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Santa Monica, California

Wednesday, March 8, 2017

Red-blue-red-blue-red-blue-red-blue...

I cracked my eyelids, barely a sliver, and squinted at the alternating pattern of lights on the ceiling of our bedroom.

Only one thing that could be.

I hadn’t been sleeping well. I’d dislocated my left shoulder—again—three and a half weeks ago in a rugby match and was still strapped into an immobilizer. I was used to sleeping on my left side; whenever I unconsciously rolled that way, I woke up. On top of that, I had a nasty cold and was on sick leave for the week.

I didn’t know what woke me this time. Whatever it was, our yellow Lab, Ammo, had heard it too—his ears were perked. As I tiptoed across the room, he rose from his own bed and followed me. Pete, my husband, didn’t even twitch.

The clerestory windows in our bedroom were too high to see out of. I slipped into a pair of boxers then padded downstairs to the living room, trailed by Ammo, and peered through the blinds. The flashing lights were coming from several police cars and a fire truck, blocking 17th Street in front of me. I couldn’t see anything else.

Maybe there’d been an accident at the intersection of 17th Street and Wilshire. It had been known to happen.

A couple of cops returned to their patrol cars in a leisurely fashion. I looked at the clock. Quarter past four. I doubted I’d get back to sleep, and I didn’t want to risk waking Pete by climbing back into bed.

Ammo curled up on his auxiliary bed at the end of the sofa and was asleep in seconds. I arranged the pillows on the sofa and attempted to get comfortable. 

Apparently, I made myself sufficiently comfy. The next thing I knew, Pete was gazing out the window, his hands on his hips. Ammo was standing beside him, his tail waving. I grunted and sat up, and Pete and Ammo both glanced around at me. Pete said, “How’d you end up down here?”

“Something woke me up. I saw flashing lights and came down to see what it was.”

“There’s still a patrol car out there. I’ll ask ‘em what happened.” He rubbed one hand through his hair, making it stand on end, and took Ammo’s leash from the hook by the door. 

Ammo started dancing around him. “Ammo, sit.”

Ammo sat, and Pete attached his leash. I poured a glass of juice and unpeeled a banana then returned to the living room to see where Pete had gone. He was on the sidewalk talking to a uniformed cop, Ammo sitting politely beside him. I ate my banana as I paced by the window, waiting for him to come back.

I was disposing of my banana peel when Pete came in. “Street racers. One ran the red light and slammed into a panel truck.”

I sucked in a breath. “Dead?” 

“Yeah. Driver of the truck is okay.” Pete scooped Ammo’s breakfast kibble into his bowl. “How are you feeling?”

“Restless. I can’t sit still here. I need to go back to work.” The end of spring quarter was nearing at UCLA, where I worked as a librarian. It was a busy time and my colleagues were short-handed thanks to my absence.

“Jamie.” Pete crossed his arms and gave me a stern look. “Your doctor said you can go back on Monday. Not before.”

My internist had told me to stay home while I was sick, to protect myself from further lung irritation which might trigger an asthma attack.

“It’s only Wednesday.”

He gave me a sympathetic smile. “Relax and appreciate the time off.”

“Yeah, right. Time for a shower?”

“Yep.”

In the bathroom, I carefully unfastened the Velcro straps of the restraint that was holding my left shoulder in place and kicked off my pajama pants while Pete warmed up the water. He eased me out of my t-shirt, and we stepped in. He scrubbed me down first and washed my hair. Such luxury, the sensation of having someone else wash my hair. Under normal circumstances the sensuality of it would have rapidly induced a physical reaction.

But my antsy mental state didn’t allow for that. The imprisonment of my shoulder, my temporary house arrest because of the cold, and the drugs I was taking for that had combined to leave me in a condition of constant distraction, bordering on crankiness.

Not an ideal mindset for romance.

