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[image: ]


Rose Rise Productions

Studio City, California

Tuesday, June 2

Martie Pepper opened the next email in the queue, read the message, and sighed deeply. She typed a polite but firm response, then sent the email to the folder she’d labeled “Fuck No.” Then she said it out loud for good measure. “Fuck, no.”

Her assistant, Asma, was at her desk across the room. “What?”

“The script that Jennifer Cooley was so rapturous about? It’s another fucking gay hockey romance.”

“Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes. When are these writers and agents going to realize? It’s been done, and it was done so well the first time, everyone will hate whatever new one comes out. Not to mention, the first one has two more seasons to run. There isn’t an audience for a new gay sports romance of any kind right now.”

“That doesn’t mean Hallmark or someone isn’t going to try.”

“Let ’em. We’re not going to waste our time or money. I would like to...” She paused as her phone rang. The caller ID read Emily Valentine. Emily was an agent for some of the top talent in the business. When she called, Martie always picked up. She answered, “Hi, Emily.”

“Hi, Martie. I have terrible news.”

“Uh-oh. You sound distressed. What do you mean, terrible?”

Emily was almost crying. “Jonah Gentry was just in my office.”

“Okay?” Jonah Gentry was an A list actor, one of Emily’s clients, who was scheduled to begin shooting on a series called Obsidian Mir for Martie’s production company in about four weeks. “What’s up with Jonah?”

“I told him not to. I begged him not to. But he did it anyway.”

“Did what?”

“Got a nose job.”

“Oh.” Jonah’s nose hadn’t been a problem for Martie—she thought it made his face more interesting than the average blandly gorgeous thirtysomething actor—but apparently Jonah hadn’t agreed. “I didn’t hire him for his nose, Emily. It won’t be a problem...”

“No, you don’t understand. It was botched. It looks awful. I can’t...” Emily took a shuddering breath. “You won’t be able to use him. I don’t know if anyone will be able to use him. He can’t even play a Klingon now. What am I gonna do?”

Martie wondered if Emily was exaggerating. How bad could it be? Jonah had insurance, like all working SAG-AFTRA members did, so he wouldn’t have gone to someone who wasn’t board certified... “Is Jonah still there?”

“No. He left right before I called you. I have to call Bud Whited, too... Oh my God.”

Martie winced. Bud Whited, like Martie, ran his own production company. Unlike Martie, he was a known misogynist asshole. Martie said, “My suggestion? Pull yourself together before you call Bud. Don’t show him any weakness. Emphasize how you strongly advised Jonah against the surgery. Make him mad at Jonah, not you.”

“Okay. Thanks, Martie. I guess you’ll put out a casting call now.”

“Maybe. I’ll have to think about it.” Of course, she’d issue a casting call. The director had specifically wanted Jonah for this part, so they hadn’t auditioned anyone else. But she wanted to see Jonah for herself first. Even if his nose was bad, his look might be salvageable with prosthetics. “Thanks for calling, Emily. I’ll be in touch.”

“Okay.” Emily said goodbye and hung up.

Martie tossed her phone onto the desk surface and groaned. Asma asked, “What?”

Martie told her. “See if you can track down Jonah and get him in here as soon as you can. And look at X and Instagram to see if anyone’s posted a photo of him. Then we’ll decide what to do.”

“On it.” Asma turned to her own phone.

Three hours later, Asma hadn’t turned up any recent photos of Jonah. Martie was back at her desk after lunch when she got an IM from her administrative assistant, at the desk in the reception area by the front door. Jonah Gentry is here. She added a clenched teeth emoji.

Martie thought, Uh-oh. She responded, Thx, send him back. “Asma, here comes Jonah.”

“Okay.”

Martie thought she was prepared. She wasn’t. Asma drew in a gasp. Martie said, “Jesus Christ, Jonah. Who the fuck did that?”

“He came highly recommended.” Jonah dropped into the chair across from Martie and buried his face in his hands. “He had an AI program that modeled what he was going to do. It looked exactly how I pictured it. But that’s not how it turned out. Obviously.”

