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Santa Monica, California

Monday, November 26, 2018

“Hey, mister, where you goin’?”

It was one of those frustration dreams. The guy sitting on the sidewalk posed a legitimate question. The short answer was that I was trying to get to LAX on the bus. In waking life, it wasn’t that difficult; Santa Monica’s Big Blue Bus had a direct route. But somehow, while dreaming, I’d ended up on a bus headed for downtown LA instead. Then I decided to get on a train, but the train didn’t come, so I started walking. Fortunately, I had no luggage. Where the hell was I going?

Before I could find out, my alarm sounded.

I fumbled for my phone and silenced the alarm, then dropped my phone onto the bedside table with a groan. “Aarrrgghhhh.”

From beside me, a muffled voice said, “What?”

“It’s Monday. I hate Monday.”

The voice was still muffled. “Call in sick.”

I turned my head. I couldn’t see an exposed millimeter of my husband, Pete Ferguson. His head was buried in pillows, the blanket pulled up to his chin. Or, at least, where I imagined his chin to be. I said, “How do you breathe under there?”

“Air pocket.”

I shoved the blanket off of myself. “I’m not gonna call in sick. I’m not sick.”

“You’re sick of work.”

“No, I’m sick of Mondays.”

“Only because you have to work. Otherwise, Monday’s the same as any other day.”

“Will you come out of there?”

“Why?”

“Because it’s weird having a conversation with a stack of pillows.”

One of the pillows became airborne, landing near the foot of the bed. Through a slit between two other pillows, I glimpsed one brown eye, balefully squinting at me. “Satisfied?”

“No. Are we going for a run or not?”

Another pillow went sailing. “I’d rather do something else.”

“Okay, I’ll go to campus to swim.”

“No, doofus.” The last pillow overturned and the rest of Pete’s head emerged, his dark brown hair sticking out at all angles. “I’d rather do something else.” His smirk was suggestive.

“Then I hope you have another air pocket under there.”

He laughed and threw back the covers.

After a shower, I took our yellow Lab, Ammo, out for a quick pee, then fed him. As we ate cereal for breakfast, I asked, “What’s on your agenda today?”

“Grading, of course.” Pete was an adjunct psychology professor, teaching online for Arizona State University, with a full load of five classes. “Ammo needs a good brushing, and I’ll get the lights on the Christmas tree.” We’d bought our tree yesterday, a gorgeous Nordman fir that was now standing, naked and proud, in our living room. “And it’s Cyber Monday. I’m gonna do some Christmas shopping.”

“Oh, good idea.” Our family tradition was to create Amazon wish lists that we could all see; we’d Christmas shop for each other—not necessarily at Amazon—based on the lists. “Is your wish list up to date?”

“Yup. Yours?”

“Yup. You’ll be busy today.”

“I’ll be efficient. What’s on your schedule today?”

“Other than our librarians’ meeting, not a damn thing. I guess I’ll clear out my email inbox.”

He snorted. “Delightful. Sure you don’t wanna call in sick?”

UCLA

At my workplace, UCLA’s Young Research Library, students were streaming through the doors. They seemed dazed, still in turkey/football/Black Friday semi-comas. The employees weren’t in much better shape. Most of my compatriots were huddled in their offices, exchanging grunts of acknowledgement in lieu of cheery “How was your Thanksgiving?” chat.

I dumped my messenger bag in my office and turned on my computer, then went next door to Liz Nguyen’s office. She was snarling at her monitor. Admittedly, not an unexpected scene on a Monday morning. I said, “What?”

“It’s updating. Seriously? Monday morning is the time that IT deems appropriate for all these stupid updates? They couldn’t have run this over the weekend?”

I shrugged. “Why does IT do anything when they do it? How was Thanksgiving?”

“Ugh. Jon and my cousin’s husband’s friend’s date got into an animated discussion on police brutality.”

“Your cousin’s husband’s friend’s date?”

“Yeah, a woman who has no family here.” Her lip curled. “She won’t be invited back.”

