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Sunday, March 17, 2013

Santa Monica, California

A phone call in the middle of the night is never good news.

Technically, it wasn’t the middle of the night. It was 5:00 am. But it was Sunday. My boyfriend Pete and I had hiked all day Saturday in Topanga Canyon with my brother Kevin and his girlfriend Abby. We’d covered a lot of territory and we’d been bushed when we got home. So the plan had been to sleep in this morning.

So much for that. 

It was Pete’s phone. He disentangled himself from me and the sheets and snagged it off the bedside table. “H’lo.” I could only hear his side of the conversation.

“Kev? What the hell? What?” He sat up quickly, pulling the comforter off of me. I grunted and tugged at it.

“What’s the guy’s name?” I heard Pete gasp. “Yeah, I know him. He was a friend of ours in Barstow.” 

Barstow. Pete’s hometown until he was fourteen. A place of excruciating memories.

“Um – yeah, I could do that. When? Oh. Yeah, okay. Where are you?”

Whatever Kevin said made Pete turn and look at me. “Really. Okay. We’ll be there in a bit.” He said goodbye and hung up, then just sat there, phone dangling from his hand, staring at the opposite wall.

I managed to roll over and switched on the bedside lamp. “What’s up?”

“Kevin got called out on a body and he needs me to identify it.”

“Why you?”

“The guy had one of my cards in his pocket. His name is Mark Jones.”

“Mmph. Where are we going?”

“Kevin said the building is where your old boyfriend Eric lived.”

“Ah.” Eric was an LA County paramedic that I’d dated nearly three years ago. He lived in an apartment complex in Westwood. “It’s on Midvale.”

“Okay.” Pete gave the comforter a final shove to the foot of the bed. “Gotta get dressed and get over there.”

Westwood, Los Angeles

At 5:30 am on Sunday there was very little traffic between our townhouse in Santa Monica and the apartment complex. Once we were underway I asked, “So you knew this guy in Barstow?”

“Yeah. He was a year ahead of me in school, right between Steve and me. He lived down the street. He was the only person I stayed in touch with after we moved to my dad’s. Then we went to UCLA at the same time.”

“How’d he get one of your cards?”

“I ran into him about a year ago at Whole Foods. Hadn’t seen him for years. He said he’d like to catch up, and I gave him one of my cards, wrote my cell number on the back. But I never heard from him, and I kind of forgot about it.”

Uh oh. Pete was a psychologist. A friend who’d committed suicide was going to stir up significant guilt. I laid my hand on his thigh. “Did you have his number?”

“No.”

“Then it was up to him to call if he wanted to talk to you. You had no way of knowing.”

“I could have looked for him.”

“Did he seem suicidal a year ago?”

“No. He seemed fine.”

“Then don’t beat yourself up over this.” 

“I won’t.” 

But I knew better.

We zipped right up Wilshire and parked in front of the building. The street wasn’t blocked, but there were two patrol cars and a fire truck. My brother Kevin, one year older than me, was a homicide detective with LAPD’s West LA division. He and Abby lived just a few hundred yards from here, in an apartment on Roebling. He’d arrived at the scene on foot and met us at the front of the building. “Hey. Sorry to drag you out like this.”

I said, “Where’s Tim?” Tim Garcia was Kevin’s partner.

“Since it was a probable suicide, I said I’d handle it. He didn’t need to come all this way.” 

Pete asked, “You’re sure about the suicide?”

“Yeah. The coroner will have the final word, but there’s not much doubt. He hung himself from his own balcony. I just need to be sure it’s him before I notify the family.”

Pete looked grim. “Okay. Where is he?”

Kevin said to me, “Stay put.” He led Pete into the courtyard of the building. I waited. The firefighters came out, loaded up their equipment and left. Kevin and Pete returned shortly thereafter. Pete said, “It was him.”