“Obviously. Look at me.”

Jonah looked up. “I’ll never work again, will I?”

Not on camera. The more Martie gazed at what was left of Jonah’s nose, the worse it looked. “You can do voiceover work. Animated features, all that. Emily should be able to handle that for you. Have you ever directed?” 

“Um... I did eight episodes of Blue Scandal.” A TV show that Jonah had starred in early in his career. “And three independent shorts after film school.”

“Good. Directing might be your best path forward.” Martie scrutinized Jonah’s cheeks and forehead. “I thought that we might be able to use prosthetics and make Obsidian Mir work. But I don’t think your surgeon left us enough to work with. What was this bastard’s name?”

“Norman Ellis. His practice is in Century City. He does his surgery right there in the building.”

“Uh-huh. Who recommended him?”

“Gracie Sundquist.”

“Gracie Sundquist? She of the hundred facelifts? She looks fucking terrible. Why would you take her recommendation?”

Jonah looked miserable. “I had consults with a couple of other doctors, and they turned me down. Gracie said Dr. Ellis would do whatever I wanted.”

Asma had come to sit in the chair beside Jonah. She said, “You’re gonna sue the shit out of him, right?”

“I’m trying. But so far I can’t find a lawyer to help me, either. I signed all of those papers that said the results might not turn out exactly like I wanted...” Jonah gulped. “I want to fight this, but I don’t know how.”

Martie said, “You can’t be the first person this has happened to. I mean, Gracie looks grotesque. She’s the only one who doesn’t think so.”

Asma added, “You need more evidence. Both for a lawsuit, and for the state medical board to yank this guy’s license before he hurts anyone else.”

“I know.” Jonah put his face in his hands again. “I just... It all seems like too much. I don’t even know where to start. I’ve ruined my career. I’ve half-ruined Emily’s career. And the looks on people’s faces when they see me—Emily and her receptionist, your receptionist, the people at the lawyer’s office—I can’t take too much more of that.”

Martie said, “Wear a mask everywhere you go. Tell people you’re immunocompromised if they ask. Other people wear masks, so probably no one will ask. Wait a minute—I just had an idea.” She opened the contacts in her phone and started scrolling until she found the number she was looking for. “You need to call these people. Get out your phone.”

Jonah pulled his phone from his pocket. “What people?”

“It’s a private investigation agency. I use them for background checks, but it’s a bunch of ex-cops who do great investigative work. I’ve known them for years. Hire them to find evidence of this asshole’s wrongdoing. If it’s out there, they’ll get it.”

“Okay.” Jonah tapped on his screen. “What’s the name?”

“Angeles Investigations. They’re in Brentwood.” Martie read the phone number to him. “Did you ever watch Two Days to Solve? That detective reality show?”

“No.”

“Okay, then never mind. Just call them. And be sure to tell them I referred you.”

“I will.” 

Martie opened her lower desk drawer. She’d kept a box of surgical masks around ever since the pandemic, just in case. She took out a few and handed them to Jonah. “Until you can get more.”

“Thanks, Martie. And I’m so sorry. I really wanted to do Obsidian Mir.”

“I know. I’m sorry, too. Go home, call Angeles Investigations, then call Emily and tell her to get some voice work for you.”

“I will.” 

Jonah put on his face mask and left. Asma looked across the desk at Martie and blew out a breath. “Holy shit. Do you have anyone else in mind for Obsidian Mir?”

“Not right now. I need to sleep on that. We’ll deal with it tomorrow.” Martie shook her head. “I can’t believe Jonah can’t find a lawyer to take his case. Usually they’d be all over something like that.”

“Maybe this doctor was known to all the personal injury guys. I mean, known in a good way. Like he was their buddy or something.”

“To all of them? There’s a ton of those jackasses in town. I think the PIs should concentrate on what he needs for the medical board first. If they pull his license, then I’d think a lawyer would be easier to convince.”

