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UCLA Medical Center

Westwood, Los Angeles, California

Tuesday, October 1, 2019

Jamie

“Jamie, it’s your decision. But I strongly recommend that you stop playing rugby.” 

My jaw dropped at the pronouncement. I was sitting in front of a messy desk belonging to my neuropsychologist, Dr. Nate Sparks. Six months ago, I suffered a mild traumatic brain injury—a concussion—after getting clubbed in the head with a lug wrench. I completed a course of cognitive therapy with Dr. Sparks, and this was my final visit. The mental processing speed and problems with concentration that I’d experienced after the injury had cleared completely. 

Or so I’d thought. “What? You said my test scores were in the upper normal range now.”

“They are. However, in my opinion, the risk of another head injury is too high. This was your third concussion. The next one may leave you with nonreversible deficits.”

“But...” I scrambled for an alternative. “What if I wear a scrum cap?” A soft padded form of headgear sometimes worn by ruggers.

“The rate of concussions is actually higher in players that wear scrum caps. They’re not protective, and they provide a false sense of security.” Dr. Sparks smiled sympathetically. “I understand how difficult it is to say goodbye to a sport you love. But I should also point out that as we age, our brains lose their plasticity.”

I snorted. “Vividly put.” I’d turn forty next spring.

“You’re a university librarian. Your profession requires a fully functioning brain. And you’ve worked diligently to regain full functionality. So...”

“So, I shouldn’t fuck that up.”

“Exactly.”

“Well. Shit.”

“I know this isn’t what you were expecting to hear today.”

I sighed. “I don’t mean to whine, but no. I wasn’t. My team is expecting me at practice tonight.” I played for the only gay-friendly team in Los Angeles; we competed against teams from all over Southern California. I’d played college rugby at UC-Berkeley and won four consecutive collegiate championships. It wasn’t bragging to say that I was one of the more skilled players on my current team. 

“I can’t make the decision for you. You might return to play and get lucky. Or you might take another blow to the head and incur a permanent disability.”

“You have a persuasive way with words, sir.”

He chuckled. “As much as I’ve enjoyed having you as a client, I’d prefer to never see you in my office again.”

“Yeah, I’d prefer that, too.” I consulted the ceiling for a moment. It didn’t have any insights to offer. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. I’ll tell the guys I’m done.”

His smile was laced with relief. “That’s for the best. I’ll forward your final report to your primary care physician, and to Tania.” Dr. Tania Bibbins was my counselor, who’d referred me to Dr. Sparks.

We stood simultaneously and shook hands. I said, “Thank you. I can’t say this was exactly fun, but I did kinda enjoy it.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Thank you for being such a compliant client.” He slapped me on the shoulder. “I hope you never need my services again, but if you do, don’t hesitate to call.”

“I won’t.” 

I said goodbye to the receptionist and headed for the stairwell in the medical office building. I let the door close behind me before I said, out loud, “Fuck you very much, Jimmy Asshole Freeman.”

Jimmy Freeman had attacked me in the garage of our second home in Alamogordo, New Mexico, three months ago. After a prolonged fight—he was armed with a baseball bat, I had a sharpened shovel—I’d sliced him in the neck and dropped him to the floor. An accomplice of his had snuck up behind me and hit me in the head while I was reaching for my phone.

Jimmy had bled out on my garage floor while I was being kidnapped by his buddy. He’d died on the way to the hospital. I hadn’t felt much guilt over his death; he was a convicted child predator who’d escaped from prison and found employment at a gay conversion camp in the New Mexico mountains, where he systematically raped every camper that came through the place. A lot of people were delighted that he was dead, including me.

Instead, I’d developed a sort of free-floating anxiety with a touch of PTSD. In restaurants, I had to have the wall at my back. If my husband, Pete Ferguson, and I were waiting in line, I needed him to stand behind me. I’d also been having frequent dreams where I was being chased with some sort of weapon. Although, in my dreams, no one ever caught me.