“Hoo boy. Animated discussion, huh? Who won?”

She gave me a look. “Do you know my husband? Who do you think?”

I laughed. “I do know your husband. Good for Jon.” Liz’s husband, Jon Eckhoff, was an LAPD homicide detective. If he could persuade murder suspects to spill their guts, which he regularly achieved, he wasn’t going to break a sweat against Liz’s cousin’s husband’s friend’s date. “But still, not necessarily the ideal conversation for Thanksgiving dinner.”

“Ya think?” Liz sighed and waved her hands at her computer. “I’m dead in the water here. I’m going to use one of Patty’s computers.” Patty Lin, director of the East Asian Library, which was around the corner from our offices.

“Good luck.” I went back to my own office, hoping that my computer wasn’t updating. It wasn’t. I opened my email, groaned at the amount of junk mail that had accumulated over the holiday, then went to Amazon’s site and peeked at Pete’s wish list. A couple of books on container gardening, a pair of running shoes, a few kitchen doodads, and several gay romance novels. 

Pete and I had adopted the habit of reading gay romance together in the evenings. The practice hadn’t added much variety to our sex life, but it had increased the frequency somewhat. Mission accomplished, in my mind. 

I copied the specs of the running shoes, then went to a local sporting goods store’s website and ordered them. I made sure that the confirmation appeared in my personal email, deleted the shoes from Pete’s wish list, and then headed downstairs to the librarians’ meeting.

Dr. Madeline Loomis, YRL director and my supervisor, was at the head of the table talking to Isabel Gutierrez, one of my fellow librarians. I dropped into a seat beside Justin Como, another librarian, who was sporting an impressive black eye. “Holy hell, what happened to you?”

“I tried to break up a fight in the West Hollywood Target on Friday and got elbowed in the eye as thanks.”

“Whoa. What the hell were you doing in Target on Friday?”

Justin sighed. “Lance adores Black Friday shopping.” Lance Scudieri, one of our access services specialists, and Justin’s husband. “I told him never again.”

“Atta boy. What did he want so badly that he couldn’t wait until Saturday?”

“A deep discount on a Dyson vacuum cleaner he’s been drooling over for months.”

“Did he get it?”

“Oh, yeah. He grabbed it from the shelf while I was trying to keep these two other guys from killing each other over a Shark vacuum.”

“Oh, for God’s sake. Vacuum cleaners?”

“Tell me about it.” Justin snorted. “I don’t know how I missed this, but apparently there is a segment of the gay community that lusts for vacuum cleaners. It seems that I married one of them.”

I didn’t have a chance to comment further; Dr. Loomis knocked on the table. “All right, let’s get started. I hope you all had a restful holiday.”

A low grumble emanated from the crowd. Dr. Loomis rolled her eyes. “Neither did I. Moving on.” 

Dr. Loomis always ran a tight meeting, but this morning she dispensed with the agenda in record time, probably sensing the mood of the room. She adjourned the meeting and we filed out, muttering to each other. Liz had come in with Patty Lin and left with her. My brother Kevin’s wife, Kristen Beach, waved at me and disappeared toward her office. I sighed and trudged back to the stairs.

When I opened my email again, I discovered a new research request, from a history professor named Marc Ballou. Ballou was a perennial thorn in my side. His research was typically on some obscure event in California history, my least favorite topic. He didn’t disappoint this time.

Hi Jamie, I need everything you can find on Tiburcio Vasquez by Friday.

Thanks.

I moaned and slapped my hands over my face. “Noooooo. Who the fuck is Tiburcio Vasquez?”

No one answered.

I worked through lunch, the arrival at Mars of NASA’s InSight lander playing live in another tab on my computer. I ate my PB&J and apple at my desk, intending to dispense with the matter of Tiburcio Vasquez by afternoon. At 12:53, I downloaded the last article, emailed the lot to Ballou, and signed out of my computer. It was time for my reference shift with Liz.

