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This book discusses pedophilia—how it sometimes develops and the effects that it has on families. No child sexual abuse is described but several survivors are interviewed during the investigation.
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Kevin

Bel Air, Los Angeles, California

Friday, October 6

It was punishingly hot in Los Angeles that week. Temperatures in the basin were in the low nineties, shoved even higher by the Santa Ana winds sweeping west from the Mojave through the mountain passes. The air was stifling and tinged with smoke from a distant wildfire. Shootings, domestic violence, and road rage incidents were off the charts. The entire population was edgy—ready, as Raymond Chandler had aptly described, to take a knife to the neck of anyone who glanced at them sideways.

Private investigator Kevin Brodie had spent the week in offices, police stations, and witnesses’ living rooms that were inadequately air conditioned and filled with sweaty, surly humans. After his last appointment, he stopped at Bay Cities Deli to pick up subs, then headed home.

Home was a two-story colonial in Bel Air, where the air conditioning was more than adequate and his wife, Kristen Beach, was neither sweaty nor surly. After a meal and a couple of drinks, they’d jumped into the pool. Kevin had no idea how long he’d been floating. A couple of hours, at least. With one pool noodle supporting his head and neck and another behind his knees, he was more comfortable than he’d been since... well, since the previous weekend.

It was almost dark, and Kevin was half-dozing when he heard it. A deep, sharp crack, some distance away but echoing off the walls of Bel Air estates. An unmistakable sound.

He and Kristen raised their heads at the same time. Kristen asked, “What was that?”

“A rifle shot. What time is it?”

“What? Damn.” Kristen paddled to the side of the pool and checked her phone. “It’s 9:18.”

Kevin slipped from the embrace of his pool noodles and hoisted himself from the water. He’d left his phone on a table between two lounge chairs; he picked it up, searched his contacts, and tapped on Max O’Brien’s name.

He wasn’t sure that Max would answer. A homicide detective with the Los Angeles Police Department’s West LA Division, as Kevin himself had been for many years, Max was surely at home with his husband by now. Did Max and Patrick have a pool? Kevin didn’t know.

The phone rang three times, then Max answered. “Hi, Kevin.”

“Hey, Max. I’m sorry to bother you.”

“No bother. Patrick got called in for an extra shift tonight.”

“Ah.” Max’s husband, Patrick Leong, was an emergency department physician at LA County-USC Medical Center, where many of the city’s trauma cases were taken. “That sucks.”

“It sure does. What’s up?”

“Kristen and I just heard a rifle shot. I’m not sure where it came from, but I think it was north of us. Exact time was 9:18.”

“Whoa. Let me grab my notepad. What kind of rifle?”

“Best guess? Sounded like a .308 or close to it.”

“Shit. Not just someone shooting a coyote, then.” Kevin heard Max flipping pages in his notepad. “Okay, got it. Did you hear anything else?”

“Nope. Just one shot. And now it’s crickets. No voices, sirens, nothing.”

“From up around the reservoir, maybe? Or more in the direction of the Getty?” The Stone Canyon Reservoir and the Getty Museum were both about a half mile north of Kevin and Kristen’s house, in slightly different directions.

“Could be either, honestly. Could even have been from Beverly Glen.” Another of the canyons that split the Santa Monica Mountains. “I know there’s nothing you can do until someone calls in with more specific information, but I figured I’d at least give you the exact time.”

“Sure. I appreciate it. And maybe it was nothing. Just someone blowing off steam.”

Kevin didn’t believe that and knew Max didn’t either, but he said, “Anything’s possible. Let me know what you hear.”

“Will do.”

Kevin said goodbye and turned to Kristen, who’d joined him on the patio. She was frowning with concern. “Is there an outdoor range or someplace like that where someone would be shooting for fun? Or practice?”

“Not within our hearing distance.”

Her frown deepened. “I was afraid you’d say that.”
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Rob

Brentwood, Los Angeles

Private investigator Rob Jones had spent most of the week in his car, following a guy named Tom Hoffman. Tom was cheating on his husband, Timothy Greene. Timothy—“No, I do not go by Tim,” said with a disdainful sniff—was quietly preparing to divorce Tom, and wanted to be armed with as much evidence as possible of Tom’s philandering before he—Timothy—began legal proceedings. Timothy had hired the private investigation agency that Rob co-owned, Angeles Investigations, to get the dirt on Tom.