We tried to avoid displays of affection in public, but I put my arm around his shoulders and gave him a quick half-hug. Kevin said, “I’ve got work to do. Talk to you all later.” He went back into the courtyard. Pete turned to me. “Want to go to Headlines?”

“It’s only 6:00. I doubt they’re open.”

“Oh. Any ideas?”

We ended up at Izzy’s Deli, not one of our usual haunts, but open 24 hours and close to home. We parked at the house and walked to the deli. Pete was quiet. I didn’t ask any questions – I figured he needed time to process.

We both ordered pancakes. I finally asked, tentatively, “Was it bad?”

“Not the worst I’ve seen.” Before earning his Ph.D., Pete was a cop. He and Kevin were partners during Kevin’s first five years as an LAPD patrol officer and had been close friends ever since. I knew Pete had seen bad stuff as a cop, but it had to be different when it was someone you knew. I said, “At least it wasn’t a gunshot.”

“Yeah. That would have been worse.” Pete rubbed his face again. “I don’t think he’d been there long.”

“Had you always known him?”

“Pretty much. He moved to our street when I was about six. His dad was at Edwards. They’d been living on base but finally bought a house.”

“He must have been a pretty good friend if you stayed in touch after you left Barstow.”

“He was.” Pete didn’t say any more. He seemed lost in thought. I didn’t push it. I knew Barstow brought back a lot of awful memories for Pete. His parents had divorced when he was ten, and as a fourteen-year-old altar boy, he’d been sexually abused by a priest. When Pete’s dad had found out, he’d moved Pete and his older brother Steve to live with him in Lancaster. Pete had begun counseling almost immediately and had come a long way. But as you’d expect he still had issues because of the abuse.

Our pancakes came and we ate, talking about other things. When we finished we decided to go to Vons and get our groceries for the week. Pete was still preoccupied, though. When we got home I said, “Let’s get in the shower.”

In the shower, I worked on loosening the knots in Pete’s shoulders. Then I worked on another part of his anatomy. By the time we finished we were both clean and relaxed. We put on sweats and settled on the living room sofa with the newspaper. I was reading the comics when Pete laid down his section. “I don’t know why Mark would do this.”

“It could have been a lot of things. You really didn’t know much about his adult life, right?”

“Right. When I saw him a year ago we didn’t talk much. Just the standard ‘what are you doing now’ stuff. He told me he had a boyfriend, and I told him I did too. That’s when he said he’d like to get together, and I gave him my card. And that was it.”

“A year ago? We hadn’t started dating yet.”

He gave me a sly smile. “No. But I knew we were going to.”

I laughed. “Pretty confident, were you?”

“Yep.”

“Did you know he was gay?”

“No.”

“Pretty brave to come out to you like that, after not seeing you for so many years.”

“It was. He was like that. Always positive, always determined. It’s hard to imagine the kid I knew committing suicide.”

“People change.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Is Kevin sure it was suicide?”

“Yeah. The way it happened – there’d be no way someone else could stage that.”

“Kevin referred to a roommate – do you think that’s his boyfriend?”

“I guess so.”

“Was Kevin going to notify the right people?”

“The roommate was listed as first emergency contact. Kevin was going to call him first, to get the family’s phone numbers. If it was his boyfriend, then at least Kev was notifying him first.”

“Good. You know – if you wanted to know more about why he did this, I could look into it.”

“How? It’s a suicide. There’s no case.”

“You’re thinking like a cop. The police don’t have a case, true, but I could at least find out as much as I could about him. Maybe it would give you some – I hate this word, but I’ll use it for lack of a better one – closure.”

“How would you go about this?”

“Newspaper archives, to start with. We have every issue of the LA Times back to the first in 1881. And I’ll Google him, of course, see what comes up. Once I find out a little about him, I can research the company he worked for, organizations he was involved in. I can get into government records.” I poked him in the ribs. “I’m a librarian. Never underestimate my ability to find shit out.”

He laughed. “Yeah, but the first time you went on a quest to find shit out, someone tried to kill us. And the second time, someone tried to kill Jennifer.” 

