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Westwood, Los Angeles, California

Tuesday, May 29, 2012

“Hey, do you know a librarian named Daniel Christensen?” 

“Yeah, why?” 

“Because he’s dead.”

I plopped the syrup onto the table with a thump and stared at my brother. Obituaries with breakfast: one of the joys of rooming with a homicide detective. “It can’t be the Dan I know. He’s not even 40 yet.” 

Kevin folded the paper into quarters and handed it across the table to me. “Thirty-seven. Read this.” 


CHRISTENSEN, Daniel W., 37, of Glendale, passed away suddenly on May 25, 2012. He was a graduate of CSU-Northridge and UCLA and was a librarian at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. He is survived by his parents, William and Brenda Christensen, his sister, Eliza Melendez, and his nieces, Sarah and Lindsey. Arrangements are pending. 


Oh my God. I read the notice again, stunned. “We had classes together during my first semester of library school.” Nearly six years ago.

“Were you friends?” 

“We were, but I haven’t seen him in ages. I wonder if he’d been sick?” 

“It says he died suddenly.” 

“Doesn’t that generally indicate a heart attack? He’s awfully young for that.” 

“It might be a euphemism for suicide.” Kevin took the paper back. “How well did you know him?”

“Well enough to know that he was healthy.” I shook my head, remembering. “He was one of the first gay guys I met after I moved here.” 

“How’d he get to be a medical librarian?” 

“Same way I got to be a history librarian. He already had a degree in nursing. He was still working as an ER nurse in library school.” 

“Were you more than friends?” 

“We had sex, if you consider that being more than friends. But we didn’t have much in common. He got into the leather scene and then wanted to experiment with bondage. I didn’t find that appealing.” 

“But you fooled around with him anyway.” 

I glared at Kevin. “Stop the interrogation. It only lasted one semester. Then he ended it and we both moved on. I barely saw him after that.” 

He resumed scanning the death notices. “I don’t remember meeting him.” 

“I didn’t introduce him to you. He didn’t like cops.” 

“Shocking.” He tapped his knife on my plate. “Eat. Your pancakes are getting cold.” 

I poked at my pancakes with my fork. “I’m not that hungry.” 

“Eat anyway. You’re only a week out of the hospital. You need to build up your strength.” 

Kevin’s girlfriend, Abby Glenn, appeared from their bedroom. She was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, and carrying a tool belt, equipped for her job as a carpenter, constructing sets at one of the studios. She overheard Kevin’s last remark. “He’s right.” She dug in her bag for her keys. “And breakfast is the most important meal, blah blah blah.” She bent down to kiss Kevin and then patted me on the head. I swatted at her hand and she laughed. “See you tonight, guys.” 

Kevin saw her out the door, then sat back down and scrutinized me with narrowed eyes. “You sure you’re able to go back to work?” 

“I have to. I told Dr. Loomis I’d be back today. If I don’t appear, she’ll hunt me down.”

He frowned. “Okay, but pace yourself. You don’t want a relapse.”

I stuck my tongue out at him. “Yes, Dad.”

He just laughed. 

I left the apartment and headed toward the UCLA campus. Six years ago, after Kevin divorced and I relocated to LA, we’d chosen an apartment in Westwood based on convenience. I could walk to work, and Kevin’s and Abby’s commutes were both reasonable. 

I enjoyed my “commute.” I had a car, an old VW bug, but I didn’t have to rely on it often. The trek across campus provided me the opportunity to sort out my priorities for the day.

Today, though, I wasn’t thinking about work. I was remembering Dan.

My relationship with Dan had been a rebound of sorts, coming a year after my breakup with Ethan Williams, my boyfriend through college and grad school. Ethan had broken my heart, and Dan wasn’t interested in that sector of my anatomy. I’d liked him; he was clever and funny. We both were fans of old monster movies and baseball. But he was secretive and had an unpredictable temper. We’d never gone on a date; we’d only hung out at his place. He began to experiment with BDSM and wanted me to join him. I said no. He gave me an ultimatum, I refused, and he dumped me, right before Christmas. 

Dan was working full time as a nurse and progressed through library school slower than I did. We never had another class together after that first semester. I heard through the grapevine that he started seeing another guy almost immediately after he broke up with me. At the time, that stung, even though I’d realized that Dan wasn’t a candidate for happily-ever-after with me. The stinging sensation was due to the fact that Ethan had left me for someone else too. I saw Dan around the research library occasionally, until he graduated and took the job at Cedars three years ago. I hadn’t seen him since.