Pete towel-dried my hair. He helped me into a clean t-shirt—left arm first, then head, then right arm—and secured the restraint, imprisoning my left arm. I struggled into briefs and sweatpants myself then went downstairs. I glanced out the window; the police car was gone.

Ready to leave for work—he taught psychology at Santa Monica College—Pete kissed me and ruffled Ammo’s ears. “You two enjoy your day. I should be home by 2:30.”

At 2:00, Pete texted. Going to be late—kerfuffle in the department. Dinner from the falafel place?

Sure. How late?

Should be home by 5:30. Oh, dead street racer was an SMC student.

Oh no. One of yours?

No.

Okay. Text me when you leave.

Will do.

I’d been attempting to read all day—background research for a book I intended to write on sabbatical this summer. I hadn’t accomplished much, thanks to getting up every half hour or so to climb the stairs five or six times in an effort to burn off excess energy.

I seriously needed to get out of the house.

I gave up and texted my brother Kevin, an LAPD homicide detective. You guys busy?

It took a few seconds for him to respond. Yeah. Sorry. Stabbing last night. TTYL.

Well, crap. I looked at Ammo, sprawled in the middle of the living room floor, and had an idea. “Hey, Ammo. Want to learn a new trick?”

He scrambled to his feet, tail wagging furiously. I laughed. “Of course, you do. Let me get the treats.”

At 5:15, Pete texted. Free at last. On my way to Falafel House.

I went to the kitchen and slowly, with one hand, set the table. When Pete arrived, I called Ammo to my side, and we met him at the door. I kissed him hello. “We have a surprise for you!”

He looked skeptical. “We? You and Ammo?”

“Yup.” I stepped back. “Ammo?”

Ammo gazed up at me expectantly. I said, “Play dead.”

Ammo dropped to the floor, flopped onto his side, closed his eyes, and didn’t move a muscle.

Pete stared for a second then burst out laughing. “I’m glad to see you’ve been productive.”

“Ammo, up. Good boy!” I ruffled his ears and said to Pete, “It didn’t take long. He’s so smart.”

Pete grinned. “He’s not the only one.”

In the kitchen, I unbagged the food while Pete opened bottles of beer for both of us. I said, “Baklava! Yum.”

“I figured we both deserved it.” He flopped down at the table and took a long drink.

“A kerfuffle, huh?”

“Yeah.” He took a bite of dolmeh. “The agenda for tomorrow’s board meeting is out. It’s a special meeting to approve faculty promotions.”

“And?”

“Curtis got promoted. Elaine didn’t.”

Curtis Glover and Elaine Pareja were two of Pete’s fellow psychology instructors. I’d met Elaine at a wedding two years ago and didn’t care for her. I said, “You expected that outcome, right?”

Pete said, “Yeah, but apparently Elaine didn’t. I heard her yelling in Verlene’s office as I was leaving. Elliott was with them.” Elliott Conklin was the assistant chair of Pete’s department.

I swiped a section of pita bread through hummus. “But that doesn’t mean she has to resign, right? She can apply again?”

“It depends. This was a third-phase evaluation, meaning she’s been rated twice by two separate panels as ‘needs continued evaluation’ and has been on an improvement plan for two years. Failing the review this time means the decision goes to the president and academic dean.”

“The improvement plan didn’t work.”

“Not to the satisfaction of the panel.”

I knew that promotion applications at SMC were evaluated by a panel of three other faculty members. “Were you ever on her panel?”

Pete grimaced as he sliced into a dolmeh. “No, thank God.”

“Why can’t she pass the evaluation?”

“There are a lot of factors that go into the decision. Retention rates, course materials, professional development activities, self-assessments, student evaluations, peer evaluations, collegiality, service to the college.”

I said, “I suppose collegiality isn’t her strong suit.” Pete had described Elaine to me as a “suck-up” to the administration in the past.

