPD website, or do we need to call?”

“You’ll need to call. We’ll come and do a walkthrough with you.”

I said, “Thank you.”

“You bet. Have a good night.” The officer returned to her patrol car and drove away.

I entered the house, greeted our yellow Lab, Ammo, and sniffed the air. Pete wasn’t in sight and I didn’t smell anything cooking. I went to the kitchen and called, “Yoo-hoo, I’m home.”

“Hey.” Pete stuck his head around the wall at the top of the stairwell. “We’re invited to Micah and Alyssa’s for kebabs in 45 minutes.”

“Oh, cool.” I climbed the stairs to the office and deposited my computer bag. “Have you taken the dog out?”

“No, I was waiting for you.” Pete closed his laptop. “Change clothes and we’ll go.”

Even though our house was structurally a townhouse, it was technically a condo. There were four units in our building. Helen Quintero lived on the opposite end; she was a retired school administrator and an avid gardener. Micah Sherman, a documentary filmmaker, and his girlfriend, Alyssa Castillo, lived beside Helen. Alyssa was a food blogger and cookbook author, and also gardened. Helen, Alyssa and Pete traded gardening tips and recipes regularly.

The fourth condo in our building, the one between us and Micah that the police officer had been checking, was a vacation home for Rich and Renee Carter, a couple who lived in Colorado. They were only present a few weeks per year.

After walking the dog, we carried two six-packs of Carlsberg to Micah’s deck, Ammo at our heels. Micah said, “Grab a chair. Steak and shrimp okay with you?”

I said, “Steak and shrimp is always okay with me.”

Pete said, “I haven’t had red meat in at least a month. Bring it on.”

Alyssa made a pot of rice and we stuffed ourselves. I slipped Ammo a couple of bites of steak, which kept him from drooling on everyone else’s feet. We were each savoring our second beer when Alyssa asked, “Have you heard from the Carters lately?”

I said, “No. We haven’t talked to them since they were here last. What was that, three months ago?”

Pete said, “Why do you ask?”

Alyssa shrugged. “I just wondered. I receive an email from Renee about every week, but it’s been three weeks now since she’s contacted me.”

I said, “Maybe they’re on a cruise or something.”

Micah frowned. “Maybe, but Renee would have told us.”

Pete said, “Call her.”

Alyssa nodded. “I guess I will.”

Pete and I returned home with a bottle of Carlsberg each. I said, “I wonder why Micah and Alyssa haven’t heard from the Carters?”

“Who knows? They could be in the Himalayas or Africa or somewhere.”

The Carters were the oddball neighbors in our four-townhouse building. Helen, Micah and Alyssa, and Pete and I were environmentally aware, gardening, recycling, tree-hugging liberals. I had the impression that Rich Carter had made his money in the oil business. He and Renee lived in Manitou Springs, Colorado, a tony village just outside of Colorado Springs. Rich was retired, although I thought he was only in his mid-50s, and he and Renee traveled extensively. They came to Santa Monica three or four times a year. They had adult children, only one of whom I’d met. They were cordial to our faces, but I suspected that they disapproved of the “gay lifestyle.”

We were cordial back, but subtly tried to let them know that we disapproved of the petrodollars lifestyle. Not that they valued our opinion—and we didn’t give a shit about what they thought of us.

As we climbed the steps to our back door, Pete sighed. “I hate to go inside, but I’ve got work to do.”

“So do I—why don’t we move our laptops outside?”

He brightened. “To the upstairs deck, then.”

We gathered electronics and drinks, and settled into the Adirondack chairs on our second-floor deck, which opened from our bedroom. Ammo stretched out just inside the door and went to work on his newest knotted rope “bone.”