Jennifer was Kevin’s ex-wife. “Details, details. Anyway, this time I’m not trying to uncover a killer. I’m just trying to get you some answers about your friend.”

Pete leaned over and kissed me. “You’re a good boyfriend.”

“Thank you. I try.”

He just laughed.

It was nice to banter with Pete. We hadn’t been doing much of that lately. We’d started dating – for the second time – about nine months ago. Less than a week later an arsonist had burned me out of the apartment I’d been sharing with Kevin and Abby. I’d moved in with Pete on what was supposed to be a temporary basis, and I never left. We’d been doing great until last Christmas when Pete told me about his abuse. 

Pete’s admission had impacted our sex life. I’d been frustrated at the lack of variety in our bedroom – Pete would only top, and I liked to take turns. I’d been ready to suggest that to him when he dropped the bombshell. I certainly understood why he’d only top. But Pete’s news didn’t help alleviate the physical frustration I felt – it made it worse, since it seemed that things were not likely to change. A couple of months ago I’d begun seeing a counselor, in hopes of learning to deal with the frustration without taking it out on Pete. It was definitely helping. Dr. Bibbins had made several behavioral suggestions that would help me deal with my emotions.

But things were a little strained between us. Pete had been upset by the news that I was seeing a counselor. He felt guilty, but he was having trouble understanding my emotional reaction to his news. He was also afraid that I’d eventually leave him. Ironic, since he was the one who left me when we’d dated before.

Doctoral candidates in psychology are required to undergo psychotherapy as part of their training. Pete was still with the therapist that he’d begun seeing in his Ph.D. program. It had been six years now. I hadn’t seen any indication that this therapist was helping him. His behavior and emotions hadn’t changed much since – well, since I’d known him, which was also about six years. He said that he wanted to work on our relationship – but so far I seemed to be the only one doing any work.
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Monday, March 18

Santa Monica

The next morning, at breakfast, I opened the Evernote app on my iPad. “I need to get some more detail about your friend. Mark Jones, right?”

“Right.”

“Do you know his middle name?”

“Um – David.”

“Birth date?”

“His birthday was April 22nd. And he was a year ahead of me in school, so probably 1974.”

“What high school did he go to?”

“There’s only one. Barstow High School.”

“No private schools?”

“No.”

“Do you remember his parents’ names?”

“No. I could ask my dad, he’d probably remember.”

“I’ve got his address from the apartment building – do you know what kind of work he did?”

“He didn’t say where he worked, but he was an actuary.”

“Oh. Interesting. And he was at UCLA with you?”

“Yeah. He took a year off in between high school and college, so he was in the same graduating class as me. We had an economics class together freshman year, or I’d probably never have seen him.”

“Wonder why he took a year off?”

Pete shook his head. “No idea.” He nodded at my iPad. “Think you’ve got enough to get started with?”

“Absolutely.” I closed the iPad’s cover and looked at my watch. “I’d better go.” I leaned over the table to kiss him. “See you tonight.” 

Westwood

This week was the last of the winter quarter at UCLA. It wasn’t an especially busy time for us librarians. Most students had finished their research and were now writing their papers or studying for exams. I was teaching a course, Historical Research Methods, in the spring quarter, and I needed to get it set up this week. But other than that, I didn’t have anything pressing. I should have some time to find out about Pete’s friend.

I spent the morning working on my class – updating the syllabus and schedule, reworking the assignments, and getting all of it loaded on the course website. I’d originally intended to teach history, so this course filled that desire in me for classroom instruction. I rewrote the assignments and project requirements every year to discourage blatant plagiarism. Most of the students in the MLIS program were upstanding citizens, but you never knew when you’d get a bad apple. 

At 1:00, I met Liz Nguyen at the reference desk for our two-hour shift. Liz was my best friend at work, a gorgeous Hawaiian/Japanese/French/Vietnamese-American who was a year behind me in library school. She was dating another friend of mine, a homicide detective with LAPD’s Pacific Division named Jon Eckhoff. I’d introduced Jon and Liz back in December, and they’d been inseparable ever since. 