I slid into my seat just as the clock ticked over to 1:00. Liz was already at the other reference computer; she frowned at me. “You missed lunch.”

“Marc Ballou struck. I wanted to cross that task off.”

“Ugh. What’s he writing about now?”

“Tiburcio Vasquez.”

“Who?”

“Exactly.” I signed into the computer and returned to Amazon and Pete’s wish list...and stopped, stunned. “What the hell?”

Liz glanced over at me. “What?”

“As of 8:30 this morning, Pete had a variety of items on his Christmas wish list. Now he’s listed 137 books.”

She snorted. “Sounds like Jon.” Jon was a shameless book hoarder. 

“No, you don’t understand. He’s deleted everything that was on the list five hours ago, and added 137 books. He’s supposed to be grading papers this morning, not surfing through Amazon’s offerings. And all of the books are all on gardening and self-sufficient living.”

“Whoa. Is Pete becoming a prepper?”

“I don’t think so. He hasn’t listed barrels of MREs. Just books.”

“MREs? Yuck. I thought he already had shelves full of self-sufficiency books.”

“He does. And he’s wasting time on this instead of grading.”

“Hm.”

Liz’s expression was...concerned, except that she was attempting to look casual. She wasn’t succeeding. I said, “What?”

“It’s probably nothing.”

“Oh, no, you don’t get away with that. What?”

“Obviously you see him far more often than I do, but...don’t you think Pete’s focus is narrowing?”

“His focus? No. He can’t focus on what he’s supposed to be doing.”

“Maybe focus is the wrong word. But this isn’t the first time he’s done something like this, is it? You told me not long ago that he’d spent the day arranging spices, which sounds much more like something you’d do. You said you came home one day two weeks ago and he’d painted all of the door frames in the house. Another day he’d rearranged the storage room.”

“See, that’s not a focus problem. That’s a distraction problem.”

“But those things are out of character for him, right? I mean, cleaning and arranging is your thing. It’s just unlike him. It’s something I’ve noticed.” She shrugged. “Maybe it’s nothing.”

“Maybe.” Although 137 books might suggest otherwise. “I can’t give him only books for Christmas.”

“Sure you can, if that’s what he wants.”

“But he needs other stuff. His t-shirts and jeans are all ratty.” Not to mention, the gay romance books were gone, too. Damn.

“So buy him clothes for Christmas. Let the rest of the family gift him with the books.”

“I guess.” I sighed deeply. “Must be nice to be Buddhist and not have to deal with all of the Christmas crap.”

She huffed a laugh. “Usually, it is. Fortunately or unfortunately, depending on one’s viewpoint, Christmas will make an appearance this year. My dad’s parents are coming from France, and my grandmother Dominique is still nominally Catholic. She’ll expect a tree, a roast for Christmas dinner, the whole shebang.”

“Ah. And what Grandma Dominique wants, she gets?”

“Eggg-zactly. I love my grandmother, but she can be imperious.”

“Sounds like Kristen’s grandmother.” Granny Beach, the paternal grandmother of my sister-in-law Kristen, was dubbed “the Velvet Bulldozer” by her grandchildren.

“Yeah, but my grandma uses her powers for good. She’s the one who convinced my grandfather to get the hell out of Vietnam before the rush.”

“Good for her.” I sat up straighter as a pair of students walked by. “Did I tell you we’re going to North Carolina for Christmas?”

“Yup. God, you’ll be surrounded by holiday cheer.”

“You have no idea. My aunt Linda and my girl cousins are fiends over Christmas.”

Liz snickered. “Sounds charming. Are you gonna haul all of your gifts with you?”

“No. We’re coming back on the 27th. We’ll exchange on the 28th.”

“Oh, yay. A prolonged Christmas.”

“Don’t remind me.” I slumped in my seat, just as Clinton Kenneally approached the desk. 

Clinton was our favorite patron, a former monk who visited daily with a word of the day. He’d become a close friend. He said, “Don’t remind you of what?”

“Christmas. It’s way out of hand.”