Tom wasn’t terribly subtle about his adultery. Rob had taken photos of him having brunch, lunch, and coffee breaks outdoors with a variety of twinkish young men, flirting madly all the while. After lunch, he’d decamp with Twink du Jour to a hotel in Westwood Village for a couple of hours. Rob documented it all. 

He began his surveillance at nine each morning, waiting for Tom to arrive at his WeWork office in Santa Monica. Rob’s day ended at five, when Tom left his office for home. At that point, Rob turned his car around and headed up Arizona Avenue toward 17th Street, where he turned right toward Colorado Avenue to wait for Aaron.

Aaron Quinn, Rob’s boyfriend of two months, had been spending the night more frequently at Rob’s place, a garage apartment in Brentwood behind his office. Aaron had his own place, a small studio apartment in Culver City, but Rob’s was bigger and quieter. Aaron worked at the University of Southern California, and the E line ran from Santa Monica right to USC’s campus. Usually when Aaron stayed over, he parked at Santa Monica College—he was an adjunct instructor there and had a parking sticker—but this week Rob had been able to drop him off and pick him up at the train station.

About twenty minutes later, the train stopped. Aaron stepped off, scanned the waiting cars, and broke into a smile when he saw Rob. As it always did, Aaron’s smile gave Rob goose bumps. In the best possible way.

He climbed into the passenger seat. “Hi there.”

“Hi.” Rob would save his hello kiss for indoors; he squeezed Aaron’s hand. “Good day?”

“Mostly.”

“That sounds intriguing.”

Aaron laughed. “Not really. And I missed lunch, so I am ravenous.”

“What do you want to eat?”

“I don’t care. Anything fast.”

Rob pulled out his phone. “Pizza? If we order now, it’ll be delivered not long after we get home.”

“Works for me.”

When Rob retired from the Los Angeles Police Department the previous summer, he’d sold his house in Los Feliz at the height of the real estate craze for more money than he’d thought possible, then bought a law office in the Brentwood Flats to house Angeles Investigations. The office building was originally a dwelling, a Craftsman house with four rooms to use as offices, two half-baths, a small but fully equipped kitchen, and an open reception area/administrative assistant’s office at the front of the house. It came with a detached two-car garage, above which was Rob’s surprisingly spacious apartment. 

When the pizza arrived, Rob grabbed a couple of beers from the fridge then sat across from Aaron at the small kitchen table and held up his bottle. “Here’s to Friday.”

“I’ll drink to that.” Aaron clinked his bottle and drank. “Who did Cheating Tom entertain today?”

“Another UCLA student, I think. Dark-haired kid.”

“Same M.O.?”

“Yup.” Rob shook his head as he took another bite of pizza. “Gay divorce pisses me off. Our forebears fought so long to legalize same-sex marriage, and it doesn’t seem like our generation appreciates their efforts enough to stay married.”

“The divorce rates for gay couples are still lower than for straights.”

“Yeah, but it’s the principle of the thing. Anyway, I’m not sure that Timothy will go through with a divorce. I think he just wants leverage to gain some kind of concessions from Tom.” He waved a pizza crust in the air. “Enough about them.”

Aaron raised his bottle again. “I’ll drink to that.”

They talked about weekend plans—one of Rob’s partners in Angeles, Kevin Brodie, and his wife were hosting a cookout and pool party tomorrow—and decided to take their second bottles of beer outside. They both changed into shorts and t-shirts and stepped through the front door to the deck, which Rob had widened when he bought the place so that it was big enough for two chairs and a table.

They settled into Adirondack chairs and Rob stretched out. “Ahhhhh.”

Aaron asked, “Are you going to have to follow Cheating Tom next week?”

“No. I have enough photos to satisfy Timothy. When is this heat supposed to break?”

“Sunday. I hope.”

“Uh-huh.”

They relaxed, sipping beer, chatting about various things. Eventually they both grew quiet. Rob had finished his beer and was getting sleepy, listening to the distant cacophony of the city, when he heard it. A distant sound that didn’t belong.