“Will you call them? Angeles, I mean.”

“That’s an excellent idea. I’ll do that right now.” Martie picked her phone up again. She scrolled to the Bs, found Kevin Brodie’s name, and tapped on the screen.
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Chapter 2


Kevin
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Angeles Investigations - Brentwood 

Kevin Brodie leaned back in his desk chair and rubbed his eyes. He’d been reading reports all day—reports written by other people—and the words were starting to swim in front of him. Since the other two co-owners of Angeles, Rob Jones and Jamilah Daly, had opened an office in Pasadena, Kevin had been solely responsible for supervising the employees at the Brentwood office. And all six of Angeles’s employees worked at Brentwood, since they all lived in and around the West LA area. Two licensed PIs, two researchers, one office manager, and one administrative assistant. All Kevin’s responsibility. 

Not to mention, he was still adjusting to Angeles’s new workflow. At first, it had been difficult for Kevin to stop feeling like Rob and Jamilah were on vacation and would be back. He’d think, When Jamilah gets here, we’ll...then have to correct himself. 

He’d mostly gotten past that. And it wasn’t like Rob or Jamilah was out of contact. They were both right at the other end of a phone call or FaceTime. But neither of them could help him supervise from Pasadena...and yet Rob still required annual performance reviews.

It was quieter in the building. Kevin was somewhat isolated, back in Rob’s old office with only the kitchen across the hall from him. And everyone was so busy. Ryan McKinney was managing two offices now, and Kurt Barra was keeping two calendars. Max O’Brien and Alex Carmody were both out in the field a good bit, often together or with Kevin’s brother, Jamie, who was only a couple of months away from being licensed himself. Avery Roth was now certified as an investigative genetic genealogist and was getting requests for those services, which took a significant chunk of her time. Kevin found himself running simple background checks and skip traces more often than not, while also trying to keep an eye on everyone else’s work.

He sat behind his desk after the meeting and mulled it all over for a few minutes. It wasn’t that he was unhappy. But he missed having Jamilah in the building, and he missed working homicides. When he was a cop, he never imagined that he’d come to think of solving murders and only murders as a luxury. But there were days when it sure felt that way.

He definitely needed to talk out some of these feelings. He texted his old LAPD bestie, Jon Eckhoff, with whom he’d partnered for nearly seven years. Hey, you free tonight?

Yup. What’s up?

I need a gripe session.

LOL. With or without Liz and Kristen?

Liz Nguyen was Jon’s wife; Kristen Beach was Kevin’s. They’d be sympathetic to Kevin’s semi-plight, but he felt like they’d add too many voices to the discussion he was looking for. Without this time.

Meet me at Bosco’s after work?

Bosco’s was a cop bar in West LA, near Kevin and Jon’s old station. Sounds like a plan.

Perfect. See you at five-ish.

Kevin returned a thumbs-up. He texted Kristen his plans so she wouldn’t start dinner when she got home, then wiggled the mouse to wake up his computer. The screen displayed the schedule for the week. Kevin read it—there were two new infidelity cases later in the week, one theft, and one missing person—and sighed deeply. He pushed back from the desk and went to the fridge for two cans of Coke, then headed out the back door to the garage.

Jamie and Avery had been working at desks in the garage since Avery joined the company almost two years ago. Avery had set up an enormous whiteboard for herself to plot family trees on, and she was standing there, wearing headphones and dancing a little as she sketched a family’s lineage on the board. She glanced around when Kevin came in, and he waved at her to continue.

He dropped into the visitor’s chair at Jamie’s desk and handed him the can of Coke. Jamie was wearing headphones, too; he lowered them to his neck and popped the top on the can. “Thanks. What’s up?”

Kevin didn’t know what he was going to say until he said it. “I think I might be bored.”

Jamie raised an eyebrow. “Do tell.”

“I wasn’t built to be a supervisor or to sit at a desk all day. Even when I was at the DA’s office, I was out talking to people at least half the day. But with Rob and Jamilah both in Pasadena, I’m the only boss in the building, and I don’t like it.”

