
Meg Perry

––––––––

Resigned to Death

––––––––

A Jamie Brodie Mystery

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or

individuals - living or dead - is entirely coincidental.

©2021 Meg Perry. All rights reserved.

––––––––

Cover design by October Design Co.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Resigned to Death: A Jamie Brodie Mystery (The Jamie Brodie Mysteries, #22)

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

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

Filmed to Death

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

Never interrupt your enemy when he is making a mistake. 

-Napoleon Bonaparte
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Charles E. Young Research Library

University of California, Los Angeles

Monday, November 4, 2019

In my experience, contact from an old boyfriend was often the opening shot in an epic disaster.

This day would reinforce my belief.

I was crossing the campus of UCLA, from the bus stop on Hilgard Avenue to my office in the Young Research Library, when Alex Schunke called.

Alex was one of my library school classmates at UCLA and was now a librarian at UC-Irvine. We remained friends, and briefly dated over ten years ago. We saw each other regularly at meetings and helped each other solve research conundrums once or twice a year.

A frisson of dismay fluttered in the back of my brain, then settled into its nest. 

I answered. “Hey, Alex.”

His voice was low; it sounded as if he was speaking from the inside of a barrel. “Jamie. Where are you?”

“I just got off the bus. I’m passing Dodd Hall right now.”

“Good. Keep walking but don’t go into the library yet.”

“Okay... What the hell’s going on?”

“Have you met your new director?”

My boss since I’d joined YRL, Dr. Madeline Loomis, had retired effective October 31. Last Thursday. Her husband had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease four years ago and had progressed to the point where he required a full-time caregiver. We’d been informed on Friday that our new director was Dr. Ward DeWitt. None of us knew anything about him.

“Not yet. Why?”

“You know Mike Lee? He’s the chair of the governance committee for LAUC.” The Librarians Association of the University of California. “He’s heard disturbing things about this DeWitt guy.”

“Disturbing? What does that mean? And why does it sound like you’re in a cave?”

“Because I’m in a bathroom stall. Mike says this guy is dangerous.”

“Dangerous? A library director?” Ridiculous. Paranoia was not Alex’s style. “Is Mike usually right, when he says shit like this?”

“Yeah.” I heard a door open; Alex hissed, “Gotta go. Watch your back.” He hung up.

I stared at my phone screen. How bizarre. But wild rumors circulated through the library system all the time. This one couldn’t be true. 

Yet something occurred to me. Last Monday the University Librarian, Dr. Laura Madorsky, sent out a revision of YRL’s organizational chart. The librarians of the East Asian Library, a specialty library on the second floor of YRL, had always been supervised by Dr. Loomis; Dr. Madorsky moved the unit to Special Collections, under the directorship of Dr. Conrad Huffstetler.

At the time, the switch hadn’t struck any of us as odd. The East Asian Library was a special library, and housing it under Special Collections was logical.

Now I wondered if there was more to it. 
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On Sunday evening, DeWitt had emailed the librarians. Our weekly Monday morning meeting would be held as scheduled. I slipped into the conference room just as the second hand ticked over to 9:00 and took a seat beside my sister-in-law, Kristen Beach, as DeWitt rapped on the table for everyone’s attention. “Hello, people. Let’s get started.” 

DeWitt was probably in his early sixties, with a full head of wavy salt-and-pepper hair combed straight back from his forehead. He wore a suit that was off a high-end rack, and a coordinating shirt and tie. Snappy dresser. He wasn’t overweight but was starting to experience the slide of bulk from shoulders to stomach that happened to most men as they aged.

A curvy young woman with red hair was sitting at DeWitt’s right hand, a laptop in front of her. I figured she was the new assistant. When Dr. Loomis had announced her retirement, her long-time administrative assistant, Olga Koval, had transferred to the office of the dean of the medical school.

The transfer had come with a minimal raise. At the time I supposed that was Olga’s reason. Now I wondered if she had moved proactively.

In the few seconds since I’d sat down, my nose had begun to itch. Someone—it must be DeWitt—was wearing a heavy dose of Drakkar Noir cologne.