He sat up straighter. “Did you hear that?”

“Yeah. Was that a rifle shot?”

“I think so.”

“Can you tell where it came from?”

Rob pointed toward the northeast. “That direction, but it’s hard to say how far. Why would someone be shooting a rifle in the hills?”

Aaron glanced at his watch. “Maybe picking off a coyote.”

“Maybe.” But it didn’t sound right to Rob.

He checked the time, just in case. It was 9:18.
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Jamilah

Pasadena, California

Private investigator Jamilah Daly pulled into the driveway of her Craftsman bungalow with a sigh. It had been a long week. She’d spent most of it in South Central LA, where she’d grown up, looking up old friends and acquaintances in the effort to track down a missing man. At least, she thought, she’d been able to have lunch with her parents every day.

Her mom, a retired nurse, and her dad, a retired Metro bus driver, didn’t quite know what to think of her new profession as a PI. Of course, they hadn’t known quite what to think when she joined the Army—although her only intent there had been to pay for college. They hadn’t known quite what to think when she became a cop, either, after leaving the Army. But when, after ten years with the Irvine PD, she joined the District Attorney’s office as a licensed social worker and victim advocate, her parents thought she’d finally found her niche.

Then, four months ago, she’d gone and left the DA’s office to become a PI. Her mom had said, “As long as you know what you’re getting into.” Her dad had just rolled his eyes.

She grinned at the memory and went into the house.

The back door led directly into the kitchen. She stopped and took a deep breath, inhaling the scents of butter chicken. Her wife, Anisha Pandit, was nowhere to be seen. Jamilah left the kitchen and went to the small guest bedroom that served as their office, where she put her computer bag beside the desk. She turned to leave the room and almost smacked right into Anisha. “Argh! You startled me.”

Anisha laughed. “Good. I meant to. Did you find your missing man?”

“No. Word on the street is that he went back to Louisiana. The client will have to decide what she wants to do next.” Jamilah hugged her wife. “What did you do today?”

“Nothing too interesting. One old guy with heart disease, another old guy with alcoholic liver disease, an old lady with cancer, and two ODs.” Anisha was a Coroner’s Investigator with the LA County Department of Medical Examiner-Coroner. She drove the ME’s van to pick up the dead, then assisted on their autopsies, talked to their families, and dealt with the reams of paperwork that accompanied death. 

“Routine, huh?”

“Entirely. Oh, but bad news. I have to work on Sunday.”

“Ugh. Why?”

“I switched with Garland for next Friday. Three-day weekend, babe.”

“Hm. If I can convince this client to close the case, I might be able to take Friday off.”

“Good!” Anisha grabbed her hand and hauled her back toward the kitchen. “Let’s eat. Then we can decide what we’re gonna make for Kevin’s cookout tomorrow.”

“I told him we’d bring cucumber salad.”

“Okay, but we should take something else, too, since there’s two of us.” Anisha pulled out a chair from the small table in their breakfast nook and maneuvered Jamilah to it. “You sit there and think about it while I finish cooking.”

Jamilah sat, as ordered. She loved it when Nisha got bossy. It didn’t happen very often. “Yes, ma’am.”
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Jamie

Bel Air

Saturday, October 7

At ten minutes before eleven on Saturday morning, Jamie Brodie and his husband, Pete Ferguson, loaded their ten-year-old yellow Lab, Ammo; an enormous bowl of potato salad, and a whole watermelon into their car and headed to Jamie’s brother’s house in Bel Air. Kevin and his wife, Kristen Beach, lived in a five-bedroom white Colonial just north of the UCLA campus. Handy, since Kristen worked there. 

Kevin was hosting a cookout and pool party for the staff of Angeles Investigations. Jamie wasn’t a PI and didn’t want to be. He was the in-house researcher for the agency and was perfectly happy with that role. The owners—Kevin, Rob Jones, and Jamilah Daly—were all ex-cops. Jamie would leave the actual investigating to the professionals.

Despite that, he was typically the busiest of them all. As it turned out, an awful lot of PI work involved computer research.

