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			To “Carrie,” for allowing us to reopen

			an old wound in hopes of

			finally healing it
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			Angela felt like a ghost walking through her own home. As evening fell, she paused to gaze out the window at the orange tree in the yard and the plants she’d carefully tended. Is this the last time I’ll see my garden?

			Her husband, Joel, had informed her a few days ago that they were losing the house. They’d been on the brink of financial collapse before, but this time felt different. The business was down and he had fallen deeply into debt again. “I’m sorry,” he’d told her. He had been able to right things before, but now they were in their late sixties and their timeline was short. Angela tried to be hopeful, tried to remember the faith she’d always had in Joel. He’d always been able to find a way.

			Last night, though, he’d come home from work reeking of alcohol, despite swearing he had put all that behind him. She looked at her husband of over forty years and, for the first time, saw not the man she wanted to see, but the man who was really there.

			She saw that Joel was scared.

			In the years since the kids had grown up and moved on, Angela’s world had become progressively smaller and simpler, while Joel’s became more complicated in ways she didn’t fully understand. Now, looking out at her garden, the small patch of earth that meant so much to her, she wondered whether she should have wanted more for herself. She’d relied on Joel to take care of everything, including their finances, and in doing so, she had allowed her fate to become inextricably tied to his.

			The orange tree caught a shaft of moonlight as she thought back to the other things she’d been trying to block out since he told her about the debt. Secretive telephone calls. Late night drives. Something was very wrong—she knew that now. Were she another person, and they another couple, she’d have confronted him the first time she’d woken up in the middle of the night to find his side of the bed empty, his car missing. She imagined yelling at him, demanding he tell her what was going on, but then she pictured his rage and felt a twist of dread.

			Instead, she stayed at the window in the falling darkness, fear coursing through her as she saw headlights sweep into the driveway. What was going to happen to them?

			What have you done, Joel?

		

	
		
			The Beginning

			 

		

	
		
			Marissa was so bored.

			She was sitting in a college classroom, enrolled in a continuing education course promising an introduction to television journalism. The coursework she thought would be compelling involved viewing unedited B-roll footage to be inserted into news reports: filler, such as a police officer unspooling yellow caution tape around an accident scene or a bored public official giving a canned press briefing or bib-wearing walkers participating in a charity 5K. She had signed up for night school to study investigative journalism, determined to follow her passion a decade after leaving a career in forensic accounting to become a full-time parent. She thought she would be learning how to tell exciting and impactful stories, not compose boilerplate local interest pieces.

			What she did not expect was that she would view a piece of film that would alter the trajectory of her life.

			The soundless footage showed a red Skyhook helicopter hovering low inside a deep canyon. From massive straps hanging from the bottom of the helicopter, a wrecked SUV dangled slowly, corpse-like, beneath the rotorcraft, high above the hilly forest.

			Marissa sat up in her seat. Something about the footage captivated her.

			The helicopter set the vehicle gently down on the roadside, its long straps slackening and then, released, collapsing to the gravel around the SUV. Sheriff’s deputies and California Highway Patrol officers surrounded the vehicle, which had been damaged almost beyond recognition. The location of the retrieval was not identified, but it was familiar to Marissa.

			California State Route 2 ran from the Pacific coast in Santa Monica—near where she lived now—east and north through the San Gabriel Valley and up into the rugged mountains of the Angeles National Forest. Marissa used to hike in that area on summer day camp excursions when she was young—running barefoot with friends, catching frogs, a world away from the tension and dysfunction of her home.

			What followed chilled her.

			To demonstrate how dry footage was incorporated into the finished product, the instructor played the actual news segment as it had aired in August 2006. “Accident Investigated as Double Homicide.” The costly helicopter retrieval had been performed after the vehicle had lain at the bottom of a ravine for more than a year.

			The report raised so many questions in Marissa’s mind. Why wait so long to bring it up? How could a one-car accident be a double homicide? And—had this crime ever been solved?

			For the first time in that class, she was paying attention. The segment included a still image of a Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department “Information Wanted” poster showing driver’s license photographs of a man and a woman, Joel and Angela Watkins,[*] an older married couple who looked so ordinary, so everyday, so anyone—Marissa could not get the image of the two victims out of her mind. She had recently renewed her driver’s license, and it had not occurred to her that the resulting image could, in the event of a crime, be the image that forever defined her. She thought of the two victims running errands that forgettable day, putting up with the inconvenience of going to the Registry of Motor Vehicles, another chore in another day of comings and goings—until it all stopped. Stopped forever.

			The couple were close to Marissa’s parents’ ages, and something about their expressions seemed familiar to her, looking so normal, and yet at the same time she detected tension in their faces—similar to the tension she’d known in her own parents.

			Who would want to murder this older couple, and why?

			

			—

			This was in early 2020. Marissa had found herself at one of life’s crossroads.