Shit. I’d wound up on a ventilator once thanks to an encounter with Drakkar Noir. I extricated my asthma inhaler from my pocket, took a puff, and kept my breathing shallow.

DeWitt’s expression was blandly pleasant. He didn’t appear to be dangerous... but I wouldn’t forget Alex’s warning. His gaze moved around the table, establishing eye contact with each of us as he spoke. “Good morning, everyone. Welcome to a new chapter in the history of YRL.”

A few people muttered, “Good morning.” Dr. Loomis’s retirement was painful; she’d hired most of us. We hadn’t been eagerly awaiting a new chapter in anything.

“I’m looking forward to working with each of you. This library is already one of the finest in the world, and I’m excited to push forward with improvements that will land YRL at the pinnacle of that list.”

Improvements? I wondered what he had in mind. Across the table from me, George Morgan and Dolores Lopes looked worried. Both were close to Dr. DeWitt in age and preferred YRL just the way it was.

“I have a brief agenda this morning. First, Dr. Huffstetler and I have decided to split these meetings. From now on, in the interest of efficiency, Special Collections and Research and Instruction will convene separately. Dr. Huffstetler and I will share information with each other as needed.”

That was different; we’d always met together. I could understand the logic, though. Special Collections and Research and Instruction had little in common other than sharing a building. I glanced at Conrad Huffstetler, the director of Special Collections, but his face revealed nothing.

DeWitt continued. “Second, the Research and Instruction meetings will move to Fridays at 8:00 am, beginning this Friday. A Friday meeting will allow us to recap the week just past as we plan for the week to come.”

Ugh. I didn’t arrive at work until 8:10 or 8:15. I’d have to catch an earlier bus. Frank Villareal made a “hm” sound; DeWitt looked at him sharply, his pleasant facade slipping for a moment. I wondered if anyone else had noticed. “Comment?”

Frank’s eyebrows went up, but he’d been in the Army. He understood chain of command. “No, sir.”

DeWitt’s eyes narrowed for a second, then he moved on. “Third. I’ve read the CVs of the Research and Instruction librarians, but I want to match names with faces. Who is Kristen Beach?”

Kristen raised her hand. DeWitt nodded at her, a smarmy smile fixed on his lips, but his gaze flickered to her chest and rested there. Kristen crossed her arms over her chest and lifted her chin defiantly.

DeWitt would be wise not to go there, if he wanted to keep his balls. 

“Jeremy Brodie?”

I raised my hand. DeWitt studied me for a moment then moved on. “Ruth Brown. Justin Como. Isabel Gutierrez.”

Isabel raised her hand and gave DeWitt a cool stare. All of us had expected that Isabel would be the next director when Dr. Loomis retired; she had seniority and a Ph.D. in library science and had served as interim director during Dr. Loomis’s furlough last summer. Isabel had spent a chunk of time in Dr. Loomis’s office last week. I figured she’d been asking why she was passed over. 

DeWitt seemed to ignore Isabel’s stare. “Katrina Johnson. Dolores Lopes. Lola Mack.” Lola raised her hand; DeWitt openly leered at her chest. “George Morgan. Elizabeth Nguyen.”

Liz raised her hand. DeWitt’s gaze at her was laced with distaste. What was that about? Was he not only sexist, but prejudiced against Asians?

Maybe that was why Dr. Madorsky had moved the East Asian Library, managed by Patty Lin and Alicia Kwan, to Conrad’s oversight. Maybe she was protecting them from DeWitt’s anti-Asian outlook.

If DeWitt was prejudiced against Asians, he needed to get the hell out of California.

“Gerald O’Brien. Frank Villareal.”

When Frank raised his hand, DeWitt cocked an eyebrow. He’d been turning our CVs face-down on the table as he read our names; now he picked up the stack but kept Frank’s CV on top. I had a sinking feeling that Frank had won the honor of being Number One on DeWitt’s shit list.

“Fourth and final item. I will send each of you a request to share your Outlook calendar with me. I expect you to accept the request. Examining your calendars will provide me a glimpse into your daily activities. Eventually, I plan to create a library-wide calendar that will allow us to employ our most valuable assets...” He spread his hands in a wide gesture that took in the entire table. “All of you... with maximum efficiency and effectiveness.”