I’d resumed therapy with Dr. Bibbins as soon as we’d returned from New Mexico in July. My anxiety was greatly reduced, and the dreams were less frequent. 

But I still liked to have the wall at my back.

I wished I could talk to her about giving up rugby, but my appointment wasn’t until Thursday.

I walked north through UCLA’s campus toward the Young Research Library, the university’s graduate social sciences library, where I was a reference and instruction librarian with a subject specialty in history. But I wasn’t returning to the library today. I headed instead to the parking garage where I’d left my car this morning, expecting that I’d be driving it to rugby practice after work.

Pete would be surprised to see me at home so early.

Santa Monica, California

When I got home, I greeted our yellow Lab, Ammo, then climbed the stairs to the top floor of our split-level townhouse. Pete was in the guest bedroom/office, at his end of our long, narrow, custom-built desk, lamplight shining on his dark brown hair. He was intent on the screen of his laptop, typing in bursts. 

I dropped into my chair, at the other end of the desk. “Hi there.”

He frowned at me. “Hi. I thought you were going to rugby.”

“I was.” I related my conversation with Dr. Sparks.

His eyes widened. “Oh. Shit. That’s... that sucks.”

“Indeed, it does.”

“Oh, honey.” His voice quavered a bit. “I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“What did Liam say?” Liam was the captain of our rugby team.

“I haven’t told him yet.” I scrubbed my face with my hands. “Guess I should do that.”

He pushed off with his feet so that his chair rolled to mine and kissed me. “You could go to practice anyway.”

“That didn’t even occur to me. Maybe the news would go down better in person.” I sighed. “Do you want to come?”

“Oh. Um...” He waved his hand at his laptop. “I can’t. I’m in the middle of an online team discussion.”

“Ah.” In August, Pete had begun an online master’s degree program in criminal justice from the University of California at Irvine. Not only was he taking three graduate courses, he was also teaching five classes of abnormal psychology online for Arizona State, Penn State, and Santa Monica College. It had become nearly impossible to pry him away from his laptop. “Okay. I’m gonna change clothes. Has the d-o-g been o-u-t?”

“Um. No.”

“Cool. I’ll take him. What do you want to do about dinner?”

“I hadn’t thought about it. I didn’t think you’d be here. I’m not particularly hungry.”

“Neither am I.”

He studied me closely. “That’s a first. Are you okay?”

I laughed. “Yeah. Maybe we’ll make popcorn when I get back from practice.”

“Sounds good.” He kissed me again and rolled back to his end of the desk.

As I walked Ammo up 17th Street, I decided against going to rugby practice. It was a long drive to the practice field at Griffith Park, and being confined to the sidelines was likely to worsen my mood tonight.

I called Liam instead.

He was understandably disappointed but assured me that my health took precedence over the team. He encouraged me to stay involved in the organization, even if I couldn’t play. I promised him that I would.

It was nearly seven when Ammo and I returned to the house. I fed him, then went upstairs to check on Pete.

He hadn’t moved. I said, “I decided not to drive all the way out there. Hungry yet?”

“Nah.”

Pete’s appetite had been off since summer. I estimated that he’d lost about five pounds, although he hadn’t admitted it. I tried not to bug him about it, but sometimes...

“Did you have lunch?”

“Yeah. PB and J.”

“You should eat something healthy.”

He rolled his eyes in my general direction. “Peanut butter on whole wheat is healthy.”

“I meant vegetables.”

“I thought you were gonna make popcorn. I’ll eat some of that.”

“Fine. But tomorrow, we are eating salad for dinner.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He waved me off.

I made an enormous bowl of buttered popcorn—popped on the stovetop in oil, adorned with real melted butter, salted perfectly. Pete ate about a quarter of it then proclaimed himself stuffed. I ate half the bowl, tossed the rest, then cracked the lid on a bottle of Glen Moray scotch and poured myself a double. I climbed the stairs, sidled up beside Pete and waved the glass enticingly under his nose. “I broke out the good stuff. Wanna join me?”

