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Santa Monica, California

Wednesday, July 1, 2020

Genevieve Lemieux stopped at the door of the Goodwin Gallery and adjusted her face mask, thinking, You don’t have to do this. 

But she did. She squared her shoulders and knocked on the glass.

The sleek, blond, young man at the reception desk raised an eyebrow. He came to the door, unlocked it, and opened it to a slim crack. “May I help you?”

“Bonjour. I am Genevieve Lemieux. I have an appointment with Terrence.”

“Ah. One moment.” The young man let her in, then re-locked the door and disappeared toward the back of the gallery. 

Genevieve moved toward the closest wall, which displayed an enormous canvas rectangle painted with nothing but shades of red. She glanced at the information placard, which informed her that the imagination-free work was by an artist named Bree Negrete and could be had for $14,000.

She huffed in disgust. Absurd.

Behind her, a voice she hadn’t heard for decades said softly, “Phillippa?”

She turned. “It’s Genevieve now. Legally.”

“Sure.” Terrence Goodwin stared at her. “My God. You look...stunning.”

Genevieve knew she’d aged well. Unfortunately, Terrence hadn’t. She said, “Merci. How are you, Terrence?”

He waved a hand. “Broke. Again. This virus has wrecked our business. But let’s not talk about that. Would you like a coffee?”

“That would be lovely.”

He led her to the back and into an office crammed with art books, art catalogues, and filing cabinets. He whisked a stack of paper from a chair and gestured to it. “Sit. Please. I hope dark roast suits you.”

“That is fine.”

Terrence busied himself with the coffee. “When did you come in?”

“Monday. I leave on Sunday.”

“Still in Marseille?”

“Yes. Are you still married?”

Terrence handed her a coffee mug. “Not for long. This one was a mistake.”

“Mm.”

He snorted a laugh as he sat behind his desk. “How noncommittal of you. Is it true that you’re leaving Giscard?”

“You’ve heard.”

“My God, Phil—er, Genevieve—everyone’s heard. Why?”

She shrugged. A very Gallic shrug, that she’d worked hard to perfect. “He does not own me. He seems to have lost sight of that fact.”

“Who are you going with?”

“I can’t say. Negotiations are... ongoing.”

Terrence crossed his arms. “So why are you in LA? I know you didn’t come to see me.”

Not entirely true, but she wouldn’t tell him that. She carefully set the coffee mug on the edge of the desk, not wanting to remove her mask to drink. “I have a meeting at the Getty on Friday about an exhibit of my work.”

“How exciting! That also could have been handled virtually. What’s the real reason?”

“My son is here.”

His eyes widened. “He’s here? I thought he was back east.”

“No. He has been here for several years.”

“Are you going to see him?”

“Yes. On Saturday.”

“So, you can run back to France the next day if it goes badly.”

“I cannot imagine that it will go well. But I must try. I hope...” Her voice trailed off.

Terrence held up a hand. “I understand.”

“He will not.”

“He might surprise you.”

Genevieve smiled grimly. “He will not.”
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Chapter 1


Associate
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Downtown Los Angeles, California

Thursday, July 2

Jamilah Daly swiped her employee ID through the card reader and waited. The garage door before her—featureless steel in a featureless brick wall—slid upwards at a glacial pace. She frowned at the looming walls of the Central Community Police Station as she waited. The Los Angeles Police Department had built a fortress to shield itself from the community it was supposed to protect and serve.

And now—well, once she’d had the vaccine for Covid-19—she’d be working in the thick of that fortress.

When the opening was high enough, she eased her Subaru wagon through, then paused as the door ponderously closed behind her, ending its journey with a satisfying thunk. She pulled forward then turned right, into the parking garage. Passing rows of patrol cars, unmarked cars, and personal vehicles, she drove to the roof, where she’d been told she’d find her designated spot. She craned her neck until she saw the parking stop painted with the letters LADA. Los Angeles District Attorney. 

She parked the Subaru, secured her face mask, and climbed out of the car. She examined the car in the spot next to hers. A battered white Honda Civic, with a UCLA employee parking permit affixed to the glass and a United States Marine Corps bumper sticker.

She thought, Hm. 

Jamilah took the stairwell to the third floor of the building, swiped her ID, and pushed the door open with her hip. A hallway stretched before her—one door to her left, a row of doors to her right. She stuck her head through the door to her left and saw that she was in the right place.

The space was a conference and break room. A soda machine squatted in one corner; an ancient harvest gold refrigerator chugged away in another. An oval table occupied the center, surrounded by mismatched office chairs. At the far end sat Jamilah’s supervisor, Nancy Carlucci. At the near end, socially distanced, was—she supposed—the owner of the Honda Civic. A blond, blue eyed, broad-shouldered white man, about her age. He was dressed, as was Jamilah, in khaki trousers and a navy-blue polo shirt decorated with the logo of the LADA’s Bureau of Victim Services.