A few people nodded. I wondered how many management seminars he’d attended and made a mental note to delete any personal items from my calendar before I shared it.

DeWitt tapped the stack of CVs on the table to straighten it. “Meeting adjourned. Let’s get to work.”

We exited the room in silence. When we got to the first-floor office suite Kristen said softly, “See you at lunch.”

Liz and I peeled away from the group and headed for the staircase. When the stairwell door closed behind us, Liz whispered, “What the fuck?”

“Did you see him check out Kristen’s and Lola’s attributes?”

“Oh, yeah. Did you see the sneer he gave me?”

“Yep.” I quickly repeated my conversation with Alex. “Have you heard anything about this guy?”

“No. We need to research him.”

“Yes.” We were at the top of the stairs; I put my hand on the bar but didn’t push the door open. “Not here, though. He might decide to monitor our browsing history. In the interest of efficiency, of course.”

“Is yours set to erase when you power down?”

“Has been ever since I was hacked eight years ago.”

“Good.” Liz nodded at the door. “Let’s go delete our personal appointments from Outlook.”

I shoved the door open. “And disconnect our Outlook calendars from any others they’re synced to.”

By mid-morning I’d cleaned out and unsynced my Outlook calendar and accepted DeWitt’s sharing request. I was answering a research question in a graduate course where I was embedded when DeWitt appeared at my door, swimming in a cloud of Drakkar Noir. He smiled. “Dr. Brodie. My history specialist.”

Among other things. I stopped, my hands on the keyboard. “Yes, sir.”

“What are you working on?”

I explained. DeWitt nodded at my monitor. “May I see?”

“Of course.” I turned the monitor to face him, attempting to keep my breathing shallow. 

He scrutinized the screen then straightened and folded his arms. “Why are you and Ms. Nguyen housed on the second floor?”

Housed? It made us sound like inmates. Or mental patients. I said, “When the first floor was renovated, there wasn’t enough office space for new hires. Liz and I were the most recent hires at the time. We were asked to stay here.”

“I see.” He scanned the room. “Your wall color doesn’t conform to regulation.”

I suppressed the impulse to react. “To compensate for our isolation, Dr. Madorsky allowed us to decorate as we wished. We bought the paint and did the work ourselves.” It had been Dr. Loomis’s idea, but Dr. Madorsky had signed off on it. I figured it would be more prudent to use DeWitt’s own supervisor’s name. That would remove the “Dr. Loomis isn’t running this library anymore” argument.

It must have worked; he frowned. “I’ll speak to Laura, but you and Ms. Nguyen should prepare to move. I want all of you in the first-floor suite. Our team will function more efficiently when we’re all in the same place.”

Efficiency? Or spying on us? “Yes, sir. Will we be doubling up?” There were no free offices; I didn’t see any other way it would work. Justin Como was already sharing with Dolores Lopes as it was.

“For now.” 

I wondered what that meant. DeWitt had a smug expression on his face that I didn’t care for. I said, “Yes, sir.”

“You’ll move in with Ms. Beach.” A leer flitted across his face. “Ms. Nguyen will share with Ms. Brown. Inform her of that, please.”

Wow. He didn’t even have the decency to speak to Liz himself. “Yes, sir.”

He scanned the walls, taking in the solid wood shelving separated by stacks of bricks that my brother Kevin and I had installed years ago. “You’ll leave all of this here, of course.”

“No, sir, I will not. Everything except the desk, chairs, computer and filing cabinet is my personal property.”

His head snapped around; the smile instantly gone. He gave me a stare that would have melted ice. But I was raised by Marines; I was made of steel. I stared back. After a minute he caved. “Fine. Have it all removed by the end of business tomorrow.”

Probably believing that would be impossible. “Yes, sir.”

He gave me a calculating look then nodded at my computer. “Back to work.”

“Yes, sir.” 