			For more than a decade, motherhood had defined her life. Marissa always wanted to be a mother, and she and Brian had married young, at twenty-five, planning to start a family almost right away. But just thirteen weeks into her first pregnancy, after hearing the fetal heartbeat and watching the little bean move on the ultrasound, she suffered a devastating loss. She woke up covered in blood and miscarried shortly after. Six months later, she suffered another miscarriage. She was distraught. Of all her plans, hopes, and dreams in life, becoming a parent was one thing she had simply taken for granted.

			Ultimately, she picked herself up and they tried again, this time seeking the help of a reproductive endocrinologist. She did everything she was supposed to—ate wholesome organic foods, got regular exercise—while avoiding everything she was supposed to—coffee, alcohol, deli meats, unpasteurized cheese. So when her daughter was born and placed in her arms, healthy and wailing, her joy was beyond what she’d ever known. Halfway through her maternity leave, Marissa knew there was no chance she would go back to work. Two years later, her second daughter arrived, and the family she once feared might not materialize now felt complete.

			She loved being a mom. Marissa’s childhood had been tumultuous at times, such that much of her approach to parenting was an attempt to compensate for what she felt had been lacking in her own upbringing, devoting herself to giving her girls everything she could. Brian worked in advertising for a major movie studio, and for most of their thirties he worked long hours in order to establish himself professionally. Marissa’s career in forensic accounting had never felt like her identity, while being a full-time mother did. It was the most fulfilling and rewarding job in the world—until it wasn’t.

			Now, her girls were eleven and nine, the ages when children first show signs of becoming their own selves. The oldest was a typical first child, a perfectionist, somewhat anxious, endearingly empathetic. The youngest was shy, but also brave, exactly as Marissa had been as a child. She and the girls were particularly close, and she was proud of that. Marissa still felt needed, and with adolescence on the horizon, she understood that as a mother she had a long, long way to go. But she was no longer their entire world. The days of swinging her kids around or playing tag were fading. Her daughters were blossoming and no longer required one hundred percent of Marissa’s focus and energy. Being on the cusp of forty had something to do with it as well.

			With both girls now in school for much of the day, Marissa began considering the second half of her life. She threw herself into school-focused volunteer work, ultimately becoming president of the parent association and overseeing the class fundraisers. While this work was important and challenging in its own way, it did nothing to fill the void she was feeling.

			She shared her thinking with Brian, telling him that there was a course of study at a local university through which she could earn a certificate in investigative journalism. This was out of the blue, and it seemed to Brian like a lot for her to bite off all at once. “Okay,” he said. “I guess let’s look into it.”

			“Oh, no need,” Marissa told him cheerily. “I already enrolled.”

			

			—

			She was still thinking about the footage of the wrecked car dangling from the helicopter as she arrived home that night after class. She lived in a Spanish-style house in a quiet but densely settled neighborhood, a dozen or so blocks from the Pacific coast. Tall palm trees lined the wide sidewalks outside single-family homes separated by hedges or short fences, not far from one of the Westside’s main thoroughfares for stopping and dining. She checked in with Brian, got the girls to bed, then brought her laptop to her favorite spot on the living room sofa and began googling. Fifteen-year-old news stories came up in the results, and she began reading them in roughly chronological order.

			The initial stories focused on the lack of information related to their vanishing. “No trace,” “family members have not heard,” “no indication of foul play in the disappearance.” A son, Andrew Watkins, was quoted as saying, “We have no idea what could have happened.” The Watkins children, all adults, had last heard from their parents by telephone over the weekend, and the father, Joel, had last been seen at his office in Pasadena that Saturday. The son was also quoted as saying that they enjoyed taking weekend drives and there was concern they might have met with an accident.

			Two weeks later, the story was still being updated. There were no further developments as to Joel and Angela Watkins’s fates, but, as one article’s subheadline stated, “Questions Surround Missing Elderly Couple.” The family business, Wattkins LED, an importer of commercial lighting equipment, had been closed overnight, and the company’s telephone line was disconnected. A Sheriff’s Department spokesman said that the disappearance was “an active investigation and we are looking into anything and everything.”

			The details became even stranger over time. Not only had Wattkins LED closed down for good, but the company’s bank had filed a lawsuit claiming fraudulent financial activity and was seeking to recover significant losses. After issuing conflicting statements regarding the business’s closing, family members had ceased communicating with the press altogether.

			Then, in July 2005, five weeks after the Watkinses’ disappearance, two bodies were discovered near a wrecked SUV below Angeles Crest Highway, north of their La Cañada Flintridge home, as Marissa had seen in the news footage. Three days later, the “skeletal remains” were positively identified as those of Joel and Angela Watkins. Family members issued a short statement saying that they were devastated and thanking law enforcement. “They were great parents and grandparents who will be missed.” An official cause of death would not be determined for several weeks, pending toxicology tests.