When they got to Kevin’s driveway, Pete typed the code into the security box and the gate slid open. They were the first to arrive; Pete pulled forward in the circle that the driveway made when it reached the house to let the others park behind him. Jamie climbed from the passenger seat and opened the door behind him to let Ammo out. Usually, Ammo headed straight up the porch steps for the front door. This time, he stopped, head lifted, nose twitching. 

Jamie asked, “What is it, Ammo?”

He barked once, medium volume. 

Pete had come around the front of the car. He frowned at Ammo then looked at Jamie. “Is he alerting?”

“I think so.”

Pete sniffed the air. “Nothing.”

He knew as well as Jamie did that only Ammo’s nose mattered. Jamie said, “Get Kevin.”

Jamie and Pete had acquired Ammo from Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton—where Jamie and his brothers were born, where their parents had worked—nearly seven years ago. Ammo was trained as a bomb detection dog and held the rank of Staff Sergeant. Then his handler switched jobs, and Ammo wouldn’t work for anyone else. The original handler’s family couldn’t keep him permanently—one of the kids had developed allergies—so the Marines decided to rehome him.

Pete and Jamie, with assistance from the LAPD’s K9 training unit, had gotten Ammo certified as a cadaver dog. Before they moved to New Mexico at the beginning of the pandemic, Pete had been the dog’s primary handler, working with local Search and Rescue. In New Mexico, Jamie had taken over, and he and Ammo had assisted in recovering corpses all over the state.

They’d decided to retire Ammo from Search and Rescue when they moved back to Santa Monica earlier that year. The dog was getting older, and they didn’t want to subject his body to that much stress anymore. But he enjoyed his training, so they kept it up.

It looked to Jamie like Ammo’s abilities were about to come in handy. 

He got Ammo’s long leash from the back of the car and hooked it to his harness as Pete returned with Kevin in tow. Kevin asked him, “You think this is real?”

“He’s sure acting like it.”

“Okay. Let’s go.”

Jamie said, “Ammo, find it!”

He took off at a trot down the driveway. Kevin and Jamie followed. At the street, Kevin unlocked the pedestrian gate beside the driveway and let them out. 

Kevin and Kristen lived on Stradella Road, in the U that it formed near its origin. From the driveway, Ammo could turn either left or right. He turned right and they headed uphill. 

Ammo maintained a steady pace. The houses got bigger as they went. A couple of side streets turned off; Ammo kept to Stradella. They passed the monstrosity of a house known as The One on the left—a multimillion dollar boondoggle loathed by the neighbors—and went about another hundred yards until they reached the red brick driveway of a relatively modest house. There was a solid wood gate across the drive, but they could see the upper windows of a two-story house above it.

Ammo stopped, sat, and woofed.

Jamie praised him and gave him a treat, then called 911.

“911, what is your location?”

He looked at the house number painted on the street. “We’re at 1114 Stradella Road in Bel Air.”

“What is your emergency?”

“I was walking my dog, who is a certified cadaver dog. He scented something and dragged me up here. He alerted on this house. We can’t see through the gate that’s across the driveway.”

The dispatcher sounded somewhat incredulous to Jamie’s ears. “Your dog is a cadaver dog?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What is your name?”

“Jeremy Brodie.”

“And what’s your address?”

“It’s 1252 Seventeenth Street in Santa Monica. I was visiting my brother, who lives at 772 Stradella Road.”

“Are you sure your dog wouldn’t mistake a dead animal for a human cadaver?”

“Yes, ma’am. He’s specifically trained on human decomp.”

“Can you smell anything?”

“No, ma’am.”

The gate was about seven feet high. Kevin was 6’4”; he had jumped a couple of times in an attempt to see over it. He said, “I can’t see anything.”

“All right. The police are on the way.”

“Yes, ma’am. Thank you.” Jamie ended the call.

Kevin had a funny look on his face. Jamie asked, “What?”

“Kristen and I were in the pool last night after dark when we heard a rifle shot. It sounded like a .308 to me but I couldn’t be sure.”

“A .308? It wasn’t just someone shooting at a coyote?”

“Nope. Too big for that.”

Jamie was incredulous. “Why the hell would someone be shooting a rifle that size? In Bel Air? Unless...”