“Hm. Can you give Ryan more to do?”

“I don’t think so. He’s already pretty swamped. Yesterday he asked me if he could turn over the invoices to Kurt. Rob and Jamilah haven’t agreed yet, although I think they will, but that doesn’t mean that Ryan has free time that I can fill. What we need is more people to help with these fucking background checks.”

“Don’t talk trash about the background checks. That’s our primary source of income, isn’t it?”

“Yes. And I looked at the flow chart yesterday. It’s taking us almost a week now to get a regular background check back to the people who requested it and two weeks for a deep investigation. That’s too long in most cases. We need another librarian.”

“Agreed. But that doesn’t solve your boredom problem.”

“No. But if I didn’t have to spend half my day running background checks, I’d be able to take a more active role in the cases that involve actual crimes.”

“What percentage of our cases are actual crimes?”

Kevin sighed. “I don’t know, but it’s lower than I’d like.”

“How much marketing are you all doing now?”

“Not much. I guess I need to talk to Rob and Jamilah about that.”

“When Rob proposed this agency to you and Jamilah, he wanted to focus on murders, right?”

“Right. That was supposed to be our niche—Rob and I, with the two highest solve rates in LAPD history, solving the murders the cops couldn’t. It hasn’t exactly worked out that way. Don’t get me wrong, the homicides we’ve had have been super-interesting, but we’ve only had nine in three years. That’s barely more than the average we had at West LA.”

“The planespotter case counted as two. So, it’s really ten in three years.”

“It’s still not enough. Listen, when Rob was trying to recruit me for this, he said I was six feet, four inches of talent and ability going to waste. Now I feel like he and I are both going to waste. Jamilah has taken on the missing persons role, and that’s awesome, because she gets to use both her cop and social worker skills. But Rob and I need to be solving homicides.”

Avery wasn’t listening, but Jamie lowered his voice anyway. “LAPD would take you back in a heartbeat. They’d probably toss you right into Homicide Special if you wanted.”

Kevin’s phone buzzed; he checked the screen and thought, Huh. Why was Martie Pepper calling? He’d call her back. “Maybe. But that’s not what I want.”

Jamie set down the Coke can and laced his fingers behind his head. “Sounds to me like you need to drive up to Pasadena and have a meeting in person with your co-owners. Figure out what you need to do marketing-wise to get more homicide cases, and decide whether we can afford to hire another research librarian.”

“Yeah. I guess you’re right. Do you know anyone who might be interested?”

“No, but Avery does. One of her co-workers from Stone Canyon College who’s at Santa Monica Public Library now. He’s gay, so he fits the criteria. And he’s half Asian. Korean, I think. We need to hire more people of color.”

“Yeah, we do.” Kevin drained his Coke and stood up. “Okay, I’m going to get a meeting with Rob and Jamilah on the schedule. Thanks, short stuff.”

Jamie rolled his eyes at the nickname, as he’d done ever since Kevin first bestowed it on him almost thirty years ago. “Uh-huh. I’m always here to solve your problems for you.”

Kevin laughed, slugged his brother lightly on the shoulder, and headed back to his office to see what Martie Pepper wanted.
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Chapter 3


Jamie


[image: ]


Angeles Investigations – Brentwood

Thirty minutes later, Jamie was absorbed in his active deep background investigation again when an IM popped onto his screen from Kevin. Martie Pepper is sending us a client. Need everything you can find on Dr. Norman Ellis, plastic surgeon here in town. The client is a patient of his.

Jamie responded. Cool. Malpractice?

If we can find enough evidence.

On it. 

Jamie saved and closed the file he was working on and went first to the website for the Medical Board of California. Norman Ellis was a board-certified plastic surgeon, first licensed in California in 1982. Jamie saved the information then clicked on the link to Dr. Ellis’s malpractice history.

There wasn’t any.