Thoughts of Dan were dispelled as soon as I walked through the door of YRL – the Young Research Library, UCLA’s graduate library for humanities and social sciences. I’d been out for two weeks after a severe asthma attack, complicated by bronchitis. I’d kept in touch via email, but everyone greeted me as if I’d just returned from two months in the Himalayas. It took me nearly twenty minutes to make it up the stairs to my second-floor office. 

I opened my door onto chaos. For two weeks, it appeared, someone had been haphazardly dumping mail in my office. My desk was drowning in paper. The bulk of it was probably junk, but the jumbled piles should also contain books and articles that I’d requested through interlibrary loan for our history faculty. The slumping stacks covered my desk completely in a blizzard, envelopes drifting like snow over the sides onto the floor. I had two chairs for visitors, and I could barely see either of them under the mountains of mail. There was even a mound on my own desk chair. I couldn’t sit down until I cleared it off.

Damn. I powered on my computer and cleared the seat of my chair, dumping that stack on the floor beside me.

I was gloomily surveying the disaster when Liz Nguyen appeared at the door. Liz was one of my fellow research librarians and my closest friend on staff – my work sister. She was 29, three years younger than me; one quarter native Hawaiian, one quarter Japanese, one quarter Vietnamese, and one quarter French; and 100% gorgeous. Even I could appreciate that. She’d graduated from library school one year after I did and was my partner on the reference desk for our afternoon shift. “Hey, how are you?”

“Nearly lifelike. What’s up?”

She entered and stared at the mess. “Good God. This happened in just two weeks?”

“The office was clean when I left.”

“I wondered why I wasn’t receiving any junk mail while you were out.” Liz waved her hand at the mounds of paper. “I bet it’s in here somewhere.”

“I bet everyone else’s junk mail is in here somewhere. Dealing with this was not what I had intended to accomplish today.”

“A bunch of those catalogs are probably from Pacey Press. Harley Buhrman’s been here every other day, asking when you’d be back. He scheduled an appointment for next Monday.”

Harley Buhrman was the LA-area sales rep for Pacey Press, a small-scale publisher of reference books. The company was slow in adapting to the digital age; they had just released their first electronic database last year. They produced scholarly, attractive, pricey sets of history encyclopedias that no one cared to buy anymore. Buhrman had been calling me every other day before I went out sick. “That’s just wonderful. Who scheduled it?”

“Roberta. He brought her a box of chocolates.”

Roberta Seifert was the staff assistant to the senior administrative assistant to the director of the library. She had a sweet tooth and could easily be bribed. She was also the most likely suspect in the case of my office mail dump. Roberta loathed me. 

I grumbled. “I guess it was inevitable.”

“You couldn’t delay him forever. At least it’s not until next week.”

“It’ll probably take me until then to sort through all this and dig out one of his catalogs.”

Liz returned to her office and I plunged into the piles of mail. I’d been working in a groove for about an hour, separating books, articles, and junk into stacks, when someone darkened my door. “Hey, you! Back to the salt mines, eh?” 

I glanced up to see Diane DeLong leaning against the door frame. Diane had been in my library school cohort, and we’d remained friendly, although I wouldn’t call her a close friend. She was now a librarian at Beverly Hills High School.

In school, she’d been the class gossip. Telephone, telegraph, tell Diane. Somehow, she’d learned that I was in the hospital, and had descended on my room nearly every day to “cheer me up.” Diane was a wannabe punk. Today her obligatory Mohawk was lime green. 

“Hey, what are you doing here? And why aren’t you at work?” 

She picked up a stack of paper and sat. “I took a personal day. I’ve got sad news, and I wanted to tell you in person. You might want to sit down too.” 

I sat. “If it’s about Dan Christensen, I heard. I saw his obituary in the paper this morning.”

“I remember that you guys were involved for a while.” 

“Kinda, yeah. Do you know what happened to him?” 

“My sister-in-law is a nurse at Cedars, and she said they believe it was a seizure. He had seizures, didn’t he?” 

Ah, yes – Dan hadn’t been entirely healthy. I remembered prescription bottles in his medicine cabinet. “That’s right, he did. I’d forgotten. But he was at work? How did no one see it?” 

“Apparently he stayed late at the library on Friday evening. The cleaning crew found him yesterday morning when they went into his office.” 

“He’d been there since Friday night?” 

“I guess. The library isn’t open on the weekends. The police came, but they said it wasn’t a suspicious death.” 

“Had you kept in touch with him?” Dan had never liked Diane; he’d considered her a fag hag. That hadn’t deterred her from pursuing a friendship with him.

“Yeah. Cedars is less than a mile from my school. We’d get together for lunch at least every other week. Were you guys close?” 