He sniffed at the glass longingly but then shook his head. As I’d anticipated. “That’s appealing, but no, thanks. I’m grading discussion posts now.”

“I can’t entice you?” I waved the glass under his nose again. “You’re gonna make me drink alone?”

He smiled up at me. “I’m sorry, hon. As soon as I wrap this up, I’ll join you.”

“Okay.” But I knew he wouldn’t. One post would lead to another, and he’d still be grading at midnight. “I’ll be on the deck, drowning my sorrows. Alone.”

He shook his head, shaking me off. “I’ll be out in a while.” He turned back to his screen.

“Fine.” I carried my glass and phone to our bedroom, then opened the door to the second-floor deck overlooking the alley behind our house. On the opposite side of the alley, the classroom windows of Pacifica Christian High School were dark. I settled into an Adirondack chair and tossed back a slug of Glen Moray.

Two and a half years ago, in the wake of a promotion scandal, Pete left his position as an associate professor of psychology at Santa Monica College. He’d been teaching online as an adjunct for various universities ever since. He worked from home, which meant that other than the company of Ammo, he was alone for nine-and-a-half hours a day.

Other friends and family had noticed before I did that working from home wasn’t working for Pete. He was allowing his world to shrink around him. Rather than spending his free time with friends and family—not to mention, me—he’d pursued various interests which had developed into obsessions. 

Last winter, he’d spent weeks perfecting a plan for the vegetable garden at the Alamogordo house. Then he’d become obsessed with the idea of joining the Cahuilla Indian tribe. When that didn’t work out, he dove headfirst into genealogy. Once he’d finalized his family trees, he’d applied for graduate school.

Teaching and studying now occupied the vast majority of his time. We used to hike in the Santa Monica Mountains nearly every weekend with friends; now Pete joined us about once a month. He still traveled monthly to visit his dad, Jack, who lived at his sister Christine’s ranch near Tucson; Chris reported to me that Pete spent most of his time there on his laptop.

Back in the winter, Pete and I discussed it. He admitted that he was searching for a missing piece of himself, something he couldn’t identify. The garden, Cahuilla, and ancestor hunt were all distractions to prevent Pete from dwelling on whatever he was missing.

I’d suggested counseling. He believed he could figure it out on his own.

Psychologist, heal thyself. But it wasn’t working.

I didn’t know how to help him.

I closed my eyes and listened to the sounds of the city. Distant sirens. Traffic from nearby Wilshire Boulevard. An occasional raised voice or slammed car door. Human activity all around. It was soothing. Of course, the booze didn’t hurt.

Pete was always more of an introvert than me, but now he was drawing into himself, thereby drawing away from me and our friends. 

I didn’t believe it was intentional. He’d sworn to me that it wasn’t anything to do with me or our marriage.

But I was starting to wonder.

Wednesday, October 2

Santa Monica

I was dreaming about sloppy Joes. And no one was chasing me.

I was wearing my rugby gear. We were at my brother and sister-in-law’s house in Bel Air, eating in the backyard, Manwich sauce dripping from our elbows. I was just about to bite into my second sandwich when Pete’s phone jolted me awake.

The ring tone was the old Night Ranger song, “Sister Christian.” Pete’s sister Christine was calling.

I squinted at the clock on my bedside table. Two in the morning.

Oh, shit.

Pete answered. “Chris?”

I heard a male voice. It must be Chris’s husband, Andy Fernandez. I turned on the bedside lamp as Pete struggled to a sitting position. He listened for a minute, the expression on his face growing more and more bleak. “Is he conscious?”

Andy said something else. Pete said, “Oh. Right. Shit. I can’t... Here, talk to Jamie. I have to pack.”

Pack? I took Pete’s phone and watched as he swung his legs over the side of the bed then stopped, still. I said, “Andy? What’s going on?”