I was writing the outline for a book. I had applied for a sabbatical next summer to write a history of the Pictish Bridei kings from whom the Brodies were likely descended, combined with a sort-of memoir of my own branch of the family. I’d spent hours over the past few months talking to my grandfather about his grandfather, Alexander Brodie, who emigrated from Scotland to North Carolina in the late 1800s. I’d spend the coming summer digging for old documents in the UK, and interviewing Brodies whose ancestors had remained in Scotland, to see if it was possible to fill in the blanks between the Brideis and the Brodies.

My editor at Oxford University Press, David Beaton, had requested an outline for the book and the first chapter by October 1. I’d written the first chapter in June, at our family reunion in Virginia, but needed to complete the outline. I intended to surprise David and submit a few days early. 

Pete was up for departmental review in the spring, and was compiling his documentation. He wasn’t eligible for another promotion yet—he’d only been promoted to associate professor three years earlier—but Santa Monica College faculty were formally reviewed every three years. Pete had the choice of a review by a panel of his peers, or simply by his chair. For this review he’d chosen the latter. Pete’s chair, Dr. Verlene Canaday, was a fan of his, so he wasn’t concerned about the outcome of the review. 

But he still had to turn in his paperwork on time.

After we’d worked for about an hour, Pete closed his laptop. “How’s the outline coming?” 

“Almost done. How’s the documentation coming?”

“Ready to submit tomorrow.”

“Good.” If Pete was done for the evening, I’d stop too. I logged off my laptop, but forgot to check email before I did. I picked up my phone to do so and saw that we had a message from Mitch, our architect and contractor on the house we were building in Alamogordo, New Mexico. “Hey, Mitch sent pictures.”

“Let’s see.” Pete squinted at my phone then took it from me and held it at arm’s length.

“Do you need glasses?”

“What? No.” He moved the phone closer, then enlarged the picture.

“I’ve noticed you squinting before.”

“There’s nothing wrong with squinting.”

“No, except that it might indicate that you’re ready for a little magnification.”

“I don’t need glasses.”

“I’m sure you don’t need prescription glasses. Just drugstore readers like my dad wears.”

He frowned at me. “I can see fine.”

“Can you see my freckles?”

He was about two feet away from me. “Um...”

I pointed at him. “Low magnification. Walgreens has them.”

He rolled his eyes. “Whatever. Can we see the pictures now?”

“Sure.”

The property was being transformed from a construction site into a house. The roof was up and the adobe walls were complete. Mitch had snapped the pictures while the sun was out, and the walls glowed softly. I said, “I think I’m in love.”

“Me, too.” Pete scrolled through the pictures slowly. “Meredith must be delighted.”

Meredith Lagai was Pete’s ex-sister-in-law, an attorney in Alamogordo who was renting a tiny apartment that she didn’t care for. Once the house was completed, she was going to be our full-time house sitter until we could move there permanently. 

Pete handed me back the phone. “We’ll have to decide how much time to spend there.”

I set the phone aside. “Which brings us back to our recurring question. How much longer will we both work?”

Pete gazed into the distance, frowning slightly. “I really hated having to do those hours in the writing center this summer.”

“I know you did. But you still turned in your paperwork for your review.”

“Yeah... Until I’m sure, I don’t want to stop the process.”

“Next summer might be a good indicator. We’ll both be off all summer. We can get a taste of what it would feel like to be permanently unemployed.”

“I’m not sure that will be a valid measure. We’ll be traveling two of those three months. You’ll be working, writing your book, and I’ll be doing—something.”

“You still haven’t come up with an idea for an article?”

“No.” 

“Is there something you and Aaron could collaborate on?”

Aaron Quinn was Pete’s best friend at work. “I don’t know. I’ll ask him.”

“Who else in your department is up for review this year?”

“I’m the only one that’s just for review. Elaine and Curtis are both up for promotion.”

Elaine Pareja and Curtis Glover were two of the other psychology instructors. I barely knew either of them. “Will they get it?”

“Curtis will. Elaine probably won’t.”

“Uh oh.” 

Pete shrugged. “She knows what the requirements are, and she insists on interpreting them in her own fashion. What can you do with someone like that?”