			And then—nothing. For thirteen months, no further news stories, no updates. Until the bombshell.

			The car had been retrieved from the canyon by helicopter “as part of an ongoing investigation.” The articles referenced the couple’s still unexplained disappearance. Apparently new evidence had come to light indicating that the accident was not an accident at all. The story confirmed that what was once thought to be a tragic motor vehicle crash was now being investigated as a double murder. A sheriff’s detective was quoted saying, “All evidence points to another person or persons being responsible for their deaths.”

			Another person or persons being responsible for their deaths. This phrase set Marissa’s mind buzzing.

			The following April, an article reported that a $5,000 reward had been offered for information regarding Joel and Angela’s disappearance and death. Specifically, the Sheriff’s Department statement mentioned the hope that someone driving on Angeles Crest Highway that night might have seen something. To Marissa’s mind, a plea for two-year-old information from the general public indicated that the investigation had hit a total standstill. At the same time, the extraordinary expenditure of money and manpower involved in physically recovering the car more than a year after its discovery pointed to continued law enforcement interest.

			The reward offer was apparently unsuccessful. After 2007, there were no further news articles about the Watkins murders. The story never went national, with only one small article appearing in a major daily newspaper, at the bottom of a page in the Los Angeles Daily News in 2005, under the headline Missing Couple Found Dead. The story had received frequent coverage on local television stations after the initial mysterious vanishing, and then again upon the discovery of their wrecked Ford Explorer and skeletal remains. But without any further revelations—no arrests, no explanation, no resolution—the coverage had faded away.

			Many of the archived articles from local papers included the original comments section. At that time, in 2005, internet trolling was not yet an art form, and the readers’ real-time comments more closely resembled a message board, with people trading theories, correcting other commenters’ inaccuracies, and expressing empathy.

			In the earliest articles, most readers simply noted their concern for the missing couple and for their families. Some commenters claimed to be acquaintances of the Watkins family.

			
				I know Joel and have shared many conversations with him and I am certain he did nothing shady. As a business owner myself, I know my first priority would be to make sure my employees are paid. Prayers for a happy ending to this mysterious story…

				The Watkinses are some of the nicest people you’ll meet. They are definitely in my prayers!…

				The lack of public information about this incident is frustrating. Don’t these people carry cell phones? Can’t they trace them from their cell phones? Are there any indications of foul play?…

			

			But as the days went on and the business was inexplicably shuttered, the readers and commenters sensed a deeper mystery unfolding.

			
				I hope the missing couple are all right and no harm comes to them, but it is all so strange. Does their family not want them back? The fact that the company is closed and the website is down concerns me…

				Nobody vanishes nowadays unless they want to…

				I do think this is getting fishy. Why did the family close the business? This man has been missing only seven days! I read that some of the couple’s children worked there. They must know the business. I hope they are okay, but did they take the money and run?…

				These parents would not leave their children without reason. There is a reason the police are not releasing any information. I hope some news outlet is working on the real story…

			

			In the absence of answers, new theories took root with dark undertones.

			
				I always had the impression that Joel Watkins was a little crooked…

				Their bank is suing so I hate to bare [sic] bad news but neither the money nor Joel Watkins is ever coming back…

			

			After the discovery of the bodies, there followed a lot of predictable I-told-you-so’s and This-is-so-tragic’s. When, more than a year later, their murders were publicly confirmed, enough time had passed that the commenters had lost their passion for, even interest in, the case.

			

			—

			While Marissa thought her curiosity about the case would be satiated after reading a few archived articles, she instead felt herself getting sucked further into the narrative and wanting to know more. Lacking any other information on the criminal investigation, she set about compiling as much basic biographical and background information on the Watkinses and their immediate family as she could find using various common websites and search engines.

			She learned that Joel Henry Watkins was born in 1937 in Irvine, California, south of Anaheim. He was sixty-eight when he died. Angela Mei (Zhong) Watkins was born in 1940 in San Lorenzo, California, outside Oakland. She was of Chinese American heritage, sixty-six years old when she died. They were married in Las Vegas, Nevada, in December 1963, forty-two years earlier. At the time of their deaths, they resided in a 3,049-square-foot four-bedroom, three-bathroom midcentury house on Shadow Peak Road in an area of La Cañada Flintridge known as Paradise Canyon. They had purchased the home two years earlier, in February 2003, with a substantial mortgage.

			They had raised their four children in nearby Pasadena, where they lived from 1978 until 1996. Marie, the oldest, was born in 1969. She was thirty-six at the time of her parents’ deaths, fifty years old in 2020. Her married name was Marie Medina, and her husband, Greg Medina, two years older than she, ran various businesses and appeared to be tangentially involved with Wattkins LED, though not as an employee. Marie and Greg had one young child, a boy.