Kevin Brodie. The brand-new associate social worker who’d be under her supervision for the next year or more. Jamilah thought, Shit. She’d been hoping to beat him here. Establish dominance from the start.

Nancy said, “Jamilah. Come in, have a seat.”

“Yes, ma’am.” She crossed to the far side of the table, pulled a chair out, scooted it back a couple of feet, and sat.

“Jamilah, this is Kevin Brodie.” Nancy waved her hand between them. “Kevin, Jamilah Daly. I have another meeting in an hour, so I’ll keep this brief. You two have been hand-picked by Victor Gutierrez and me to take part in this...experiment.”

Victor Gutierrez was an assistant DA and Nancy’s boss. Jamilah had already been briefed about the “experiment,” but she kept quiet. 

Nancy continued. “Social workers in Victim Services have never been assigned partners in the past. As you know, however, we’ve decided to separate homicide from the rest of the program. There are several reasons for that. First, homicide is the only crime in which the victims’ families, rather than the victims themselves, are paramount. Second, many of our other social workers dislike dealing with homicide. Third, there are enough homicides in LA County that having a separate homicide team within BVS is warranted. You won’t lack for cases.”

Kevin said, “No, ma’am.” 

“As to why you were chosen... Both of you have law enforcement backgrounds and are familiar with investigative procedure.”

Kevin glanced at Jamilah, probably wondering exactly what her background entailed. She raised an eyebrow at him. 

“Both of you have valuable contacts within the county that will allow you to assist your victims’ families with efficiency and thoroughness that other social workers could not bring to bear. And we have reason to believe that your personalities will mesh well. Jamilah?”

Jamilah folded her arms and looked straight at Kevin. Challenging him. “I’m a licensed clinical social worker. I have six years of experience with BVS. While you’re an associate social worker, you’ll be under my supervision in the field. Any problem with that?”

Kevin returned her forthright gaze. “Absolutely not, ma’am.”

Jamilah studied him. She was proud of her finely tuned asshole detector. So far, it hadn’t pinged. “Glad to hear it.”

Nancy said, “Kevin, I know you’re familiar with the rules regarding licensing. Obviously, in our current circumstances, very little individual face-to-face therapy and no group therapy will take place. The state is allowing your 750 required hours of supervised therapy to take place virtually when possible.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Nancy looked back and forth between them. “Any questions?”

Kevin and Jamilah spoke in unison. “No, ma’am.”

“All right.” Nancy slid a key down the table to each of them. “Your office keys. I apologize for the small spaces. You were supposed to share a larger office, but it wasn’t big enough to allow for six feet between you. I’ve been assured by the captain of Central Division that this conference room will be at your disposal.”

Jamilah said, “I do have a question. Are we taking over active cases, or are we starting fresh?”

“Clean slate. It’s important to maintain continuity between the families and the advocate that’s already been assigned to their case.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“One more thing. You’re scheduled for a presentation about your role to LAPD Detective Services next Friday. Ten o’clock in the auditorium at LAPD headquarters. Kevin, I assume you know where that is.”

Kevin’s eyes crinkled in amusement. “Yes, ma’am.”

Nancy stood and slung a messenger bag over her shoulder. “I’ll leave it to you two to figure out how to work together virtually. Kevin, Jamilah will provide further details about your work experience plan. You’ll have tomorrow off, since Independence Day falls on Saturday. Enjoy your long weekend.”

Kevin said, “Yes, ma’am.”

Jamilah said, “You, too.”

Nancy hurried from the room. Jamilah said, “There’ll be murders over the holiday.”

“Plenty of ‘em.”

She leaned back in her chair and crossed her hands over her stomach. “Kevin Brodie. Star of the small screen.”

Kevin rolled his eyes. “Oh, please.”

“No, no. I’ve watched every episode of Two Days to Solve.” A reality show that followed homicide detectives. Kevin and his former partner at LAPD’s West LA Division, Jon Eckhoff, had been featured on the show for three seasons. Jamilah had binged the series last weekend, trying to get a fix on her new associate. “Where’s your buddy Eckhoff now?”

“Homicide Special.” 

Jamilah whistled. “No shit. Guess that’s your valuable contact within the county.”

“One of ‘em. Who’s yours?”

“My wife. She’s a coroner’s investigator.” 

Jamilah watched him closely to gauge his reaction to the word “wife.” It didn’t seem to faze him. “Cool. What’s your law enforcement background?”

“I was an M.P. in the Army, then ten years on patrol with the Irvine P.D. When it became obvious that it would take me forever to make detective there, I applied to grad school.”