As soon as he left, I snatched my inhaler out of the desk drawer and took a puff, then relaxed as my airways responded to the medication coursing through them. I waited until I heard the elevator doors open and close—lazy bastard—then went next door. Liz said, “Did I hear DeWitt in your office?”

“Yeah. He’s moving us downstairs as of tomorrow.”

She opened her mouth and closed it again, then said, “Why?”

“He wants us all in the first-floor suite. Says it’ll be more efficient. He asked me what I was working on then looked at my monitor screen.”

“Checking up on you.”

“Mm hm.”

“Are we doubling up downstairs?”

“Yeah. You’re with Ruth. I’m with Kristen.”

Liz began to speak but didn’t seem to be able to form an adequate response. Finally, she shrugged. “Whatever.”

“He ordered me to leave my shelves. I refused.”

“Good for you. Do you have any boxes at home?”

“Yeah.” 

“Will you bring me a couple tomorrow?”

“Sure.”

She surveyed her office, shaking her head. “I’ll have to cart the fridge home.”

“I’ll ask Pete to pick me up this evening.” My husband, Pete Ferguson. “We’ll transport it to your place.”

“We need to get it out without DeWitt spotting it.” Liz had reason to worry; mini fridges in the offices were technically not allowed. Dr. Loomis had looked the other way since we were on the second floor. “I don’t want to hand him anything to use against me.”

I had an idea about how to accomplish that. “Leave that to me.”

“Okay.” She sighed. “I’m going to see how Ruth’s office is set up.”

I took out my phone and began texting.
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I was writing an email to a professor when a message popped up from DeWitt. 

Attached find two items. 

1. A log in which all librarians are required to record their reference transactions while staffing the research desk. 

2. A second log in which all librarians are required to record all other reference encounters that take place within the library. 

These are to be put into use as of 11:00 am today. You will find a folder on the library shared drive, titled Reference Logs, into which you will upload all completed forms within two hours of the close of the transaction. 

He finished with instructions for naming the files. I opened each form; the first was designed for a research desk team and the second for an individual. It was an inefficient way to count reference statistics, but I supposed DeWitt wanted to see who was doing what. Quite the micromanager.

I studied his email signature: “Ward J. DeWitt, Ed.D., Director, Young Research Library.” A doctorate in education, not library science. I wasn’t even sure he was a librarian, although I couldn’t imagine that the search committee had recommended a non-librarian for the position. 

I’d have to wait until this evening to find out.

At noon, Liz and I took our lunches from her fridge and went to meet Kristen. When we were outside the building Kristen said, “Guess who spent the past hour in DeWitt’s office?”

Liz said, “Not you.”

“No. George.”

That was intriguing. George Morgan, along with Dolores Lopes, had been at the library the longest. George was our archaeology and anthropology subject specialist and desired nothing more than to be left alone to do research and write. 

Liz said, “What’s that about?”

I said, “DeWitt probably chose George to provide reports on the rest of us.”

Kristen made a sound of disgust. “Good old George.”

I said, “He doesn’t know much about us.”

Liz said, “He knows enough to pique DeWitt’s interest. He knows you’re gay, he knows that Justin and Lance are married, he knows Ruth is diabetic, he knows that Katrina’s a single mom—he knows things.”

Kristen stabbed a forkful of salad and glared at it. “He doesn’t know who you and I are married to, does he?”

Liz’s husband, Jon Eckhoff, and Kristen’s husband, my brother Kevin, were partners—homicide detectives—with the Los Angeles Police Department. The corner of Liz’s mouth quirked up. “No, he does not.”

“Speaking of which...” I told Liz and Kristen about the plans I’d made for immediately after work. “I wouldn’t put it past DeWitt to search our offices this evening. Let’s not leave him anything to discover.”

Liz said, “I love it. He might stop us to search boxes, but he won’t stop the police.”

Kristen grinned. “You’re getting devious in your old age.”

I saluted her with my fork. “I’m learning from the best.”

When Liz and I arrived at the research desk to relieve Justin and Dolores, Justin was typing furiously. I said, “Completing your form?”

“Yeah.” Justin grimaced. “We were busy from 11:30 to 12:30 and weren’t able to fill it in as we went.”