Dan’s attitude toward Diane must have softened. “No. We hung out during that first semester, but that was it. After he graduated, I never saw him again.”

“You’re going to the funeral, aren’t you?”

“I hadn’t planned to.”

She made a disapproving face. “We should go. I’m sure his family would appreciate it if his friends showed up. He didn’t have many.”

“When is the service? And where?”

“It’s a graveside service. Forest Lawn in Glendale. Thursday afternoon, 4:30.”

“I can’t request more time off. I’ve been out for two weeks.”

“Check with your boss. It’s not all day, it’s just a couple of hours. Do you have anything scheduled that afternoon?”

I opened my calendar. “No.”

“Go ask her. I’ll wait.” Diane leaned back, looking smug.

I sighed. Dr. Loomis was a force to be reckoned with, but I didn’t have the energy to argue with Diane. I decided the request would be better received in person and went downstairs to Dr. Loomis’s office.

Madeline Loomis was my supervisor, the director of YRL. She was a tiny woman, but formidable. She resembled an old school librarian, with her bun of gray hair and her glasses on a cord around her neck, but she was the first to encourage us to adapt technology into our work. She was a fantastic boss. Our adoration for her was only slightly tinged by fear.

Dr. Loomis was in her office, alone, with the door open. I stuck my head in her office. “Good morning, Dr. Loomis.”

She smiled. “Jamie! Welcome back. Come in, sit down. How are you?”

I entered and sat. “Almost back to normal.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “But not entirely.”

“I still don’t have much energy. But that will resolve itself now that I’m working again.”

She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Jamie. You have plenty of sick leave accumulated. I want you to promise me that if you don’t feel up to working, you won’t come in. I’m already impressed with your work ethic. You don’t have to continue to impress me with it. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She nodded sharply. “All right. What can I do for you?”

“One of my library school classmates passed away over the weekend. His memorial service is Thursday afternoon in Glendale. I don’t have anything scheduled for that time and I’d like to use a couple of hours of personal time. If that’s okay.”

Dr. Loomis looked surprised. “Good heavens. Was this anyone I would know?”

“His name was Dan Christensen. He was a medical librarian at Cedars-Sinai.” 

“No, that name isn’t familiar. I’m so sorry. Had he been ill?”

“No, ma’am. They believe it was a seizure. He had a seizure disorder.”

“What a shame. Of course, you may attend. Send me your leave form by the end of the day.”

“Yes ma’am, I will. Thank you.”

When I got back to my office Diane had a pile of my mail on her lap, sorting catalogs from envelopes. “What did she say?”

“She said yes. What are you doing?”

“Helping to clean this mess. I got bored. So, good! We can go to the funeral. Do you want me to pick you up?”

“If you don’t mind. Then I don’t have to move the Bug.” 

“Cool. I’ll call you when I get close to campus and meet you outside.”

“Works for me.” I escorted Diane out then returned to my sorting.

Just before 1:00, I bought a mocha frappuccino at Café 451, the coffee shop on the first floor, then crossed the hall to join Liz at the reference desk, which was tucked against a wall at the foot of the central stairs. We were fairly busy. There were two weeks left in the quarter before finals, and the worst of the procrastinators were starting their research for final papers and projects. And, right on the dot of 1:30, Clinton appeared.

Every library has its group of customary patrons that can be lumped together under the heading “eccentric.” We had a few: the dominatrix who appeared each evening wearing her work clothes to read the Wall Street Journal; the student who was a Revolutionary War reenactor and came in every Friday in full Redcoat uniform, the graduate student who claimed to be in the Witness Protection program.

And we had Clinton. 

We didn’t know anything about Clinton. We didn’t even know if Clinton was his first or last name. Every afternoon at 1:30, Clinton would approach the reference desk and stand, waiting patiently, until one of us was free. Liz or I would say, “Hi, Clinton,” and he’d say, gravely, “The word of the day is _________” and give us a word. Then he’d bow from the waist and walk away.

He’d been doing this for nearly three years, since the first day that Liz and I shared a reference shift in 2009.

When I saw him, I said, “Hi, Clinton.”

He looked at me somberly. “The word for the day is remora.” Then he bowed and walked away.

Liz looked it up. “It means ‘An obstacle, hindrance, or obstruction.’”

“Like all that junk mail in my office.”

She laughed as she recorded the word in the thick spiral notebook that we kept for that purpose.

At three, I went back to my office and resumed sorting mail. By the time 5:00 rolled around, I was exhausted. I was determined to get through today’s mail, though; if I could keep up with the daily additions, I’d be able to chip away at the old mail without further accumulation. 