“Jack’s in intensive care, and it looks bad. He stayed conscious long enough to press his life call button, but he was out of it by the time the paramedics got here.”

“Oh my God. When did this happen?”

“A couple of hours ago, I guess. Things are kinda chaotic right now.”

“Of course. He was doing so well...”

“I know. That’s the strange thing. Can you get Pete and Samantha on a flight this morning?”

“I’ll try. That first flight is just after six, I think. Are you going to call Sam?”

Samantha was Andy’s younger daughter. Pete’s niece. She was a junior at UCLA and lived near campus.

Andy said, “Yes. I’ll call her right now.”

“Tell her we’ll pick her up. I’ll ask her or Pete to text you with their flight information.”

“Thanks, Jamie. I appreciate it.”

“No problem. Is Steve on his way?” Pete and Christine’s brother, who lived in Alamogordo.

“Yeah. He’s driving.” 

“Should I come, too?”

“Not yet, unless you want to. It could be hours or days.” I heard voices in the background. “Oh, the doctor’s here.”

“Okay, go. Hug Chris for me.”

“I will.”

I said goodbye then opened a browser on my phone and began searching for flights. “Do you want me to come with you?”

Pete still hadn’t moved. He didn’t answer. I said, “Pete? Honey?”

“Oh. No, not yet.”

“Okay. You should get dressed. We need to leave soon.”

He grunted, then staggered into the bathroom and turned on the shower.

Luck was with me; I bought the last two tickets on the earliest flight from LAX to Tucson. I wouldn’t have been on the same flight even if I did go. Pete finished in the shower and began to brush his teeth. 

I called Sam, who was wide awake. “Uncle Jamie? I’m packing. Dad says you’re gonna pick me up.”

“I’ll text you when we get there. It’ll be twenty minutes, probably.”

“Okay.”

I pulled Pete’s duffel bag out of the closet and began packing for him. “What do you want to take?”

“Um... I don’t know. I might need a suit.”

For a funeral. “If you do, I’ll bring it when I come.”

“Okay. Jeans and polos, then.”

Twenty minutes later we were in front of Sam’s apartment building. Pete texted her and she appeared, pushing out from the lobby, a stuffed backpack slung over her shoulder.

None of us said much on the way to the airport. Sam was emailing her instructors; Pete texted Andy with the flight details. I dropped them off, kissed Pete and hugged Sam, and watched as they disappeared into the terminal.

As I drove home, my thoughts turned to Jack. He’d smoked a pack a day for thirty years—he stopped about fifteen years ago—and red meat and fried foods featured prominently in his diet until November of 2014, when he suffered a massive heart attack. He hadn’t entirely recovered and was left with congestive heart failure that worsened over time. Christine and Andy had moved Jack from Lancaster, California, into a small guest house on their property shortly after the initial attack. 

A year and a half ago, Jack had entered a study of a new drug for heart failure. His health improved almost immediately. His color was better, his appetite returned, and his energy levels were markedly increased. After eighteen months, we’d all become accustomed to the new and improved Jack. The drug—I had no idea what it was called—had worked miracles for him. 

Until tonight.
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Wednesday, October 2

Beverly Glen Boulevard, Los Angeles

Kevin

“...Oh yes, we got trouble, right here in River City...”

Los Angeles Police Department homicide detective Kevin Brodie snatched his phone from the bedside table, though he knew it wouldn’t wake his wife, Kristen Beach, slumbering peacefully at his side. Kristen had been known to sleep through earthquakes. 

He didn’t need to check the caller ID. “Ya Got Trouble” was the ringtone for his boss, Tim Garcia, the Detectives Supervisor for LAPD’s West LA Division.

Kevin glanced at the clock and groaned. His feet hit the floor beside the bed as he answered, his voice gravelly. “Tim?”

“Sorry, Kevin. There’s a double in Powell Library at UCLA.”

“A double? In the library?”