He nodded sagely. “I often feel the same. One has to remind oneself of the joys of the holidays. Family, food, carols...”

Liz said, “But not ‘Grandma Got Run Over By a Reindeer.’”

Clinton grimaced. “Heavens, no. An abomination, if you ask me. The word of the day is pinetum.” He bowed. “Until tomorrow.”

“Bye, Clinton.” I searched for the definition. “An arboretum of coniferous trees such as pines.”

Liz chuckled. “I bet we get Christmas-themed words for the rest of the month.”

“Nooooo...”

On the bus headed home, I contemplated my sour mood. I’d always loathed the crass commercialization of Christmas, but had always happily anticipated the family activities surrounding the holidays. This year, it all felt like a giant drag.

The song that was stuck in my mind, the line that kept running through my head, was the first lyric of Simon and Garfunkel’s I Am a Rock. “A winter’s day, in a deep and dark December. I am alone...”

Absurd. And it wasn’t even December yet. But it could be worse, I supposed. “Grandma got run over by a reindeer...”

When I opened the front door of our townhouse, Ammo—who didn’t appear to have been brushed—galloped down the steps from the kitchen to greet me, dislodging a section of several rows of books that were stacked in conga lines across the living room. Pete stuck his head around the kitchen cabinets then yelped. “Ammo! No!”

Ammo stopped, confused. I said, “Too late. Why are all of our books in the living room? On the floor?”

Pete trotted down the steps and began re-stacking books. “They’re not all our books.”

“You dumped my books on the floor. And they’re all out of order.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, stop being a librarian for two minutes. Doesn’t the pattern look familiar?”

“Uh...should it?”

“They’re in an outline of our garden beds in New Mexico.”

What? “Why? We’re not moving there for at least another year and a half. And couldn’t have you used police tape or something?” We’d built a second home, totally off the grid, in Alamogordo, New Mexico, where Pete’s brother Steve lived. We intended to move there full time eventually.

He straightened up and gave me a look. “Jeez, I’m fresh out of police tape. What’s wrong with planning?”

“Nothing.” I gestured to our Christmas tree, which was still naked, against the wall to my right. “Except you said you’d test the lights and string them on the tree today. And brush Ammo.”

“Oh.” Pete frowned at the tree as if he’d never seen it before and had no idea how it had come to be there. “I ran out of time.”

“Uh huh.” I sighed internally. At least the house smelled of spaghetti sauce; he hadn’t forgotten to cook dinner. “Spaghetti smells good. Actually, it smells like it might be burning.”

“Shit!” He galloped up the steps.

I followed him at a slower pace. “I’ll wash up. Did you feed Ammo yet?” Maybe he’d forgotten that, too.

“Uh...no.”

I returned the look. Pete spread his hands. “He didn’t remind me.”

“Yeah, okay.” Ammo typically would sit beside his dish and woof softly when he decided it was time to eat. He’d probably been distracted by the books in the living room. 

I scooped Ammo’s kibble into his bowl on my way upstairs, changed into a t-shirt and jeans and washed my hands, and went back to the kitchen. Pete was scooping strands of linguine onto plates. A hunk of Parmesan and our grater were already on the table. I said, “Beer?”

“Sure.”

Pete added sauce to our plates and carried them to the table, and we dug in. The slight taste of singed sauce was not a detriment. I asked, “How was the rest of your day? Did you get much grading done?” 

“I couldn’t face it this morning. I’ll get on it tomorrow.” He twirled a forkful of pasta and scowled at it. “It’ll take me all week.”

“So you spent some time repopulating your Christmas wish list.”

He shrugged. “I was in gardening mode. You saw it?”

“Uh huh. I was going to do more shopping for you.”

“Did you?”

“No.” If he hadn’t noticed that the shoes were missing, I wouldn’t tell him. “Did you shop?”

“Er...no.”

I sighed, resigned. “It must have taken all afternoon to arrange all those books.”

“Yeah, but it was worth it. Now, when I’m sick
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