I was just moving today’s stack of mail to my desk when there was a knock on my door frame. I glanced up...and was startled to look into the deep brown eyes of Pete Ferguson.

When I first moved to LA, Pete was my brother Kevin’s partner on the police force, and one of his closest friends. After Dan broke up with me, I’d had a string of similarly abbreviated relationships, which included Pete. He’d left the force by then and was pursuing a Ph.D. in psychology at UCLA. 

We’d gotten along beautifully. After the first six months, I’d even allowed myself to imagine that he might be the one. But Pete had a painful breakup in his past too, and we’d both been afraid of getting hurt again. That created a weird dynamic of walking on eggshells, each of us afraid to wound the other. 

But then Pete went ahead and wounded me. His ex came back and wanted a second chance, and Pete conceded. By the time he and Luke broke up permanently, another year later, I had moved on. Pete’s friendship with Kevin – although battered by Pete’s behavior – kept us in contact, and we’d re-established a cautious friendship of our own. 

Now here he was, standing in my doorway. I tried to look happy to see him. “What are you doing here?”

Pete smiled. He had a dazzling smile. “I wanted to see if I could buy you dinner on your way home.”

I was suddenly suspicious. “Did Kevin send you?”

“No, I’ve been doing research in the biomedical library all afternoon. But it did occur to me that you might need some encouragement to leave work on time, and I might be able to entice you away.”

“Doing research? I thought the point of taking a teaching job at a community college was to avoid doing research.” Pete had been a member of the psychology department at Santa Monica College for two years.

He laughed. He had an attractive laugh too. “I don’t have to, but the tenure committees think highly of it. And the professor who was my dissertation adviser here has asked me to write a chapter for a textbook that she’s editing. Hence the research.”

“A textbook on what?”

“Abnormal psychology. My chapter’s on forensic psychology. But right now, I’m hungry. So whaddya say? How does Thai sound?”

“It sounds great. Just let me sort through this last stack of mail. Have a seat.”

Pete moved a stack off the chair and looked around. “This place is a mess.”

“No kidding. One of the staff just threw my mail along with everyone else’s junk mail in here for the past two weeks.”

“Nice. I hope there wasn’t anything crucial in it.”

“Probably not.” I was tossing catalogs into my chair and essential mail toward my inbox. Then I came to an envelope with a name I recognized – and froze. 

Holy shit. I was stunned. Pete noticed. “What’s wrong?”

“This morning I read the obituary for this guy I used to know. And now here’s a letter from him. It’s postmarked the day before he died.”

“What? Who is it?”

“Dan Christensen. We started library school together. He’s a medical librarian at Cedars now. Was a medical librarian. He died on Friday.”

“Christensen. Why does that name sound familiar?”

“I was involved with him for a while. You might have heard me mention him.” I looked narrowly at Pete. “That was almost six years ago. If you remember that, you’ve got an outstanding memory.”

“Hey, I’ve always paid attention to your love life.” He nodded at the letter. “What does he want?”

I opened it and pulled out a sheet of paper. It was a page torn off a yellow legal pad, not hospital stationery. I read out loud. “Jamie, if anything happens to me, please investigate this.” I stopped at what was below that sentence. “What the...”

“What is it?”

I handed the letter to Pete. “‘If anything happens to me...’ What’s he talking about?”

Pete examined the note. “What are these journal citations at the bottom?”

Below Dan’s note, he had written two citations. The first seemed to be in a foreign language:


Hughes, D., & Llewellyn, M. (2003). Nid yw symbylu’r celloedd bonyn embryonig dynol diwylliedig â hormonau ffoligl ysgogol yn arwain at ffurfio ofwm tebyg i gelloedd. Meddygol Cymru Journal, 17(9), 23-28.


The second was in English, but was nearly as incomprehensible as the first:


Oliver, T., Wray, A., & Goldstein, B. (2007). Stimulation of cultured human embryonic stem cells with follicle stimulating hormone leads to formation of ovum-like cells. Journal of Stem Cell Medicine, 2(4), 15-22.


“This is medical stuff. How am I supposed to read this?” 

“What language is that?”

“Cymru is the Welsh word for Wales. I think it’s Welsh language.”

“Can you read it?”

“No. I could run it through Google Translate to get an idea of what it’s about, I guess.”

“Why would he send this to you? You’re not a medical librarian.”

“I don’t know. I might be the only librarian he knows in the UC system. Or maybe he thought... Who the hell knows?” 

“And those are only citations. Why wouldn’t he have sent you the articles themselves?”

“I have no idea. Maybe he couldn’t find the full text.” I grimaced. “This is creepy. Dan’s dead. Might someone have done something to him?”

“Like what
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