			Their son, Andrew Watkins, was born in 1971. He was thirty-four at the time of his parents’ deaths, forty-nine years old in 2020. Andrew was single at the time of his parents’ deaths, a former certified public accountant whose accounting license had been either suspended or allowed to lapse in 2002. He began working for his father’s company in 1997, a position that did not require a CPA license. Almost immediately after his parents’ estate probate closed, Andrew relocated to Charleston, South Carolina, where he married and had one son.

			The youngest children were twin girls, Carrie and Lily Watkins, born in 1980. They were twenty-five at the time of their parents’ deaths, forty years old in 2020. Carrie was married to Henry Rubini at the time of her parents’ deaths and later had one son. She had kept her maiden name and worked as a software developer for a major insurance company, living in Pasadena, California.

			Twin sister Lily’s married name was Martin, and she had lived in Indiana with her husband, Tim, and was pregnant with her first child at the time of her parents’ deaths.

			Angela Watkins had two sisters, one of whom predeceased her, the other one still living. Joel had no other surviving family members.

			Marissa turned her research to the company. Wattkins LED operated out of leased office space in Pasadena, California, not far from La Cañada Flintridge. The company did not produce anything, but imported LED lighting into the United States, almost exclusively from factories and companies in China. In an industry publication interview in 2001, Joel identified “horticultural usage”—which sounded like a euphemism for cannabis cultivation—as the largest potential growth area for LED lighting.

			From the outside, there was nothing terribly remarkable about the Watkins family or their family company, a detail that only further piqued Marissa’s interest. The couple had entered their midsixties with an enviable lifestyle. They appeared to be successful, with a large (if highly leveraged) house and a young grandchild who lived nearby, with a second on the way. They had a lot to live for. Who would want to murder Joel and Angela Watkins, and why?

			

			—

			It wasn’t as clear to Marissa at the time as it would become in retrospect, but what drew her so deeply into the initial research was the familiar family dynamic: a seemingly normal couple with secrets that had major implications for their family. This she understood.

			Marissa had grown up in Echo Park, currently a trendy, hip neighborhood close to downtown Los Angeles, but a much grittier area in the 1980s. It was a rough neighborhood then, with cars often broken into and new graffiti appearing nearly every night. The day her parents brought her home from the hospital, they discovered a homeless man hiding in their basement. Her family lived in a towering old Victorian house that so closely exemplified her family’s identity, her mother’s license plate read TOWRHSE. The building stood four stories high, with six bedrooms and three bathrooms, its ramshackle wooden exterior painted all different colors. But as the years went by, the house fell into disrepair. The fence became ridden with termites. One time her younger brother fell through a rotted plank in the back deck. The interior floors were so warped and creaky that you had to tiptoe, as through a minefield, to the bathroom at night or else wake up everybody in the house.

			But when she was young, the house was a dreamland, full of mystery and adventure. She would lead her brother and much younger sister into the attic and under the house looking for treasures. She was always searching for something, daring to climb the highest walls and then jumping off them. They kept many animals, all of them strays, most scarred or one-eyed. Marissa’s first action upon coming home from school was to check the backyard for escapees and clean up the mess on the floors.

			Her love for pets and her particular affection for strays came from her mother, a special education teacher. Marissa’s father was a lawyer. Both parents were emotionally distant, her mother present but extremely secretive, while her father was withdrawn and often depressed. One reason their house was in a constant state of disrepair was because her parents, together and individually, had a troubled relationship with money. They spent money they didn’t have and often borrowed from Marissa’s grandparents. The family got away from the Tower for only seven days each year, on their annual road trip to Yosemite. When she was older, Marissa would use some of the camp counseling money she earned to help patch up the place where she could. She learned how to put down tile and wire outlets. She became handy because she had to.

			One night in her freshman year of high school, she vividly remembers watching The Simpsons and laughing along with her siblings when she heard a huge crash downstairs. She left her brother and sister in front of the television and ventured down alone, hearing raised voices. From a hiding spot on the stairs, she saw her parents fighting. The subject was money, of course. The grocery store had called after multiple bounced checks. As their yelling rose, Marissa couldn’t take it anymore, and spontaneously burst from the stairs into the kitchen, crying out, “What’s going on?” Her parents turned to look at her, blankly, silenced. Neither one spoke. Neither of them thought to console their daughter or explain. It was at that moment Marissa realized she was on her own. I have to be successful, she decided. I can’t rely on anyone else to take care of me. She would do whatever it took not to live like her parents, a life of constant strife and uncertainty.

			Despite not doing much in the way of homework and skipping most of the assigned reading, she managed to sail through high school with good grades. Life at home had become uncomfortable, and so on most school nights, she slept over at friends’ houses, observing her friends’ family dynamics, seeking positive examples of domestic life.