“Yeah. I’ll call in Max and Jill, too, but it’s Jon’s and your case.”

“Okay. See you there.” He hung up and thought, What. The. Fuck?

He hurriedly dressed in jeans and an LAPD polo shirt, laced up his running shoes, and clipped his gun and badge to his belt. He brushed his teeth, splashed water on his face, and wrote Kristen a note in soap on the mirror, where she’d be sure to see it. Called out. Text me when you’re up.

He picked up his keys and softly closed the door behind him.

Powell Undergraduate Library, UCLA

At that time of night, there wasn’t much traffic. Kevin was on campus in ten minutes, parked as closely as he could manage to Dickson Plaza. The Powell undergraduate library was an enormous brick building facing the plaza, in the northeastern quadrant of campus. One of the oldest buildings on campus and, in Kevin’s opinion, the most attractive by far. He’d spent hours studying in Powell in his undergraduate years at the university. He showed a UCLA Police Department officer his badge and climbed the steps.

The fire department paramedics came through the door as Kevin reached for its handle. One of them—Eric Padilla—reacted with surprise. “Oh. Kevin. Hi.”

Eric had dated Kevin’s brother Jamie at one point. But it had been years, and encounters with Eric weren’t as awkward for Kevin as they used to be. He said, “Hey, Eric. What’s up?

“Hard to say for sure, but this probably isn’t a homicide.”

“No?”

Padilla’s partner, Cody Mendoza, said, “Looks like an accidental OD.”

“Huh. Thanks.” Kevin had learned long ago to trust the opinions of the experienced paramedics. If Eric and Cody thought the deaths were accidental, they probably were.

Inside, Kevin was pointed to the right and up a flight of stairs by another uniformed cop.

He entered a familiar room: vast, rectangular, furnished with long tables and chairs. Powell Library provided the only 24-hour study space on campus. “Night Powell,” as it was called, had been operating during fall, winter, and spring quarters for over twenty years. The room was packed with at least one hundred students, waiting to be questioned by the police. Books were open in front of them, but they were all warily observing the police activity. 

Kevin spotted his partner, Jon Eckhoff, standing about halfway down the length of the room, speaking with a harried-looking young man wearing jeans and a UCLA t-shirt. Jon waved. When Kevin reached him, he handed Kevin a pair of paper booties and pointed at a door.

The men’s room. 

Kevin donned the booties then pushed the door open and went inside. 

Both bodies were laid out on the floor. Both were young guys, one blond, one dark-haired, probably in their early twenties. Both had two IVs inserted and EKG leads and defibrillator pads stuck to their skin, and were surrounded by the detritus of unsuccessful cardiac resuscitation. Tim was standing behind the bodies, talking to a uniform. 

Kevin didn’t see a mark on either victim. He asked Tim, “What’s the story, boss?”

Tim said, “The guy with Jon is a grad student who’s working here tonight. He called 911. He says he came in to use the facilities and found these guys in a stall. One of them was slumped on the toilet, not moving. The other was on the floor, having a seizure. The student worker had been trained to use Narcan. He injected both, then tried CPR. The paramedics were here in four minutes, but they got nothing back.”

“Do we have IDs?”

“This guy...” Tim pointed to the blond. “...according to his driver’s license, is Lane Swarthout. Lives in an apartment over on Kelton.” A street just west of campus. “The other guy has no wallet or other ID. Just a burner phone that’s PIN-protected.”

“Students?”

“Swarthout is. He has a BruinCard.”

Kevin squatted beside the body on the floor and inhaled, scanning for unusual odors. He didn’t smell anything but urine. There was nothing to see, either. No obvious tracks, bruises or abrasions. 

No apparent reason that Lane Swarthout and his nameless companion should be dead.

He straightened up and pulled on a pair of gloves. He asked Tim, “Paraphernalia?”

“Not in view.”