Dolores gave Liz and me a sardonic look. “It’s a bizarre method of keeping statistics.”

I said, “The devil is in the details.”

“Mm hm.” Dolores glanced at Justin’s screen, and pointed. “That guy asked about Rabelais and Montaigne.”

“Oh, right.” Justin made the addition and saved the document with a sigh. “Okay. It’s all yours.”

Dolores stood. “We strongly recommend that you fill in the log as you go.”

“Thanks.” I took over Justin’s seat and opened a blank copy of the reference form.

At 1:30 our favorite patron, former monk Clinton Kenneally, made his daily appearance. He studied us for a second, then said, “The word of the day is legerity.”

Liz searched for the definition as Clinton bowed then walked away. I said, “Do we include Clinton’s words on our reference sheet?”

“No.” Liz read the definition and chuckled. “It means physical or mental quickness or agility.”

I whispered, “We’re going to need legerity to stay a step ahead of DeWitt.”

“Mm hm.” Liz reached into the reference desk drawer and withdrew the thick spiral notebook in which we’d been recording Clinton’s words for the past eleven years. “I’m taking this home.”

Our shift was steady with queries, but not so hectic that I couldn’t keep up with the statistics log. I saved and closed it at exactly 3:00, not wanting DeWitt to be able to claim that we’d shortened our reference shift by even a minute. Before I left my seat, I opened a blank form for Lola and Isabel, who were waiting. “There you go. A fresh reference log.”

Isabel rolled her eyes. “Thank you so much.” She lowered her voice and spoke, barely moving her lips. “Gerry has been in DeWitt’s office for the past hour.”

Liz and I shot each other a look of alarm. Gerry O’Brien was the only one of my coworkers that I’d never liked. He’d been at YRL a long time. He was an excellent librarian, but a lousy coworker—moody, uncooperative, and thin-skinned. He was also a misogynist. He’d chafed under Dr. Loomis’s supervision, hating to have to answer to a woman. The only other librarian he’d have much to do with was George, the sole remaining straight white male of the Research and Instruction staff.

Liz said, “Greeeeeaaat. Jamie, we’d better get moving.”

Back in my office I took a minute to muse while my computer was booting up. My grandfather was a great one for conjuring up worst-case scenarios. What was the worst-case scenario here? Sure, it was only his first day... but it was possible that working for DeWitt would become unbearable, and we’d all be forced to leave.

If I quit, what would I do? I didn’t have to work, thanks to an inheritance, but I couldn’t imagine severing myself from academia completely. 

I’d originally intended to become a history professor. I’d taught as an adjunct in our history department before. I could do it again.

Having a plan B improved my mood. I opened my email and began composing my quarterly letter to my liaison departments.
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At 5:00, Operation Personal Property commenced when Pete, Kevin, and Jon appeared in the hallway, each rolling a dolly. Kevin and Jon had purposely not changed from their cop clothes; they both still wore holsters and displayed their badges on their belts.

Pete bore a stack of broken-down boxes and a roll of strapping tape, and Kevin had the keys to our friend Ali Fortner’s long-bed truck. We worked fast, building boxes and filling them with our belongings. 

At 5:30, UCLA police officer Antonio Jenkins showed up, in uniform, with another dolly. He unplugged Liz’s fridge and eased it onto the dolly. “Where are we taking this?”

Jon picked up Ali’s keys. “Come with me.”

When Jon came back, he was shaking his head. “Your instincts were spot on, Lizzie Lou. DeWitt’s watching.”

Liz grimaced. “Did he say anything?”

“Nope. He looked pale and worried, though.”

I said, “Good to know that he has a healthy respect for the police. Is Antonio guarding Ali’s truck?”

“And your CR-V.” Jon grinned at me. “Brilliant plan, Jamie.”

“What use is it to be related to cops if you can’t take advantage of it when necessary?”

We loaded the dollies with boxes. Kevin and Jon rolled one each to the truck, and I maneuvered the other down to my new office while Pete and Liz kept packing. Kristen was unlocking the door; her reference shift had just ended. She raised an eyebrow at the stack of boxes. “We’ll have to rearrange.”