			Secrets ran deep in Marissa’s family, and when they were revealed, it was usually in a shocking and disturbing fashion. Accordingly, Marissa hated surprises, because she had experienced so many negative ones. When she was seventeen, her father one day decided he was taking a sabbatical from his law firm to spend an entire summer at Yale University studying the Icelandic language. Then, one week before returning home from Connecticut, he sent Marissa a message via AOL Instant Messenger.

			Subject line: Hi.

			Message: I’m divorcing your Mother. Can you pick me up at the airport on Friday?

			When Marissa picked him up at the airport, he didn’t understand why she was surly.

			“I thought you’d be happy,” he told her. “I was when my parents split up.”

			Happy? Maybe he meant relieved? But she wasn’t relieved, and she wasn’t happy. She didn’t speak to her father for many years after that.

			Marissa worked twenty hours a week in order to help put herself through USC. Her natural inclination was to be a psychology major, but the moment of clarity she had experienced that night of the Simpsons crash never left her mind, and after one semester she switched her major to business.

			Upon graduating, she landed a consulting job, bought herself a car, and even earned enough money to give some to her mother. She lived at home for one year, but it was unendurable, so she moved in with Brian, whom she had met in high school and started dating in college. She switched jobs, moving into real estate development finance with Westfield malls, and worked for them until her first daughter was born.

			Her mother’s issues with money and secrets worsened over time. Marissa was seven months pregnant with her first child and out for what seemed like a casual brunch with her mother when her mother revealed that she had lost the family home—the symbol of their family’s identity—to foreclosure. She had neglected to pay the mortgage for nearly a year, and the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department was coming to padlock the Tower House in two days. Marissa had to oversee everything being packed up and loaded out in forty-eight hours while resettling her mother in an apartment, all at her advanced stage of pregnancy.

			As Marissa looked at her adult life, she felt a sense of accomplishment and also gratitude. She had succeeded in building the life of which young Marissa had dreamed: having a devoted husband and partner; two beautiful, well-adjusted daughters; a historic but renovated and well-maintained home in a safe and walkable neighborhood; an obedient and well-trained dog; a newer-model car kept serviced and clean. All things she didn’t have growing up but desperately wanted.

			And while there were moments when she felt she had everything she needed, at other times it seemed to her that she had nothing at all. As night would fall at the end of another exceptionally busy day, she wasn’t ever sure what, if anything, she had actually accomplished. Shuttling kids to and from school, activities, and playdates, making lunches and dinners, helping with geometry homework—all so necessary and yet so mundane. Where was that scrappy kid who could take on anything, who was voted “Most Brave” in her sixth grade class over all the boys, who always seemed to find adventure without ever looking for it? Somewhere along the long and winding path of motherhood, she had lost that part of her identity.

			Perhaps if she could get to the bottom of the Watkins mystery, she might acquire a better understanding of her own family’s dysfunction. Maybe she would find that families harboring secrets were more common than she assumed.

			

			—

			Marissa was convinced that if she could somehow shine some light on why the Watkinses died, or bring renewed attention to this cold case, it had the makings of a good article—maybe even a great one.

			Coincidentally, around this same time, Marissa’s lifelong friend Eileen had called to connect her with another friend named Jeannie who had mentioned a similar interest in embarking upon a second career in investigative journalism. Marissa was excited to meet someone else who shared her interests, and she and Jeannie exchanged phone numbers and set a midweek lunch date at Lulu, a restaurant in the courtyard inside the Hammer Museum in nearby Westwood Village.

			“We’ve actually met once before,” Jeannie told her. After a rare free hour spent surfing off Malibu Point the previous summer, Jeannie had run into Eileen and Marissa getting lunch at the Malibu Farm Cafe. The restaurant was at the end of the pier and had a casual walk-up counter and tables with a view of First Point, where Jeannie had been surfing for the previous thirty years.

			Lulu had a more refined vibe, charming and intimate, and over dishes inspired by seasonal local produce, the two women learned they were facing similar crossroads in midlife. Blond, green-eyed Jeannie had also given up her corporate career when her child was born, and she was now asking the very same questions as Marissa, such as What is the rest of my life going to look like? and Is it too late to make the second act of my life meaningful? Jeannie seemed to Marissa like her kind of person. She had written freelance articles for surfing magazines in her twenties. “It was difficult to get a staff writing job,” Jeannie said. “The magazines were written almost exclusively about, for, and by male surfers—with the noted exception of the swimsuit issue.” For her part, Marissa shared with Jeannie an article she had published the month before on an online environmental advocacy website as part of a class project. As Los Angeles’s oil boom slowed in the 1950s, many active wells in and around the Vista Hermosa neighborhood, just north of downtown Los Angeles, had been carelessly plugged with cement or abandoned outright. In the 1960s and 1970s, new neighborhoods had been constructed atop these long-festering toxic sites. Gases seeping from cracks in sidewalk concrete exposed residents to concentrations of hydrogen sulfide at levels “immediately dangerous to life and health.” A penny left out on the street overnight would become corroded by the next day—all within sight of the skyscrapers of downtown L.A. Marissa’s article related stories of residents dealing with noxious odors and high rates of respiratory illnesses and cancer.