He searched the bodies gently but thoroughly, moving clothing aside, searching for tracks. He found none. Both victims appeared to be healthy young men. He scoured the room, looking for anything the kids might have dropped. He found nothing.

He peeled off the gloves. “I’ll talk to the employee. How far out are the coroner and forensics?”

“About fifteen minutes.”

Kevin tossed his gloves in the trash as he left the restroom, then shook the student worker’s hand. “Detective Brodie. I’m Detective Eckhoff’s partner.”

“Aiden Mathis.”

Kevin nodded at the room. “I see Night Powell is still going strong. It had just opened when I was a freshman here in ‘97.”

Jon snickered. “I’d have never guessed you were the type to stay up all night and cram.”

“I almost never did.” Kevin asked Aiden, “You’re a graduate student?”

“Right. I’m in my second year of library school.”

“You’re working here by yourself?”

“Yeah. Usually there’s two of us, but the other student called in sick.”

“What happened tonight?”

“I came on duty at 11:00. There was already a bunch of people here, so I figured that everyone’s IDs had been checked. But I’m supposed to double check to make sure.” He pointed to the table nearest the door. “I started down there and hadn’t found anyone yet that didn’t have an ID.”

“Only students are supposed to be here overnight?”

“Right. Everything was cool when I got here. A few people came in, a few people left. I was drinking coffee to stay awake, so after a while...” He shrugged.

“You needed the facilities.”

“Right.”

“What happened when you went in?”

Aiden grimaced. “There was a guy on the floor, half in and half out of a stall. He was having a seizure. When I reached him, I saw the other guy sitting on the toilet. He had all his clothes on, though. He was slumped over against the wall. I ran to call 911 and grab the Narcan.”

“You’ve been trained to use Narcan?”

“Yeah. Some paramedics came last week and taught us how to inject it.”

Jon asked, “You’re saying that enough people OD in the libraries that you all have to know how to use Narcan?”

“It’s an issue in public libraries. And since we’re open all night, I guess the bosses thought we should have the training. But it didn’t seem to help. The guy who was seizing stopped, and I tried CPR on him. The other guy...” Aiden shivered. “I thought he was dead already. Then the paramedics came.”

Kevin asked, “Have you ever seen the victims before?”

“I don’t think so. I mean, they’re kinda generic. And it’s only the first week of classes.”

“Were they already here when you came on duty?”

“Yes. I didn’t sign them in.”

“Any idea where they were sitting?”

“No.”

From the corner of his eye, Kevin saw Max O’Brien and Jill Branigan—the other two homicide detectives at West LA, both junior to Kevin and Jon—enter the room. He said, “Aiden, we appreciate your help. Here’s my card. If you think of anything else that might be useful, please call.”

Aiden tucked the card into his pants pocket. “I guess it’ll be a while before we can leave, huh?”

Jon said, “Not too long. Once we interview the others, we’ll let everyone go and close the library for the rest of the night.”

There was a minor commotion at the door as the coroner’s team entered the library. Max and Jill had reached Kevin and Jon; they darted into the restroom to glance at the scene then came back out with Tim.

Jon said, “We need to find out where the victims were sitting.”

Kevin said, “Allow me.” He stepped forward and used his outdoor voice. “Everybody listen up. We’re detectives from LAPD. We’re looking for books on a table that don’t have an owner.”

A murmur rose in the room as people shifted, searching, then a girl raised her hand. “Here, maybe?”

Kevin led the way to the table. There were lamps at either end. The girl who’d raised her hand was sitting with another girl, in the middle of the table. At the far end of the table was a short stack of books, a pile of printed articles, and an open laptop. 

He examined the books and articles. The subject was psychology. Inside the front cover of a textbook on qualitative research, Lane Swarthout had inscribed his name and university email address in Sharpie.

Jon asked the girls, “Did you notice the guys sitting here?”

One said, “Not really. They were already here when we sat down.”

“But only one had books?”

“Yeah. I didn’t think anything about it.”