Every day at 1:30, Liz and I were visited by Clinton Kenneally, a retired Benedictine monk, who gave us a word of the day. Clinton had a knack for choosing words that had something to do with what was going on in our lives. Today, when he approached the desk, Liz said, “Hi, Clinton.”

He smiled at us. “The word of the day is benedict.” He bowed at the waist and turned to go.

Liz got out the notebook in which we kept Clinton’s words. “Doesn’t that mean...something good? Bene means well in Latin.”

“Yeah, like a benediction at the end of a church service. But it’s also the name of the ex-pope. And the patron saint of Clinton’s order.” I looked up the word online and was surprised. “Huh. It means ‘a newly married man who has long been a bachelor.’”

“Really? Who’d have thought?” Liz tapped my shoulder with her pencil. “He’s talking about you.”

“Me? I’m not newly married.”

“No, but you’re newly partnered. You’re living with a guy for the first time since Ethan, long term. Right?”

“I am living with a guy for the first time since Ethan. I hope it’s long term.”

Liz frowned. “What do you mean, you hope? You’re not giving up already?”

“Of course not.”

She lowered her voice and scooted over so that she could nearly whisper. “I told you not to fuck this up.”

“I’m not.” I really didn’t want to get into the gory details with Liz, but... “This time it’s not me, okay? It turns out that Pete and I are not – um – completely compatible in one very important area. I’m working on it. He’s not.”

“Oh.” Liz scooted back to her side of the desk. “That’s kind of a surprise.”

“Jeez. Thank you very much.”

She smacked me lightly on the arm. “Not that you’re working on it, doofus. That he’s not. That surprises me.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m not thrilled by it either.”

“So what are you gonna do about it?”

“I’m working with a counselor to learn how to manage it from my end. For now, that’s as good as it gets. I’m not going to give Pete ultimatums. Ultimata?”

“Either one.” Liz gave me a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry you guys are having problems.”

“Me too. I’m sure we’ll work it out somehow.” But I wasn’t, really.

At 3:00, Liz and I went back to our offices. I spent the next couple of hours doing some preliminary investigating into Pete’s friend. When I Googled “Mark David Jones” with “Los Angeles” I got a couple of obituaries (not the one for Pete’s friend – it was too soon for that), a couple of LinkedIn profiles, an Ancestry.com link, a person of the same name from Texas, and a bunch of Facebook profiles that I couldn’t see without logging in. I hadn’t joined Facebook and didn’t want to do so just to find if Mark Jones was there. From the little information I could see, there were a bunch of guys named Mark Jones in LA, which you’d expect for a common name. I also discovered that I really hated Facebook’s search function.

Next I tried “Mark David Jones” with “actuary.” There was one gent with that name and occupation in the UK, but not in LA. Taking out the “David” resulted in more hits, but mostly relating to the UK’s Mark Jones. When I added “Los Angeles” to “Mark David Jones” and “actuary,” I got nothing.

It’s not too often that you can stump Google.

Santa Monica

At 5:00, I gave up and went home. When I got there, Pete had dinner ready. That was almost always the case. He was a terrific partner in so many ways. He was attentive, romantic, thoughtful, generous, smart, and funny. We had similar tastes in so many things. We never ran out of things to talk about. He was flat-out gorgeous. He loved my family. Hell, he loved me. 

But when it got down to the nitty-gritty of fucking...not so much. 

Dinner was great. We talked about our days as we ate paella. Pete was up for tenure at Santa Monica College and was expecting to hear the decision soon. We talked about a guy in another department that probably wasn’t going to get tenure, and I reassured Pete that he had nothing to worry about. Then I told him about my Google search for Mark Jones.

“There was nothing at all?”

“No. At least not yet. I haven’t tried searching with his address or birthdate, though
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