			Jeannie was impressed. “Did anything come of it?”

			“Sort of,” said Marissa. “A reporter at the Los Angeles Times ran a piece that expanded on what I’d found. But the story didn’t mention my article at all.” They connected on another topic, too, one that everyone was talking about: the 2019 novel coronavirus outbreak, which the World Health Organization had officially christened COVID-19. Eleven million people in the city of Wuhan, China, where the “atypical pneumonia-like illness” had originated, had been placed under lockdown. More recently the entire country of Italy had been shut down as well. Just the day before, the Centers for Disease Control had forecast that even in the United States, “the disruption to everyday life may be severe.”

			“What does that mean?” wondered Marissa. “School closings?”

			“I don’t know,” said Jeannie. “Canceling large gatherings? How bad can it get?”

			At that moment, there were fewer than twenty documented cases in the United States, yet both women had become obsessed, having followed news of the virus since January as it spread westward across the globe. Marissa had ordered hospital-grade disinfectant in February, and she was already in possession of some masks and supplies thanks to a FEMA-sponsored readiness course she had taken, Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) training.

			“Crap,” said Jeannie, suddenly worried that the Costco run for toilet paper she’d made the day before wasn’t nearly enough. “I heard about a medical supply company near LAX that sells old medical masks and cleaning supplies in bulk, I might try them tomorrow.” As they finished their lunch at the enchanting museum restaurant, neither woman had any real grasp of what was to come.

			Marissa left feeling she had made a connection with Jeannie, but even more strongly that she had reaffirmed her ambition to pursue journalism. Though she had been tempted to mention her interest in the Watkins murders with Jeannie, she never did, for fear that her growing obsession with a fifteen-year-old cold case might come off as crazy.

			

			—

			In Marissa’s first investigative foray beyond the resources of Google, she tracked down one of the reporters who had initially covered the story for the La Cañada Valley Sun in 2005. The writer had left journalism about ten years ago as the industry contracted and now owned and operated a power washing company in San Marino. The former reporter didn’t remember much about the particulars of the Watkins story, except for one thing that had stuck in his mind: After early and eager participation from the distraught family of the missing couple, the adult children soon fell silent. He recalled reaching out to them for comment and their not returning his phone calls—the opposite of what one would expect from a family desperate for answers about their parents’ overnight disappearance.

			February became March, with Marissa continually tracking COVID-19 news in this most uncertain time. Marissa had become involved with a fundraiser for the girls’ school, a midweek bowling night for parents, something she felt she couldn’t get out of attending despite her worries. She’d added hand sanitizer to the budget for food and supplies. More than sixty parents originally RSVP’d for the event, but on that Tuesday night, only nine attended, all mothers. In hindsight, that was for the best. Close quarters chatting over chicken wings and communal bowling balls? It could have been a super-spreader event before the term had even been invented.

			Instead of the usual small talk common to most parent gatherings, that night there was only nervous energy. The moms discussed Covid in terms of an impending storm, sharing tips about essential pantry items, the best places to get paper goods, the shock of encountering bare shelves in the liquor section at Costco. Everyone seemed to be measuring their anxiety against the group’s, deciding where they needed to be on the spectrum from making doomsday jokes to being legitimately terrified. Marissa was near the terrified end of the range—Brian had a work trip coming up that she was frantic about—whereas others laughed off the thing that would soon overtake their lives. In an effort to change the subject, Marissa pounced on a lull in the conversation. “I came across this news story about an unsolved double murder case involving a married couple whose car went over a cliff, and I can’t get it out of my mind.”

			Almost immediately, she regretted bringing it up. Marissa had a tendency to overshare—perhaps an overcompensation for her particularly secretive childhood.

			While Marissa laid out some of the particulars of the Watkins murders, she was actively gauging the others’ level of interest in the case as a way to check her own obsession. Was this mystery worth the time and energy she was pouring into it? Would others find the case as compelling as she did?

			As she took them through the circumstances of the case, what she was really doing was seeking connection, wondering whether anyone else among the group thought and felt the same way she did.

			A few of the women she spoke to were totally into it. Nicole, an outgoing and energetic working mom, audibly gasped at the family angle and wanted as much dirt as possible. “All of it, tell me everything, more, now,” she said, making Marissa laugh out loud.

			Samira, a confident and self-possessed mom whom Marissa knew vaguely from PTA volunteering, immediately leaned in, asking all the same questions about the case that Marissa had asked.