“Yeah. This is both my stuff and Liz’s. I’m taking nearly everything home.”

“So am I. I suspect that there’s a desk check in our near future.”

“Mm hm. Kevin’s here.”

“I know.” She shoved her visitors’ chairs together to create space beside her filing cabinet. “Let’s stack the boxes here for now. Put Liz’s on top.”

I built the stack and grasped the handle of the empty dolly. “Have you turned in your reference log?”

“Frank’s doing it.” Kristen gathered her belongings, including two oversized tote bags stuffed with personal items, and followed me out the door, locking it behind her. “Do you have anything else to bring in tonight?”

“No.”

I held my breath as we passed DeWitt, who was standing outside his office door, speaking to the redheaded assistant but watching us. I helped Kristen carry her tote bags to the truck, then we rode the elevator back to the second floor, where we found Kevin and Jon leaving with two more loaded dollies. Kevin and Kristen bumped fists in greeting.

In my office, Pete and Liz were deconstructing my shelving, separating bricks and boards. Kristen pitched in to help them. I packed most of the contents of my filing cabinet, double-checking that I wasn’t leaving anything that would provide DeWitt with ammunition for whatever purpose he might have in mind. I’d move the few files that remained to Kristen’s office tomorrow.

After several more trips with the dollies, we were done. Liz and I would return to nearly empty shells in the morning. I gathered my computer bag—bulging with papers, books, several packets of airline pretzels and a random pair of socks I’d discovered in the bottom file drawer—and scooped up one more armload of books. Kevin and Jon steered the dollies, both loaded with the last of the bricks, to the elevator. We rode to the first floor in silence.

DeWitt watched us leave the building, his expression wary, but didn’t speak. Ali’s truck, our CR-V, and Jon’s unmarked police cruiser were parked in the pickup area closest to the library entrance, still guarded by Antonio. I said, “Antonio, you’re the best. Thank you.”

He nodded at me. “Glad to help. You ever need anything else, call me.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Kevin, Kristen and Liz piled into Ali’s truck. Pete and I took our CR-V, and Jon drove his car to his and Liz’s building, where we unloaded the fridge and her boxes. We left Jon and Liz to sort out her things, and Kevin and Kristen followed Pete and me home. We stashed my belongings in the storage room underneath our split-level townhouse for the time being.

Pete brushed his hands off. “You two want to come in for a beer?”

Kevin glanced at Kristen, who shook her head and said, “No. We have stuff to discuss. Thanks, though.”

I said, “See you tomorrow, roomie.”

She smiled. “You bet.”

Pete locked the storage unit and led the way upstairs to the back door. I greeted Ammo, our yellow Lab, dropped my computer bag on the landing and collapsed into a kitchen chair, scrubbing my hands through my hair. “God, what a day. I’m starving.”

“I made a pasta salad, so dinner’s ready. Go wash up.”

I did as instructed and returned to the table. Pete handed me a plate of salad and a glass of water. “Tell me about it.”

I recounted the events of the day, and Pete whistled softly. “Damn. Do you think you can work for this guy?”

“I don’t know. If all he’s got planned is to impose a lot of extra paperwork and check on what we’re doing every minute—maybe. But if he goes beyond that, maybe not. And there’s another issue.” I told Pete about the cologne.

“You’ll have to do something about that.”

“I know.” My phone buzzed with a text. I read it and said, “Liz is updating her CV.”

“Are you going to research him?”

“As soon as I wash dishes. I bet Kevin’s doing a background check.”

“He’ll have to wait until he’s back at the station.” He pointed to my nearly empty plate. “Refill?”

“Please.”

He loaded our plates again and refilled our water glasses. I asked, “How was your appointment with Dr. C?”

Two and a half weeks ago, Pete had sought help for a severe depressive episode from Dr. Alberto Ciccarelli, a psychiatrist. Dr. C, as he’d instructed us to call him, had started Pete on the antidepressant bupropion, which didn’t feature the typical side effects of most antidepressants: weight gain and libido loss. After a couple of rough weeks getting used to the drug, Pete was starting to stabilize, and his mood was slowly but noticeably improving.