“Right. Plus, she flunks about 40% of every class, her student evaluations are consistently terrible, and she’s weak in professional development. The conferences she goes to aren’t related to what she teaches, she has no desire to pursue a doctorate, and she has regular meltdowns in department meetings.”

“About what?”

He snorted. “You name it. Last time it was because Verlene wouldn’t approve a separate printer for her office.”

“Why can’t she use the department printer?”

“Exactly.” Pete picked up a slice of baklava. “She’s unstable, in my opinion.”

“Another example of someone who majored in psychology to figure out her own problems?”

“Elaine doesn’t believe that she has any problems. Everyone else is the problem.”

“Ugh. So—no promotion, no raise?”

“She’ll receive her step raise, if they don’t fire her, but she won’t get the bigger bump for moving from group II to group III. If she’d get a Ph.D., she’d automatically move to group VII.”

Pete had told me that at SMC, salary was determined by years of service and the classification group you were in. Group classification was based on education and experience. The higher the group number, the higher the salary. Ph.Ds. were automatically assigned to the highest group.

I said, “Without a Ph.D., can she ever reach Professor?”

“She could, but not until the end of her 20th year on faculty. And that’s assuming she made Associate Professor this time. Which she hasn’t.”

“Sounds to me like she’d recoup the cost of a Ph.D., if it would move her to the highest group.”

Pete said, “The college would pay for it. But she’s so stubborn. She may have decided against it just because Verlene advised it.” He sighed. “Damn. The atmosphere at the office will be tense.”

“Where’s her office?”

“Two down from me. Audra’s between us.” Audra Rock was another of Pete’s colleagues. He pushed away from the table. “Let me clean up the kitchen, then I have to do some grading.”

I made a “run along, now” motion with my free hand. “Get busy, then.”

He grinned at me and carried our dinner detritus to the sink. I settled back on the sofa with my laptop, prepared for further research. Ammo looked back and forth between me and the kitchen, clearly having difficulty deciding which dad to hang out with. 

I said, “Up to you, buddy.”

He gazed at the stairs one last time then settled back down at my feet.
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Santa Monica

Thursday, March 9

I slept more soundly that night and woke at 5:30 when Pete’s alarm sounded. He slapped it off and grunted. “Why do I get up so early?”

“So you can run before breakfast. I wish I could come with you.”

“I wish you could, too. I’ll walk Ammo first.”

“Okay, thanks.” I could walk Ammo but hanging onto him while I scooped poop was problematic with only one hand.

Pete brought Ammo back inside and kissed me. “I’m going north to Will Rogers. Be back soon.”

“Okie dokie.” I fed Ammo then poured myself a bowl of cereal. Since I couldn’t run, swim or play rugby, I was burning far fewer calories than normal and was attempting to eat less. 

I wasn’t always successful. 

By the time Pete got back, I’d organized my research for the day. We repeated our shower procedure and he grabbed his lunch and left for the college.

He texted me when he got to his office. Top-secret bigwig meeting in Verlene’s office. 

About Elaine?

Don’t know yet.

At 2:00 he texted again. Heading home.

Okay. What’s going on?

Tell you when I get there.

At 2:30, he arrived, wearing a grim expression. Ammo danced around him, and Pete bent down to ruffle his ears. “Hey, big guy. Want to go for a walk?”

I said, “You mean the dog, or me?”

That produced a faint grin. “Both of you.”

I shoved my feet into my shoes. “Let’s go. I’m desperate for some fresh air.”

We walked south to avoid Wilshire and its exhaust fumes. I asked, “What was the bigwig meeting about?”

“As it turns out, not getting promoted is the least of Elaine’s worries.”

“How so?”

“She was sexually involved with a student. Our street racer that was killed. His name was Jason Rupp.”

“Oh, dear God. He was her student?”

“Yes. He took social psych from her in the fall.”

“And they were hooking up during that time?”

“Yeah. It started a couple of weeks into the class.”

“How did the bigwigs find out?”