			“Was there a will?” asked Samira. “Life insurance policies?”

			“I don’t know yet,” said Marissa. “But the business debt was apparently settled somehow, so I’m guessing there was at least a will.”

			“I wonder how much the kids benefited from their parents’ deaths?” asked Samira.

			“It’s the husband,” said Nicole, laughing. “Always the husband. If I ever go missing, you know what to do.”

			“But he died too,” said Marissa. “The news stories say it was definitely two homicides.”

			“Maybe he hired someone to take out him and his wife?” said Nicole. “Couldn’t do it himself. Suicide negates life insurance, right? He did it for the kids.”

			“The kids who stopped cooperating with the police?” said Samira, her eyebrows raised.

			“Ooh, right,” said Nicole. “Much more interesting if their children did it, anyway.”

			“But why would they kill their own parents?” said Marissa.

			“Do they need a motive?” said Nicole. “My own kids are already killing me.”

			Nicole’s ability to process information so quickly and with such levity made Marissa want to hang out with her more. And she was relieved that what she originally mistook for amused engagement on Samira’s part was actually a deep, judgment-free curiosity.

			“I worked in deep background research in my previous life,” Nicole told Marissa. “If you’re ever stuck trying to look up something, I can probably help.”

			The women ended up bowling together in a group that night. They could have never guessed that this would be the beginning of a powerful, life-altering bond.

			

			—

			The following Monday, March 9, Marissa’s Covid anxiety reached full panic mode. Brian had his bags packed and was insisting on going through with his business trip to San Francisco. Maybe he could duck out early and head back home before Friday, he offered. Sixty confirmed cases across the country didn’t sound like much to him. The health risk of air travel was so obvious to her, so present and preventable, that she felt as though she were losing her mind. As the town car arrived to take him to the airport, Marissa stood in the doorway and made her last stand—literally begging him not to go. She was so freaked out that he relented. He had never seen her like this before. He sent the driver away with his apologies, and unpacked his bag.

			On the morning of Wednesday, March 11, Marissa received an email announcing that officials at the girls’ school would be meeting during the day to discuss next steps in light of the growing health threat. At 2:45 p.m., she received a follow-up email: The girls’ school would be closing for two weeks. (Two weeks became fifteen months.) That evening, Marissa’s classes were canceled as well. Citing 118,000 cases across 114 countries and 4,291 deaths globally, the World Health Organization officially declared COVID-19 a pandemic.

			Pandemic. Okay. Serious and scary, but in a way, it was an exciting novelty, too. No school for the girls, which they loved. Tales of isolated panic-buying begat actual widespread panic-buying. Marissa heard the term “social distancing” for the first time.

			On March 19 came the California statewide stay-at-home order, shutting down all but essential businesses.

			Quarantine. The unthinkable. The entire world ground to a halt.

			The ensuing days and weeks blurred together. Brian worked from home, setting up shop in the converted garage at the rear of the property. Remote school started up part-time at first, Marissa glimpsing the beleaguered teachers holding class from their kitchen or dining room table in the Brady Bunch–style Zoom box. Order-ahead groceries were placed in the trunks of vehicles in supermarket parking lots. Life became contactless and sterile.

			Marissa, craving distraction beyond card games, jigsaw puzzles, and Netflix, was never more grateful for her obsession with the Watkinses. As she was just about to exhaust the resources available on the internet, a lawyer friend suggested she search Superior Court files to find the lawsuit the bank had filed against Joel Watkins’s business in the weeks following his disappearance.

			The lawsuit had been filed on June 13, 2005, sixteen days after the Watkinses disappeared. The plaintiff, Pacific Heritage Bank & Trust, wished to freeze the assets of the defendant and levy any outstanding funds owed to the bank. This turned out to be one of the most illuminating documents of the case.

			The filing began by defining the factoring agreement between Wattkins LED and Pacific Heritage Bank & Trust. Invoice factoring provides advances of up to 85 percent of an invoice’s value up front. Businesses with cash flow issues need to pay expenses immediately, while customers might take thirty, sixty, or ninety days to pay for goods delivered. For Wattkins LED to remain solvent, it needed access to working capital to bridge the period of time between delivery and payment. Wattkins LED would essentially sell its invoices (accounts receivable) to Pacific Heritage Bank & Trust (the factor) at a discount and receive cash immediately. Once the client paid the invoice to the bank, the bank would pay the remaining percentage of the invoice to Wattkins LED, minus a fee.

			The liability limit of the amount of money to be fronted to Wattkins LED by Pacific Heritage under the terms of the agreement had been $900,000 in 2004. However, on February 18, 2005, three months before his disappearance, Joel Watkins signed a new guaranty increasing the bank’s liability to $1,000,000.