“Wrong gender?”

“Wrong gender, wrong color, wrong orientation.” Jamilah curled her lip. Not that Kevin could see that, under the mask.

“Sorry.”

“I’m not. This is gonna work out just fine.”

“Where’d you get your MSW?”

“UCLA. You?”

“Simmons. I needed an online program.”

“Ah. Nancy says you’re still an active-duty police officer.”

“No. I was supposed to teach at the academy one afternoon a week, but I decided against that a couple of weeks ago. Turned in my badge two days ago.”

“Why?”

Kevin sighed. “I went back and forth, trying to decide. Stay, and do my best to change police culture from the inside? Which might be an exercise in futility? Or resign and embrace this job fully, which meant not giving our clients any reason to distrust me? I chose the side of the angels.”

She snorted a laugh. “You from LA?”

“No, Oceanside. How about you?”

Oceanside. That probably explained the USMC sticker. “Within spitting distance of Florence and Normandie.” The intersection in South LA that had figured significantly in the riots after the beating of Rodney King. Jamilah lowered her voice. “Nancy didn’t say so, but I figure that’s another reason you and I were picked for this gig. I know South Central. That’s where half of our cases are gonna be. You obviously know West LA, where the cases are few but the people are rich. And mostly white.”

“True. And I also speak Spanish.”

“Excellent. So do I. How fuckin’ tall are you, anyway?”

He laughed. “Six-four.”

“Damn.” Jamilah stood and stretched. “I need caffeine.”

Kevin reached into his tote bag and extracted a box of K-cups. “Will Dunkin’ do?”

Jamilah’s eyes widened. “Oh, my God. You are my hero.”

He chuckled and pushed back from the table. “Follow me, ma’am.”
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Chapter 2


Getting to Know You
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Jamilah trailed after Kevin as he unlocked the tiny office. “You’ve gotta can the ma’am shit. Makes me feel old. How old are you?”

“Forty-one.”

“Well, hell, you are younger than me. I’m forty-three.”

Kevin plugged in the coffee maker and removed the water reservoir. “Have you been to Central Division before?”

“God, no. I have no interest in catching salmonella from a rat. I hate that our offices are here.”

In 2019, the Central Community Police Station had suffered from an infestation of rats, roaches, and various other vermin. Two employees had come down with salmonella. Kevin said, “I think they’ve solved that problem, but let’s ask. I know some of the people on this floor.”

They went down the hall, stopping at an open door on the right. Kevin said, “Lieutenant?”

The man at the desk—the nameplate on his desk read Eliseo Velez—looked up, frowning at first, his expression relaxing as he recognized Kevin. “Detective Brodie. What brings you to Central?”

“Not a detective anymore, sir. I’m with the DA’s office now. Victim Services. This is my supervisor, Jamilah Daly.”

Lt. Velez nodded to Jamilah. “Ms. Daly. Welcome to Central. I guess those two offices at the end of the hall belong to you.”

Jamilah said, “That’s right.”

Velez asked Kevin, “Where’s Eckhoff?”

The question of the day. Kevin said, “Up the street at Homicide Special.”

“I’m surprised you’re not there, too.”

“It was time for a change of pace, sir.”

“Hm. Well. If there’s anything I can help you with, let me know.”

“Thank you, sir.”

They continued down the hall. When they were out of earshot Jamilah muttered, “He thinks you should still be a cop.”

“He’s not the only one.” Kevin spotted the face he’d been looking for. “Hey, Treva.”

A woman wearing slacks, a button-down shirt, and a shoulder holster glanced up from her desk. “Kevin! Welcome to the bowels of hell.”

He laughed. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

“Compared to West LA, it is.” She eyed Jamilah curiously. “Hi. I’m Treva Coyne.”

“Jamilah Daly.”

Kevin said, “Jamilah’s my field supervisor. She was with Irvine PD for ten years.”

“Ah. Outstanding.” Treva’s eyes crinkled at the corners. Under her mask, she was grinning. “I’m glad you’re here. Two more brains to pick when we have a tough case.”

Jamilah said, “I’m all in for that.”

Kevin lowered his voice. “Listen, Treva, we have to know. Are the rats gone?”

“Yeah, but they didn’t go far. Be careful with food and shit.”

Central Division station was right on the edge of Skid Row, with its myriad homeless encampments and urban blight. “Got it. Do you all have a water cooler?”

Treva pointed to the far corner of the room. “You’ll have to contribute to it. There’s a collection box by the cooler.”

“No problem. Thanks, Treva.”

Kevin filled the water container and, to Jamilah’s surprise, stuffed a twenty into the collection box. When they were back in his office, she leaned in the doorway as he fiddled with the coffee machine. “What do I need to know about you, Kevin Brodie?”