Jamie thought, Huh. The dude’s been in practice for nearly forty years, and never had a suit brought against him? Of course, forty years ago, Norman Ellis would have been a young man with steady hands. Maybe those hands weren’t so steady anymore, and their potential client was just the first to be dissatisfied with their outcome. Somebody had to be first, after all.

He wondered what the case was. A boob or butt job gone wrong? A lopsided facelift? The possibilities were endless. LA was swarming with plastic surgeons, of course, especially on the west side. Jamie checked the address of Dr. Ellis’s office; it was in Century City. He looked up the guy’s website, and saw a photo of the doctor that had to be taken at least twenty years ago. Ellis checked all the boxes that a potential patient would be looking for: fit, handsome, just enough gray at the temples to look distinguished, a pristine white coat with a stethoscope hung around his neck.

Interestingly, Dr. Ellis didn’t seem to have any partners in his practice. In Jamie’s experience, that was almost unheard of. How would a doctor ever have a weekend off or be able to take a vacation if he didn’t have a partner to do hospital rounds while he was gone? Unless Dr. Ellis only did outpatient surgery. But that seemed unlikely.

Jamie searched to find which hospitals had granted Ellis privileges. The only one was a Kaiser facility on Sunset in Little Armenia. Kind of a long way from his office in Century City. He searched again to make sure that Ellis wasn’t credentialed at Cedars-Sinai or UCLA Medical Center. He wasn’t. 

Jamie thought, Anomaly number one.

He turned to Ellis’s educational history. Bachelor’s degree in chemistry from Cal State-San Bernardino—that was Jamilah’s alma mater, although her degree was in criminal justice—and a  Doctor of Osteopathy degree, not an MD, from Western University in Pomona. Did that matter? Jamie didn’t know. He picked up his phone, searched his contacts, and tapped on a name.

The phone rang twice, then a voice said, “UCLA Medical Library, this is Karen Lewis, how can I help you?”

“Hey, Karen, it’s Jamie Brodie.”

“Jamie! Holy cow, it’s been a while. Kristen said you’re a private investigator now!”

“Almost. I have another couple of months to get my license.”

Karen laughed. “You couldn’t stay away from crime solving any longer, huh?”

“Something like that.” Jamie chatted for another minute or so, catching up, then said, “I do actually have a question for you. What’s the difference between the DO and the MD degree?”

“Not much these days. DO programs usually concentrate more on a holistic approach to the patient, and they tend to end up in primary care specialties more often. But they can be accepted into the same residencies as MDs these days. They used to have separate hospitals and everything, but that’s not true anymore.”

“What about forty years ago?”

“Hm. I guess some of the DO hospitals were still around then. But it really depends more on the residency the doctor did than whether they went to med school or osteopath school. Is this a UCLA doc?”

“Nope, no affiliation there. He’s a plastic surgeon in private practice.”

“Ah, okay. I wouldn’t know anything about him, then. Is this a murder case?”

“No, no. This guy’s name popped up in conjunction with another case.” Not entirely true, but Jamie couldn’t tell Karen the doctor’s name if there wasn’t any reason to. “We run background checks on everyone we come across, just in case we turn something up.”

“Sounds like good policy. Listen, you need to come have lunch one of these days! I want to hear all about the PI business.”

“Absolutely. I’ll do that soon.” Jamie said goodbye and turned back to his computer to find out where Norman Ellis did his plastic surgery residency. The answer turned out to be UC-Irvine. Nothing problematic about that.

Maybe Norman Ellis, DO, was a perfectly competent surgeon and the client’s case would be frivolous.

At what age did surgeons typically retire? He googled and found that the answer was around 68. So, Ellis wasn’t that much older than the mean. And forty years of experience was probably a good thing. Unless the doctor was impaired in some way—and if he was, the state medical board hadn’t uncovered it yet.

Where was Ellis originally from? Jamie turned to another database and searched, and found that Ellis was born and raised in Loma Linda. He sent an IM to Ryan, who knew nearly everyone at all the Southland county clerk’s offices and could wheedle records from anyone. Hey Ryan, need documents on Norman Ellis, a plastic surgeon here in town. Born in San Bernardino County. Maybe got married here, maybe in Orange County. See if he has kids, too. THX!!