			The lawsuit made explicitly clear that Joel Watkins’s guaranty was important because “Watkins was the business.” The contacts and relationships were all his; he had started the business in the early 1990s, and only he could sign checks.

			Much of the document was dry legalese—“Legal Basis for Default,” “Representations and Warranties,” “Code of Civil Procedures,” and the like—but the comprehensive declaration of the vice president of Pacific Heritage Bank & Trust also revealed a great deal of practical information. Compellingly, it established a tick-tock of the circumstances of Joel Watkins’s disappearance, beginning two days after he was last seen.

			
				On or about Monday, May 30, 2005, I appeared at the offices of WATTKINS LED pursuant to a pre-arranged meeting with Mr. WATKINS at approximately 2:45 PM. He had sent me an e-mail the previous Saturday indicating that he would be available at the office after 1:00 PM on Monday May 30. I had sent him an e-mail that morning giving an ETA at his office of about 2:30 PM, mentioning an unpaid receivable. We were also to discuss the renewal of the receivables facility, which was expiring June 7, 2005, one week away. When I arrived at his Pasadena office, I was greeted by office manager Bonnie Salazar who informed me that Mr. WATKINS was not there, and that she thought he had a doctor’s appointment. I asked her to have him call me, and I returned to the bank.

				On or about May 31, 2005, the next day, not having received a call, I called and asked if Ms. Salazar had heard from Mr. WATKINS. She indicated she had not, that people were concerned, and that his son Andrew had gone by the WATKINS’s house the previous evening, only to find that neither Mr. WATKINS nor his wife were there. I asked her to keep me advised of any developments.

				On Wednesday, June 1, 2005, I called again. Bonnie said that Andrew had filed a missing persons report for Mr. WATKINS and his wife. She said Mr. WATKINS’s cell phone had been found inside his office at WATTKINS LED. I asked to speak with Andrew, who stated he had no idea where his parents were, and that a detective would probably be calling.

				I then advised various personnel at the bank internally that Mr. WATKINS was missing. Later that afternoon, I spoke with a detective from the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department for approximately 10 minutes. He wanted to verify the invoice factoring agreement and the existence of the meeting scheduled for May 30, 2005. He asked several things about Mr. WATKINS’s business, some of which I could not disclose due to privacy laws.

				On Thursday, June 2, 2005, the bank sent out letters to the various customers of WATTKINS LED asking them to make checks payable to Pacific Heritage Bank & Trust, to make sure that monies were properly paid.

				On Friday, June 3, I received a voice message from Andrew Watkins saying that the business was being shut down.

				Since my first inability to contact Mr. WATKINS on May 30, 2005, I have received no e-mails or other communications from him or his wife. After May 30 and prior to June 10, 2005, when the WATTKINS LED accounts at the bank were closed, there were no checks written during that period by WATKINS on the business accounts.

				I had no prior notice Watkins was leaving town or that anything was amiss with him or his wife. He had sent an e-mail to me on Saturday, May 28, 2005, to the effect that he was having meetings with potential investors in WATTKINS LED to seek additional capital and would be in contact with me that afternoon or Monday.

				I spoke again with Andrew Watkins on June 7. He indicated that the business had no money, that all employees had been terminated, and that the bank in effect owned the business now.

			

			It was a lot to process. The two touchstones for Marissa were family drama and financial stress. She did not know where this was going but it felt like a riddle she was emotionally and intellectually equipped to solve. It was immediately apparent to her that Andrew Watkins had some complicity in or knowledge of what had occurred. There was no other reason to shut down his father’s company when his parents had been missing for less than a week.

			The filing contained a list of the couple’s assets, including the house on Shadow Peak Road in Paradise Canyon, then valued at approximately $1.5 million while “encumbered” by mortgages and loans in excess of $1 million. A copy of the Watkins Family Trust was included as an exhibit, bearing both Joel’s and Angela’s signatures. Also to be “attached” to the bank’s claim was a small sum of money in a personal account at Pacific Heritage, and a life insurance policy in Joel’s name in the amount of $1 million, of which Angela was the beneficiary. If she didn’t survive him—as ended up happening—the estate would be the beneficiary.

			In the bank’s investigation into Joel Watkins’s holdings, it discovered that at the end of May 2004, the time at which Joel was negotiating the invoice factoring arrangement with Pacific Heritage, he had also set up a separate limited liability company with exactly the same name, Wattkins LED, LLC, in the state of Nevada. “The Nevada entity, about which we have no information at present, is listed in good standing with the state,” the filing added. This struck Marissa as highly irregular. Two LLCs in separate states? Was Joel Watkins using the Nevada shell corporation to launder the factoring payments from Pacific Heritage for his personal profit?

			Then came the bombshell.

			
				Pacific Heritage Bank & Trust began evaluating its position regarding WATTKINS LED and the Guaranty. It discovered as the result of its investigation that the invoices purchased were
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