Kevin snapped a K-cup of Dunkin’ into the machine and pressed the button. “In what sense?”

“In the sense that you just paid for a month’s worth of water back there.”

“More like two weeks. And we’ll be using plenty of it.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.” Kevin waited as the coffee trickled into the mug, then handed it to Jamilah. “Have a seat.”

“I can’t drink coffee in a mask.”

“Conference room?”

Jamilah tipped her head in that direction. “Let’s go.”

Kevin took the seat that Nancy had occupied, at the far end of the table. Jamilah removed her mask and sipped her coffee. “Ahhh. Now answer my question.”

“Here’s the abridged version. When I was a toddler, my mom was killed by a drunk driver named Gavin Barkley. His old man was loaded. When Barkley Senior died, in 2014, he left his estate to the kids of the four women in the car that his son hit. My brothers and I, and the others, got thirty-eight million each.”

“Holy shit. Why the hell are you working at all?”

Kevin spread his hands. “I’m too young to retire. What would I do? What I did was pay for grad school, then take a massive cut in pay to be a victim advocate.”

“Why?”

Kevin adjusted his mask, which was attempting to slip off his nose. “Several years ago, Jon Eckhoff and I had a case. Ashley Bennett. Ashley was shot in the head in a sand trap at the Bel Air Country Club and dumped in a townhouse in Santa Monica. It took a while to unwind it all. Didn’t find the body for a couple of days, didn’t find the crime scene for a couple of days after that... you know the drill.”

“I remember hearing about that. A Santa Monica cop did it.”

“Yeah. Anyway, I got to know her parents. They were such nice, normal people. And totally lost. They had a victim advocate assigned, who called them once then emailed them the compensation form. That was it. Everything they knew about the case, they learned from Jon and me. I stayed in touch with them, even after we arrested her killer. Went to court with them when he went to trial.”

“You did everything the advocate was supposed to do. Who was it?”

“Honestly, I don’t remember. I never made note of the name. At the time, I didn’t think I’d ever need to know.”

“We could find out.”

“Would it matter? I figure behavior like that is partly why you and I are here today.”

Jamilah shrugged. “I suppose. So, you were inspired.”

“That planted the seed, I guess. Then Victor Gutierrez and I had a chat one day about BVS. He already had our experiment in mind, and he talked me into getting my MSW.”

Jamilah sipped her coffee, watching him over the brim. “You already knew Victor.”

“Yes. From bringing cases to him, but also because our wives have worked together for about ten years.”

“Where?”

“UCLA. Young Research Library. Victor’s wife Isabel is the library director. My wife is a librarian there.”

“No kidding? I used to study there when I was in my MSW program. Maybe I’ve seen your wife.”

“You’d remember if you had. Super tall, dark hair in a bun, dark glasses, white blouse, black skirt, red stilettos.”

“Oh, my God, yes. I remember seeing her walk past and thinking, There goes a badass.”

“Ha! You got that right. She doesn’t dress like that anymore, but she’s still a badass.”

“What’s her name?”

“Kristen Beach.”

“She doesn’t go by Brodie?”

“Nope.”

“So where does a guy with thirty-eight million live in this town? Anywhere he wants?”

Kevin chuckled at the joke. “When I met Kristen, I had a condo on Beverly Glen Boulevard, and she had a house in Bel Air that she won in her divorce from her first husband. We kept both. We stay at the condo during the week and the house on the weekends. Mostly.”

“A house in Bel Air? What the hell did her first husband do?”

“Chief of neurosurgery at County.” LA County-USC Medical Center.

Jamilah snorted a laugh. “She can pick ‘em.”

“I like to think so. Now it’s my turn. Which of the CIs is your wife?”

“Anisha Pandit.”

“Oh, no kidding. I know Anisha. Not well, obviously, since I didn’t know about you, but we’ve met over bodies many times.”

“She told me.” Jamilah gave him a sly look. “I’ve been doing my homework on you.”

Kevin acknowledged the look with a nod. “I’d expect nothing less. Listen... I don’t know how this is gonna work virtually.”

“It won’t. Nancy said that the cops who notify the victims’ families will hand out our cards. Phone calls will go to Nancy’s office, then she’ll pass on the information to us, at which point we’re supposed to arrange a virtual meeting with the family. But I don’t like that.”

“Neither do I. A grieving family reaches out to a victim advocate, who wants them to set up a Zoom meeting? That’s...” He waved a hand in the air. “Social work malpractice.”

“Ha! I can tell you’re a new graduate. But you’re right. Once we’ve established a relationship with the family, we might be able to meet virtually. If they have the capability.”

“Big if. And, to be honest, I’m concerned about people’s reaction to me if they’ve watched Two Days to Solve and think I’m still a cop. That
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