Ryan replied immediately. On it.

Jamie turned to the county property appraiser’s office website, which he did have plenty of experience using. Norman Ellis owned two houses—one that he’d bought in 1997, located on Bellagio Road in Bel Air. It had six bedrooms, seven bathrooms, and a four-car garage. The other house was in a very middle-class section of Glendale, a 3/2 1970s ranch that Ellis bought in 2022. A rental? Bought for an adult kid? More questions to answer.

He pulled Ellis’s driver’s license. The address on the license was the Glendale house. Interesting. So, who lived in the Bel Air house? 

Jamie saved all the information—Kurt hadn’t created a folder on the shared drive for this case yet, and wouldn’t until the contract was signed. Jamie didn’t know the potential client’s name, so he opened a new folder on his own computer and named it Norman Ellis DO. He was about to dive into Ellis’s credit report when an email from Ryan popped up, subject Norman Ellis.

He was married in Orange County; license is attached. Also divorce decree in LA County from 2022. San Bernardino is sending BC but not until tomorrow when our payment clears lol. Ellis is not listed as parent on any BCs in LA County. Neither is his ex-wife.

Jamie responded. OK cool tyvm!! He opened the attachments and found that Norman Ellis’s ex-wife’s name was Rebecca Bonnoy. He returned to the driver’s license database and found that Rebecca Bonnoy Ellis had kept her married name and lived in the Bel Air house.

So, she got the house in the divorce, but Ellis still owned it? Interesting. It seemed like a precarious arrangement to Jamie, but maybe their split had been extremely amicable.

He checked Ellis’s credit report; it was pristine. The man basically had no debt. Both houses were paid off and there were no car loans, student loans, or anything else.

So far, Ellis was looking like a nothingburger.

He went to UCLA’s website to search the myriad news databases the university’s libraries owned, and couldn’t find anything else useful about Norman Ellis. For an LA plastic surgeon with a Century City address, he kept a super low profile.

Jamie thought, Hm. Was that anomaly number two?
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Chapter 4


Jon
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West LA

Jon Eckhoff hadn’t been to Bosco’s for years, but the place hadn’t changed a bit. The same bartender—Daniel, if Jon remembered correctly—was pulling a pint of beer as Jon walked in, and he lit up with recognition. “Detective Eckhoff! Holy cow, it’s been a long time. What brings you back to the boonies?”

“Kevin’s on his way, and we’re going to solve the problems of the world. So, let us know if you’ve got any issues you’d like us to address.”

Daniel laughed. “Yeah, I think mine are trivial compared to the world’s, so I’ll pass this time. Good luck.”

Jon grinned. “Thanks, we’ll need it.”

It was still early, well before the 6:45 p.m. shift change at West LA, so there weren’t any cops in the bar yet. Jon headed for the booth in the back and sat facing the door. With luck, Kevin would be done griping by 6:45 and they could leave before West LA cops started arriving, wanting to talk about the latest season of Two Days to Solve.

Bosco’s had only ever employed two servers, as far as Jon knew, and Annie was the one working tonight. She came to his table as soon as he was seated. “Hi, Detective Eckhoff! Did I hear you say that Detective Brodie is coming, too?”

“Yup. He should be here any minute. He said to order him a burger and onion rings, and I’ll have the same.”

“Two burgers and rings. What to drink?”

“Two pints of Stella.”

“Perfect. Be right back.”

Jon took off his suit jacket and folded it on the seat next to him, then pulled off his tie and tucked it into the jacket pocket. When he first became a detective he wore a shoulder holster, but after partnering with Kevin, he’d switched to a belt holster. It was a lot less trouble and a lot less obvious. If anyone with ill intent walked through the door, they wouldn’t immediately clock Jon as being armed. 