“He’s pleased with my progress. He said to keep up the good work, and he’d see me in a week.”

“A week? Wow!” Pete’s appointments had been biweekly to this point. 

“I know, right?”

“Are you okay with that?”

“Yes. He’s following my journal closely, commenting about every other day, and of course I’m seeing Dr. Bibbins every week, too. I feel comfortable with meeting Dr. C less often.”

Pete was keeping a journal on Google Docs that he’d shared with Dr. C. I said, “I suppose that he wouldn’t suggest it if he thought you weren’t ready.”

“Exactly. That makes me feel better than anything else he could have said.” He dug into his pasta salad with enthusiasm.

Pete was better. The side effects from the bupropion had lasted exactly two weeks, as predicted in the drug information, and were starting to clear. He’d slept through the night several times in the past week. He was back on the hiking trails with us and encouraging me to join him at the gym. 

He was happier. He had more energy. He was more excited about his master’s degree program in criminal justice, and what he might do with it after he finished. 

I was starting to realize that Pete had always been somewhat depressed. Even when he’d seemed fine to me, he hadn’t been fine. This was no surprise, considering his history. He was raised by emotionally barren parents, particularly his mother, and then at age fourteen had been sexually abused by a priest nearly every day for six months. His dad had rescued him from that situation and taken him to a counselor, but he’d been uprooted in the middle of a school semester, in the ninth grade, at a time in his life—or anyone’s life—when emotions ran high anyway. Then, for years, he’d been without effective counseling. 

But now Dr. C was helping him enormously, and he was once again seeing “our” counselor, Dr. Tania Bibbins, who was guiding him through therapy for his childhood traumas. 

Our future felt brighter than it had in a long time.

After dinner we cleaned the kitchen together, then went upstairs to our office/second bedroom. Pete opened his statistics textbook and began to read and take notes. I opened my laptop and Googled Ward DeWitt.

There wasn’t much to see. He’d come to us from Sacramento State University, where he’d been director for eight years...

“Pete.”

“Hm?”

“DeWitt came here from Sac State.”

“Meaning what?”

“The drugs case. Rick Ramsey, Jason Poe.”

Kevin and Jon had an open case from three weeks ago. A truck driver for a small delivery company, Rick Ramsey, was diverting shipments of drugs from a pharmaceutical company in Lancaster called Califree. The drugs, a stimulant derivative of Ritalin, were being sold on the street to college students. Kevin and Jon were investigating an overdose death when they’d come across Rick Ramsey; a couple of days later he was murdered. The crime scene, staged to look like a suicide, was identical to a scene from nearly a year ago in New Mexico. A drug rep for Califree, Jason Poe, had been similarly murdered in the parking lot of the Alamogordo Police Department.

Rick Ramsey and Jason Poe had been in the same class—and the same fraternity—at Sac State. The cops’ theory was that the killer had been a classmate and frat brother as well.

The supposed killer even showed up at our front door, on a Sunday morning when we weren’t home, two weeks ago. Pete and I had been on our guard since then, but we hadn’t seen anything to indicate that we were being watched. My paranoia had subsided somewhat.

Until now.

“Oh.” Pete frowned. “DeWitt can’t be our guy, though. He’s too old.”

“I know. And he worked at Sac State for the past eight years, so he wouldn’t have been there when Poe and Ramsey were. Still...”

Pete smiled reassuringly. “Sometimes a coincidence is just a coincidence.”

“Right.” But I’d watch DeWitt far more closely until I was convinced of that.

I turned back to DeWitt’s background. He’d been assistant director at UC-Davis for nine years before he joined Sac State. I found a news item from Sac State that mentioned DeWitt’s credentials—bachelor’s degree in business from Mount Tahoe University; maybe that explained his obsession with efficiency—an MLS from a school back east, and his Ed.D. from a for-profit online school. 

At least the guy was a librarian—but he’d been an administrator for seventeen years.

I texted Kevin, Kristen, Jon, and Liz. DeWitt came to us from Sac State.