“A call on the anonymous tip line to the Santa Monica PD last night, telling them to check Jason’s phone then contact the college. There were texts and sexts from Elaine.”

“For God’s sake. Hasn’t she heard of Snapchat?”

“You’d think. Anyway—they were 90% sure they were going to fire her over the evaluation results. Once they’d confirmed the student affair with SMPD, that sealed the deal. Campus cops escorted her from the building.”

“How old was Jason?”

“Twenty.”

“Dr. Canaday must be furious.”

Pete barked a laugh. “That doesn’t begin to describe it. Verlene and Elliott both.”

“Who’s going to cover her classes? Please say it’s not you.”

“No. Curtis, Audra and Elliott are dividing them up.”

“Can the police find out who called?”

“No. The tip line is guaranteed to be anonymous.”

We turned around at South Bundy. We were a few blocks from home when Pete’s phone rang. He glanced at the screen. “Unknown number.”

“Don’t answer it.”

“I’m not.” Pete pocketed his phone. A few seconds later, however, his voicemail tone sounded. 

He sighed and took his phone back out. As he listened to the voicemail, his expression darkened. He deleted the message and said, “Shit.”

“What?”

“Elaine wants to talk. She’s parked in front of our house.” 

“About what?”

“No idea.”

I had an idea—and Pete wouldn’t like it. I kept my mouth shut.

When we turned the corner from Arizona to 17th Street, I saw Elaine, pacing in front of our gate. She was a petite, dark-haired woman, probably a couple of years older than Pete, in her early 40s. When I first met her, I’d observed that she possessed what my grandfather would call a “smart mouth.”

Pete had told me that her classes were always the last to fill. She had a reputation for being difficult, not only academically but personally. Pete had sometimes seen students exit her office in tears.

At least once, though, one must have left with a smile on his face.

Elaine stopped when she saw us. “Finally. I thought you’d never get here.”

Pete said calmly, “We had to walk the dog. You remember my husband, Jamie?”

Elaine favored me with no more than a sharp glance. “Can we talk inside?”

“No. We can’t.”

“Can we at least get off the sidewalk?”

Pete unlocked the gate and allowed Elaine into our front yard. He gestured to one of his brick-walled vegetable beds. “Have a seat.”

Elaine looked at the ledge with distaste but perched gingerly on its edge. Pete and I sat across from her and waited. She fidgeted for a minute then said, “I need your help.”

Pete said, “No.”

She drew her head and shoulders back, like a cobra preparing to strike. “I haven’t even told you what kind of help.”

“I can guess. You want me to help you get your job back. The answer is no.”

Clearly, Elaine had expected to be allowed to plead her argument. She was flustered. “You helped Elliott.”

“No, I didn’t. That was Jamie.”

Elliott had briefly been a suspect in the stabbing death of his former boyfriend, several years ago. I said, “Besides, Elliott was innocent.”

Elaine glared at me. Pete said, “You messed up, Elaine. I’m not going out on a limb for you. If you thought I would, you were mistaken.”

Elaine jumped to her feet. “You know what? Fuck you, Ferguson. Fuck you, fuck Verlene, fuck Elliott, fuck that asshole Curtis Glover, fuck all of you. I have connections with the Times, and I am going to drag the fucking psychology department and this sorry college through fucking hell. When I’m through, no one will want to associate themselves with any of you.” She stalked away, slamming the gate shut behind her.

I said snarkily, “That went well. Why the hell would she imagine that you’d help her?”

Pete pinched the bridge of his nose. “She thought I helped Elliott.” He took his phone out. “I’d better warn Verlene.”

He reached voicemail. “Hi, Verlene, it’s Pete. Elaine was just here, asking for my help to get her reinstated. When I turned her down, she made threats. I figured I should let you know.” He called Elliott and left the same message. “Okay. They’re warned.”

He locked the gate, and we went inside. He got down on the floor with the dog and was giving him an epic belly rub when his phone rang.