Then Jon chuckled to himself. He was such a cop. It tickled him sometimes to think that no one who knew him when he started the police academy would have predicted that he’d end up in Homicide Special.

He had several people to thank for that, but mostly Kevin.

Kevin arrived at the same time that Annie delivered their pints. He slid into the booth and took a drink, then seemed to notice the look on Jon’s face. “What?”

“Just thinking about the fact that I am an outstanding cop mostly because of you.”

“Pfft. You’d have gotten there eventually.”

“I’m not so sure about that. Burgers and onion rings are on their way.”

“Cool.” Kevin took another drink and sighed deeply. “Would you be surprised if I told you that I hate paperwork?”

“Um, no. That was the issue when you were a victim advocate, right?”

“Partly. Advocacy as done at the DA’s office was also repetitive. And depressing. However, as it turns out, I also hate supervising.”

“I wouldn’t think you’d have much to supervise. You’ve got an excellent team.”

“I do. But I still need to keep tabs on them to make sure the wheels on the bus keep going round and round. Plus, Rob wants annual performance evaluations, and he’s not there to evaluate performance. So, it falls to me.”

Jon raised an eyebrow. “That sounds like a Rob problem. If he wants evaluations, he should be the one doing the evaluating.”

“Except that he’s thirty-five miles away and only sees the end product of what people are doing in the reports they write. Not how they’re actually doing it.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong. You spent three years at the DA’s office before you got burned out on it. Now you’ve been with Angeles for three years. I’m detecting a pattern.”

Kevin frowned. “I’ve only been a supervisor for ten months, though.”

“True. But it’s the same thing as it was at Victim Services, right? You only intended to work with murder victims’ families for the DA. Then you and Rob thought you’d be working cold cases left and right at Angeles, and that hasn’t happened. How many death investigations have you had since Angeles opened?”

“Ten. Jamie counted them up today. Not much higher than the rate we had at West LA. And we go for months in between homicide cases. Right now, it’s been seven months and counting since our last one.”

“When you started out, Rob was marketing everywhere. Is he still doing that?”

“No. He wanted more time for investigating, so he kinda backed off on the marketing.”

“That sounds like a Rob problem, too.”

Kevin turned his glass slowly in a circle. “You’re implying that I have a Rob problem.”

“No, I’m just suggesting that Rob could solve a couple of your problems. Have you talked to him or Jamilah about any of this?”

“Not yet. I scheduled a meeting with them for tomorrow afternoon. And it’s not like we’ve stopped marketing. Ryan is all over social media, every day. He’s generated a ton of business.”

“But not cold cases. Or hot ones.”

“No. He pulls in the missing persons and thefts and infidelities, and the genetic genealogy stuff. Which is great, we need those, but...”

“But they’re not homicides.”

“Exactly.” Kevin sighed again, then brightened as Annie brought their food. “Oh, yeah. These onion rings are the best.”

“Agreed.” Jon bit into one enthusiastically. 

They ate for a minute, then Jon picked up another onion ring. “You didn’t fully think through the consequences of Rob and Jamilah moving to Pasadena.”

“No. We only talked about how convenient it would be for them. Not what it would really mean for Brentwood. Or me.”

“I guess you can’t ask them to come back.”

“No way.”

“Hm. How much of that thirty-eight million do you have left?”

In 2015, Kevin, along with his brothers and seven others, had inherited thirty-eight million dollars each from the man whose son had killed Kevin’s mom and her best friend in a drunk driving crash. Jon knew that Kevin had bought both a house and a condo with cash, and set up a scholarship at UCLA in honor of his dad and grandfather, but didn’t know what else he’d done with it. 

Kevin said, “I have more than I started with. Especially now that interest rates have been higher for a while and the stock market is insane. It may not last, but the way it’s set up at least my principal is safe.”

Jon spread his hands. “Think you could live on half a mil a year?”

“Of course.”

“Your principal would last seventy-six years. Even you won’t live that long. You could be a silent partner in Angeles and spend your time doing whatever you want.”