Max asked, “Were they talking to each other?”

“Yeah. But they were quiet. I didn’t hear anything they said. Did you, Chloe?”

Chloe shook her head. “Nope. Except when they stood up, the guy asked us to watch his stuff for a minute. Then they went to the bathroom.”

Jon asked, “Were they acting peculiar in any way?”

Chloe’s friend said, “No. I figured, you know, maybe they were hooking up? And they were going for a quickie?”

Chloe giggled. 

Another commotion at the door produced the forensic team. Kevin was pleased to spot Adam Rabinowitz at the head of the parade. Adam was the Forensic Science Division’s best investigator, in Kevin’s opinion.

Adam said, “Hi, Detective Brodie. What’ve we got?”

“Two dead kids for no obvious reason, only one of whom we have ID for. They’re in the restroom, but these things belong to one of the victims.”

“Okay. Let me get everyone started in the restroom, then I’ll bag these and dust.”

“Sounds good.” Kevin turned to the other detectives. “Let’s divide this room into four sections and interview these students so they can get outta here.”

The interviews produced no new information. No one claimed to recognize Lane Swarthout’s driver’s license picture. Kevin had snapped a photo of the unidentified guy, hoping that he’d appear to simply be asleep or unconscious, and shared it with the team. None of the students recognized the stranger, either.

An hour and a half later, the room was nearly empty. Other than law enforcement and forensics, the only people remaining in the library were two middle-aged women, one in jeans and a sweater and one in yoga clothes, sitting at the table nearest the door. Kevin recognized one of them: Dr. Laura Madorsky, the University Librarian. Director of all UCLA libraries and Kristen’s—and Jamie’s—boss’s boss. He’d met Dr. Madorsky several times over the years.

She looked up as he approached and smiled wanly. “Hello, Kevin.”

“Hi, Dr. Madorsky. Heck of a way to start the day, huh?”

“No kidding.” She gestured to the other woman. “Do you know Janet Earley? Director of the Powell library.”

“I’m pleased to meet you, Dr. Earley. I’m Kristen Beach’s husband and Jamie Brodie’s brother. They’ve spoken of you often.”

Dr. Earley shook his hand firmly. “I’m glad to meet you, too. Just wish it was different circumstances.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The three of them watched as the coroner’s team left with two gurneys, each carrying a body bag. Dr. Madorsky blew out a breath. “Only one of them was a student?”

Kevin said, “As far as we know. The second victim didn’t have any identification at all.”

Dr. Earley scowled. “Everyone in the room during Night Powell is supposed to present a BruinCard. We’ll have to address this with the student workers.”

“Are IDs checked before 11:00?”

“No. Anyone can come in and read or study before that time. At eleven, the students who are going off duty are supposed to ensure that all non-students leave. Then the students who are coming on night duty are supposed to check again.”

Kevin said, “Aiden was in the process of checking when he had to use the restroom. He was here by himself.”

Dr. Earley nodded. “Yes. I’m not blaming Aiden.”

“Do you have the names of the students who would have been working before 11:00?”

“Yes. Let me see who was scheduled.” Dr. Earley tapped on her phone. “Here we go. Olivia Olsen and Jake Haynes. They’re not library school students, they’re undergraduates.”

“We’ll need phone numbers for them.”

Dr. Earley searched again on her phone and produced the numbers. Kevin entered them into his phone. “Okay, thanks. Here’s my card. If you think of anything else that might be useful, please call.”

“I will.”

Dr. Madorsky stood. “Janet, let’s move to my office.”

The women left.

Tim, who’d been conferring with the forensics team, said, “What’s next, Kevin?”

“We have Swarthout’s address. Let’s check it out.”

“I’ll meet you there.”
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Chapter 3


[image: ]


Kelton Avenue, Westwood

The five detectives left their cars where they were parked and walked the few blocks to Kelton Avenue, carrying the gear for their search. At the apartment building, they gathered outside the security gate. Jon called the emergency number listed, his phone on speaker. The phone rang three times before a sleepy male voice said, “Hello?”