Pete rolled over onto his back so that he could extract his phone from his pocket, and Ammo draped himself across Pete’s abdomen, clearly thinking that playtime was still in effect. I laughed. “Ammo, come.”

Ammo loped over to me as Pete answered, still on the floor. “Hello? Hi, Verlene. Yes, just now. She left a few minutes ago. She said, ‘Fuck you,’ and included you, me, Elliott and Curtis in the sentiment. She said she had connections on the Times and—her exact words were, ‘I’m going to drag the psychology department and this sorry college through fucking hell.’ I left Elliott a message, too. Yes, Jamie’s here and witnessed the whole conversation. Of course. You’re welcome. Bye.”

I asked, “What did she say?”

“She wasn’t surprised.”

“Might Elaine go to Dr. Canaday’s house?” Verlene lived in the classiest section of Santa Monica, north of Montana Avenue near the border with Brentwood. Not that far away.

“She might.”

On the sofa after dinner, I picked up a book, and Pete took out his phone. I said, “Who are you calling?”

“Kristen.” Kristen Beach, Kevin’s girlfriend and my co-worker. Pete waited for a moment then said, “Hey, yourself. Whatcha doing? No, I just have a favor to ask. Do you know anyone on the Times? Perfect. Could you give him a heads-up? One of our psychology faculty was terminated today, and she says she’s going to the Times over it, that she has connections there. No, she didn’t mention a name. Yeah, if he’ll watch for any stories that get submitted about the college and be sure they’re thoroughly fact checked. Right. There are definitely two sides to this story. Oh—sure, we’ll come up with something. Thanks, K. Bye.”

I asked, “She knows someone?” Before library school, Kristen had worked in the media relations department of County-USC Hospital.

“A managing editor. She’ll call him tomorrow.”

“Will he handle it?”

“She said he would.”

“What are we going to come up with something for?”

“A way to celebrate Kevin’s birthday that he’ll approve of.”

“Ah.” Kevin would turn 38 on March 24. He was notoriously difficult to plan celebrations for—he hated surprises and fuss. “How about a cookout at Ali and Mel’s?” Alison Fortner and Melanie Hayes were childhood friends of Kevin’s and mine who were now married to each other and lived in Brentwood. Their house was ideal for entertaining. “Dad and Jeff can come up. We’ll have cake and presents.”

“That should be acceptable. What are we going to get him?”

“When I figure it out, I’ll let you know.” 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3


[image: ]


Santa Monica

Friday, March 10

Pete didn’t have to go to the college on Fridays this term. After breakfast, we went to our second-floor office, which also served as our guest bedroom. Pete had papers to grade, and two articles that I’d requested from Oxford through my friend Niles had arrived in my inbox overnight. Pete, as always, prepared to work by spreading books and papers all over the desk, encroaching deep into my territory. I opened the PDF articles on my tablet and began to read.

At 9:00, the doorbell rang. Pete made a sound of exasperation. 

I said, “I’ll go.”

I went downstairs, Ammo on my heels, and peered through the peephole. Verlene Canaday was outside the gate, frowning at it. I grabbed the key from its hook and let her in. “Hi, Dr. Canaday. After Elaine left yesterday, we locked the gate.”

“Wise decision. Is Pete here?”

“Yes, ma’am. Ammo, fetch Pete.”

Ammo bounded up the stairs. Dr. Canaday watched him in amazement. “He does that?”

“Yes ma’am. He’s a smart one.”

She smiled. “I see that.”

Ammo trotted back downstairs, Pete behind him, and came to me as if to say, I found him! I rubbed his head and ears. “You are such a good boy. Good boy.”

Pete said, “Hey, Verlene. Have a seat. What’s up?”

Dr. Canaday perched on the loveseat. “When my husband went out for the newspaper this morning, he found that all of the windows on both of our cars were smashed out.”

Pete groaned. “Elaine.”