Kevin shrugged. “It’s a weird coincidence.”

“Fuuuuuck.”

“Exactly.”
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Jamie

1114 Stradella Road

Jamie texted Pete with an update while they waited for the cops. A patrol unit arrived about ten minutes later, parking their black and white SUV across the driveway. The officer driving was Asian, probably in his late twenties—average height, cropped dark hair. The other cop was a woman, Hispanic, probably in her late thirties, shorter than average with dark hair in a tight bun.

The woman’s face brightened at the sight of Kevin. “Hey, Detective Brodie! When the dispatcher told us the name, I wondered if it was anything to do with you.”

After graduating from college, Kevin went straight to the LAPD Academy. He was a cop for eighteen years, all of them at the LAPD’s West LA Division, ten of them as a homicide detective. He smiled. “Hey, Jackie. This is my brother, Jamie, and his dog, Ammo. Jamie, this is Sgt. Jackie Torres, West LA’s smartest cop.” 

She laughed. “I don’t know about that. Good to meet you, Jamie. This is my partner, Dan Matsuda.” 

Officer Matsuda shook their hands. “So, Ammo is a cadaver dog.”

Jamie said, “Yeah. He alerted on this house.”

Both cops pulled nitrile gloves from their pockets and donned them, then Matsuda tested the gate. “Won’t budge.”

Jackie said, “We have the name of the guy who lives here from the driver’s license database but we couldn’t find a phone number. I guess we have to go over the fence, Danny.”

Matsuda grimaced. “Let’s go.”

Kevin and Jamie laced their hands together and boosted both cops over the gate. They landed on the other side and headed up the driveway, their footsteps growing fainter. Kevin and Jamie waited. Jamie texted Pete again.

Just a few minutes later, Jamie jumped as the gate across the driveway suddenly swung inward. Jackie and Matsuda stood on the other side; Matsuda was on the phone. Jackie held up a small black gadget. “Found the remote with his keys. The back door is standing open.”

Kevin asked, “Did you find a body?”

“Yup. An individual is facedown in the back, by his pool, with his head blown off. Dan’s calling the homicide detectives.”

Kevin and Jamie exchanged a look. Kevin said, “With his head blown off.”

Jackie frowned at them. “What?”

Kevin told her what he’d heard the previous evening. She made an O with her mouth. “That’s either a hell of a coincidence or...”

Kevin finished her thought. “Or it’s not.”

Jackie and Matsuda got busy stringing crime scene tape and recording the scene. Another black and white arrived with two more patrol cops, neither of whom Kevin knew. Then the shift supervisor showed up, a cop named Ben Butler whom both Kevin and Jamie knew. 

He blocked the street with his car, instructed the second patrol car to do the same on the other side, then came over to them. “Hey, Kevin, Jamie. This is your dog?”

“Yup. Meet Ammo.”

Ben held out his hand, and Ammo placed his paw in Ben’s palm. Ben shook his paw, smiling. “I didn’t know you had a cadaver dog.”

“We’ve retired him from Search and Rescue, but he still knows how to find a body.”

“Apparently.” Ben sighed, surveying the scene. “Max O’Brien and Deion Truitt are on the way. You know they’ll want to talk to you.”

Kevin said, “We’re not going anywhere.”

“Okay. Let me get these guys squared away.”

Kevin and Jamie moved to the other side of the road, in the shade of a high box hedge, and sat on the asphalt. A couple of neighbors came out to see what was going on; Matsuda corralled them for witness statements. The one who finished first was probably in her sixties, with short blond hair, wearing a sundress. She came over to them. “What a beautiful dog! May I pet him?”

“Of course. His name is Ammo.”

“Hello, Ammo.” The woman ruffled his ears and cooed sweet nothings at him. Ammo ate it up. She straightened and said, “May I bring you and Ammo some water?”

Kevin said, “Thank you, we’d appreciate that.”

“Coming right up.” She bustled away and returned in a few minutes with a huge mixing bowl of water for Ammo and a mini-cooler with ice and bottles of water for the humans. They thanked her again as Ammo slurped greedily.

They waited. It got hotter. Fortunately, the
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