“Keep saying no until they relent. Speaking of saying no...” I told Pete about my encounter with Ashley Bennett.

He laughed. “That sounds innocuous.”

“I know. I’m not expecting trouble.” 

“Speaking of potentially troublesome women—I’ve been considering something.”

“What?”

“I thought I’d get in touch with Jennifer.”

“Oh, you mentioned that a while back.” Jennifer Graham was Kevin’s ex-wife, a kindergarten teacher who’d become a hoarder and left Kevin with sky-high credit card debt. We’d helped to clean her apartment and found a missing page of the Book of Kells, which had made her a rich woman. 

Pete said, “It kept slipping my mind.”

“You want to see if she’s hoarding again?”

“Yes. If she’s not, I’d like to ask her to speak to my abnormal psych class. Not lecture, just relate her experience. Do you still have her phone number?”

I rarely deleted anyone’s phone number from my contacts list. You never knew when an old acquaintance would come in handy. “Unless she’s changed it.”

I gave Pete the phone number, which he entered into his phone then called. He mouthed, “Voice mail,” to me then left a message. “Hi, Jennifer, it’s Pete Ferguson. Jamie and I were just reminiscing and we wondered how you were doing. Give me a call, if you don’t mind. Thanks.” He hung up.

I said, “If you don’t hear from her, that answers your question.”

“Yep.” He yawned and stretched. “How about a shower?”
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Chapter 2
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Santa Monica

Friday, September 23

I dreamed that Liz and I were at the reference desk when Ashley Bennett appeared. Liz said to her, “Wow, I like your hair.”

“Thanks.” Ashley flipped her hair back, and a dozen little yellow birds flew out in all directions. We were struggling to capture them when... 

Sting’s voice jolted me awake. “...Don’t stand, don’t stand so close to me...”

It was 5:00. Pete grunted and slapped the alarm off. “Fuck. Why do we wake up this early?”

“Mmph.” I rubbed my eyes and sat up. “To burn off the beer calories.”

He grumbled, but laced up his running shoes.

We took our northern route, up 17th Street to its terminus, then made a winding loop around Riviera Country Club. As we ran down Napoli Drive on the far side of the golf course, I studied the houses between us and the fairways. “I’d hate to live on a golf course.”

“Me, too. But those people don’t technically live on the course. There’s a pretty thick stand of trees between them and the greens.”

“You don’t suppose any of them ever find a golf ball in their pool?”

Pete laughed. “Not often enough to worry about. Did you ever play?”

“No. It was too expensive when we were kids. Jeff had a couple of friends on our high school golf team who’d invite him sometimes. Did you play?”

“Occasionally. Did I ever tell you that my Granddad Ferguson was a maintenance man at a golf course for a while?”

“No. I thought he was an auto mechanic.”

“That’s what he retired from, but his first job was at Apple Valley Country Club, just outside of Victorville. He met Roy Rogers and Dale Evans there.”

“No kidding! Was he a groundskeeper?”

“No, he kept the golf carts running. That was before we were born. He still had friends that worked there, though, when Steve and I were kids. He’d take us late on Saturday afternoons and shoot a round with his buddies while we hunted for stray balls in the woods, and one of Granddad’s friends paid us a quarter for each ball we found. Once we got to be teenagers, sometimes Granddad would take us to hit a few balls at the range there.”

“Were either of you any good?”

He laughed. “I got the hang of it, eventually. Steve never did.”

“I wish I’d met your Ferguson grandparents.”

He smiled, but it was tinged with sadness. “I wish they were still around.”

When I got to work, I found an email message from the Academic Personnel Office, copied to Dr. Loomis. My sabbatical was officially approved. Yes! I did an impromptu celebratory dance around my desk, then replied with a thank you message and texted Pete. Sabbatical approved! Talk to Aaron about a topic.

Congratulations! Will do.
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