“Doubtless. We made a police report, but I thought you should be warned.”

“I appreciate that. What did the police say?”

Dr. Canaday rubbed her chin. “They’re having trouble tracking her down. She’s not at home and won’t answer their calls. They have a—what is it called? Some sort of notice.”

Pete said, “A BOLO. Be on the Lookout.”

“Yes. Making threats is one thing but taking action escalates their concern.” She smiled wryly. “Mine, too.”

I asked, “If she comes back here, should we call 911?”

Pete said, “I doubt that she’ll come back here.”

Dr. Canaday said, “She’s so angry, she may not be rational. The police told us to call 911 if we saw her, so I’d assume that’s their recommendation for you as well.” She stood. “I should get to campus.”

I said, “Thank you for stopping by.”

Pete walked Dr. Canaday out. When he came back in, I said, “Elaine’s avoiding the cops.”

“Yep. Which only pisses them off. When they do catch up to her, it won’t go well.”

“Wouldn’t the Canadays’ car alarms have alerted them?”

Pete shook his head. “They’re into vintage cars. Verlene drives a VW Bug like you had, and her husband owns an old Saab. No alarms.”

I said, “Elaine called Curtis Glover an asshole in her rant yesterday. Does she have something particular against him? Other than him being promoted and her not?”

“No one in the department is fond of Elaine, but I’d say Curtis likes her the least, and vice versa. Elaine imagines that Curtis gets personal favors from Verlene because they’re both African American, which is not true. She also believes that Aaron and I get personal favors from Elliott because we’re all gay.” Aaron Quinn was Pete’s best friend at work.

“Which only leaves Audra Rock, right?”

“Right, and she doesn’t like her because Audra won’t join her in female martyrdom.” He laughed. “Audra’s got five kids. She doesn’t have time to be a martyr.”

I said, “From what I understand of Dr. Canaday, I can’t imagine her giving anyone favors.”

“Of course not. She’d no more do that than your Dr. Loomis would.” 

We’d just resumed work when Pete’s phone rang. He frowned at the screen and answered. “Hey, Elliott. What? Well, shit. Of course, it had to be her. Did you call the cops? Have you talked to Verlene? Yeah, the two police departments need to confer, if they haven’t. Listen, you be careful. We will.” He said goodbye.

I said, “Did she smash Elliott’s windows too?”

“Nope. She cut down all of their shrubs.”

Elliott and his partner, Stewart, lived in a rehabbed Craftsman home in Cheviot Hills. They had a lushly landscaped yard full of flowering shrubs. “Oh, crap. She cut them all down?”

“Yeah. He said it looked as if they’d had a chain saw taken to them. Although they didn’t hear anything.”

“Damn. Did you think she was capable of this level of vindictiveness?”

“I never considered it before.” He sighed. “We’d better watch our backs.”

We ended the day without further interruption. As Pete fixed dinner, I texted Kevin. Cookout at Ali’s for your birthday? No surprises.

LOL, sure. I see there’s a BOLO out of SMPD for a woman named Elaine Pareja. Why does that name sound familiar?

You’ve probably heard Pete mention her. She taught in his department until she was sacked yesterday, and she vandalized both his chair’s and assistant chair’s property last night. If the BOLO’s still out they haven’t found her yet?

Right. 

After dinner, I discussed Kevin’s birthday party with Ali while Pete cleaned the kitchen. When I hung up, I said, “I really want to spend the evening on the deck.”

He smiled at me. “Cabin fever?”

“A terminal case.”

He plucked two bottles of beer from the fridge. “Come on. We’ll go to the second floor. It’s farther away from the pollutants.”

We settled into our Adirondack chairs. I said, “Mitch hasn’t sent any pictures of the house this week.”

Mitch was the architect and general contractor who was building our second home in Alamogordo, New Mexico. Pete said, “No, but drywall is boring. And we’ll be there in three
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