Jon introduced himself. “One of your residents was found dead on campus a couple of hours ago. We need access to his apartment.”

The guy gasped. “Shit! Let me buzz you in.”

They were met at the front door of the building by a man in pajama pants and a t-shirt, probably about forty years old, his hair sticking up in all directions. Kevin showed his badge and asked, “You’re the manager?”

“I’m the night manager. Evan Doyle. Which resident?”

“Lane Swarthout. Apartment 327.”

“Damn. Lane was a good tenant. What happened to him?”

“We’re not sure yet. Did you know Lane?”

Doyle scratched his chin. “Just to say hi to. Seems like a nice guy. Always pays his rent on time, doesn’t have wild parties...” He stopped, frozen for a second. “Does Anna know?”

Kevin’s stomach fell. “Who’s Anna?”

“Lane’s girlfriend. They live together.”

Jill groaned.

Jon said, “No. She doesn’t know.”

Kevin said, “We’ll tell her.”

The team climbed the stairs to the third floor. Lane and Anna’s apartment was about halfway down the hall. Kevin knocked, loudly. No response. He knocked again. Finally, a female voice said through the door, “What the fuck, dude?”

Jon chuckled.

Kevin said, “Los Angeles Police Department. Are you Anna?”

“Hold your badge up to the peephole.”

Kevin complied. The door opened, revealing a young woman with long, light brown hair, in tights and an oversized UCLA t-shirt. “I recognize you. You’re on that cop reality show.” Her eyes widened at the sight of all five detectives. “Wait a minute. What’s going on?”

Kevin said, “Anna, I’m afraid we have some bad news.”

She sucked in a breath, her hand over her mouth. “Who?”

“Lane. I’m so sorry.”

Anna stared, stupefied. “Lane? Lane is... dead?”

“I’m afraid so. May we come in?”

She stepped aside then closed the door behind them and leaned against it, staring at them. “Where was he? What the hell happened?”

Kevin said, “We’re not sure yet. But he was found in a restroom at Night Powell. It looks like it might have been an overdose.”

“An overdose? That’s not possible. Lane doesn’t do drugs.”

Jon said, “Why don’t we sit down?”

Anna dropped onto a chair beside a card table that was serving as a dining room table and scrubbed her face with her hands. Kevin thought she seemed stunned, shocked, but not terribly grieved. He asked, “How long have you been dating?”

“Dating? We don’t. Didn’t. We’re just roommates. We’re both from Escondido. I’ve known Lane since we were twelve. Oh my God, his parents...”

Jill said, “The night manager said you were Lane’s girlfriend.”

“Most people assume that. I have a girlfriend in pharmacy school at UCSD. But if guys think I’m with Lane, they don’t hassle me. I don’t correct the mistaken impressions.”

Kevin said, “Ah, okay. You said Lane doesn’t do drugs. You’re sure?”

“Positive. Lane’s older sister is an addict. Lane won’t even take a hit off a joint.” She leaned back, studying the ceiling, and blew out a breath. “I can’t believe this.”

Max pulled up the photo of the unidentified guy. “Anna, this picture might be disturbing, but I have to ask if you know this person.”

Anna squinted at the screen. “He’s dead, too?”

“Yes.”

She shook her head slowly. “Pretty sure I’ve never seen him before.”

Kevin asked, “Would it be okay with you if we searched Lane’s rooms?”

“Absolutely. Search the whole apartment if you want. His bedroom door is at the end of the sofa.”

Jon, Jill, and Tim headed for the other end of the living space and entered the bedroom. Anna’s eyes followed them as she handed Max’s phone back. “Who’s the other guy?”

Kevin said, “We don’t know. He didn’t have ID. Did Lane go to Night Powell often?”

“Two or three times a week, at least since I’ve lived here. He’s
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