Liz responded first. WTF??

Kevin answered, He’s too old.

I replied, Still...

Jon said, Right. We’ll take a close look at him.

I was too exhausted to process anything else. I closed my laptop and fell into bed.
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Young Research Library

Tuesday, November 5

The next morning two guys from IT were waiting for me in the hallway. “Dr. Brodie? We’re here to move your computer.”

DeWitt hadn’t wasted any time. “Sure.” I unlocked the door. “Come on in.”

There was an echo of Drakkar Noir in my office. DeWitt had been here last night. The guys dismantled my computer and loaded it onto a cart. I gathered the last few items from my filing cabinet—which were in a different order from how I’d left them—and stacked them on my office chair then wheeled it to the elevator. Liz’s office door was closed.

Kristen was behind her desk and stood as the IT guys looked around in disbelief. One of them said, “Where the hell are we supposed to install this computer?”

Kristen indicated a side table to her right, which last night had been covered with books and papers but was now clear. “Can you make that work?”

“That’s fine for the monitor and keyboard, but what about the tower?”

I said, “It’ll have to go on the floor.”

The other guy said, “We’re not supposed to leave them on the floor.”

Kristen said, “We’re open to alternatives.”

The guys muttered to each other for a minute. Then one said, “Okay, for now it goes on the floor. But we’re sending our supervisor over later.”

I said, “Please do.” Maybe the IT supervisor could have a word with DeWitt.

The guys hooked up the computer and departed. Kristen pointed to the filing cabinet. “I made space for you. First two drawers are empty.”

“Aw. You shouldn’t have.”

She grinned. “You’re taller than me, you get the higher drawers.”

“Thanks.” I rolled my chair to my new “desk” and surveyed our domain. “This is cramped.”

“Good thing we’re related. I wonder how Ruth and Liz will manage?”

“They’ll be okay. I see that Liz’s boxes are still here.”

“Yeah. She had an instruction session this morning.”

I was waiting for my computer to boot when Justin stuck his head in the door. “Lunch today?”

I asked, “Aren’t you on the desk?” Justin’s regular reference shift was from 11:00 to 1:00. 

“I swapped with Lola. Noon at the North Campus Student Center?”

Justin looked worried. I raised an eyebrow, and he shook his head infinitesimally. Kristen said, “We’ll be there.”

“Good. Ask Liz too.”

“Will do.” I watched Justin leave then gave Kristen a questioning look.

She shrugged and turned back to her computer.

I wondered what was on Justin’s mind. He’d joined us for lunch in the past, but I didn’t remember that he’d ever arranged it before.

An hour later Liz came to our doorway and stopped, looking askance at our setup. “Cozy.”

I said, “Thank you. Ready for your boxes?”

“Yeah.” She took a couple of steps into the room and lowered her voice. “What’s new?”

Kristen said, “All the stuff in my desk had been rummaged through when I got here this morning.”

I said, “My files that I’d left upstairs were out of order.”

Liz shook her head. “Did he search the boxes?”

“The tape hasn’t been disturbed.” I stood. “I’ll carry them for you.”

“Thanks.”

I hefted the top box and followed Liz to her new office. Ruth’s desk was designed like a rectangular aircraft carrier: the surface extended well over the back wall, creating a deep overhang, where IT had installed Liz’s computer. Ruth leaned back in her seat as we came in and crossed her arms. “Hope you don’t mind facing me. I didn’t know where else to put you.”

“It’s fine.” Liz gave Ruth an encouraging smile. “Do you have an empty file drawer?”

“Emptied out the bottom one for you. Figured you’re more flexible than me.” Ruth waved her hand at the desk. “We’ve got no room for knick-knacks.”

“I took them all home.” Liz rolled her desk chair away from the back of Ruth’s desk. “Jamie, set it on the chair. I’ll empty it then come for the other one.”

“Okay.” I lowered the box and cut the strapping tape with my Swiss Army knife. “There you go.”

“Thanks.” 

Liz dug into her box and I went back to Kristen’s—my—office. “Ruth and Liz are sharing Ruth’s desk.”

Kristen made a tsk 
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