Kevin looked into the depths of his beer, then took a drink. “I guess that’s the problem. I want to work murders, but there’s no way to do that consistently outside of the LAPD. And don’t suggest that I come back, because I don’t want that.”

“I know. I wasn’t going to.”

“What I want is for Angeles to have a steady supply of death investigations. And for me to be able to work them, because I’m not spending my days explaining contracts to clients, and keeping up with simple background checks because no one else has time to do them, and keeping an eye on everyone else’s work.”

“Ryan has the title of office manager, right?”

“Right.”

“Does he have any supervisory experience?”

“He supervises Kurt. And I think he managed a few people at his old job.”

“Think he’d be comfortable keeping an eye on everyone else’s work?”

Kevin considered that. “I guess so. But would Rob be comfortable with that?”

“Get Jamilah on your side, and it won’t matter.”

“Ooh. I don’t want to be manipulative like that... Maybe I could talk him into it. However, for me to have a reason to make Ryan the supervisor, we’ve gotta have more death investigations.”

“So, we’re back to marketing. You and Jamilah know every homicide detective in the county, right?”

“Yeah. The ones who were working three years ago, anyway.”

“There aren’t many new ones, at least in the LAPD. Murder rates are dropping again in the city. And the county, for that matter. They’re only promoting one new detective for about every two that quit or retire.”

“Okay. I guess it wouldn’t hurt to reach out.”

Jon tapped an onion ring on Kevin’s plate. “Your first contact ought to be Marcus Poole. That’s where most of the murders are.”

Marcus Poole was an LAPD homicide detective in the South Bureau. Kevin said, “Makes sense.”

“The first question you have to answer, though, is ‘what is it exactly that I want?’ Maybe there’s something out there that you haven’t thought of.”

“Maybe. Or maybe I should just suck it up and run the Brentwood office like a good co-owner.”

Jon laughed. “There’s the Kevin Brodie sense of duty shining through. Not sure that’s sustainable, though.”

“Exactly. And there’s the rub, as some dude once said.” Kevin drained his beer and set the glass on the table. “Think I can have another one of these?”

Jon drained his own glass. “Don’t see why not.”
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Chapter 5


Pete
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Santa Monica

Pete Ferguson lifted the lid of the chest freezer in his storage room and shook his head. The freezer was packed full of meals. He’d planned to do some batch cooking this weekend, but there wasn’t room to freeze even another hamburger patty. They were going to have to eat from the freezer tonight, and for several more nights to come. And Jamie needed to stop getting takeout on the nights that Pete was at the stadium.

The Dodgers were on a road trip back east this week, playing the Mets, Phillies, and Nationals. After his first season with the team, Pete had stopped traveling with them to the East Coast. It was too disruptive to his home life. When the team was out of town, Pete tried to squeeze all his counseling appointments with the non-player employees into as few days as possible. This week, he’d only be in his office at the stadium on Thursday and Friday. 

He loved working with the team, but somehow the job had morphed into a combination of mental health counseling and sports psychology. Most of the players were pretty well-adjusted and only needed intervention if they were in a slump. The other employees had a variety of anxiety and depressive conditions, with the occasional personality disorder thrown in. The service that Pete was providing—that the Dodgers were paying for—was an awesome benefit for the employees, but it wasn’t doing a lot for Pete.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t a way to tell the organization that he only wanted to work with players, not the rest of the staff, without coming off as a total dick.

The Dodgers brought Pete in two years ago after the sudden death of a player on the field. The team had been shaken and needed help getting back to form. Two World Series wins essentially solved that problem. But the team declared Pete their good luck charm when they went on a winning streak after he joined the organization. Pete was a lifelong Dodgers fan and played ball from Little League through college. He understood how baseball superstition worked. Until the team didn’t want him around anymore, he wasn’t going anywhere.

He sighed and picked up two containers of seafood chowder just as he saw Jamie’s car drive past the door into his parking spot. Pete closed and locked the storage room door behind him and waited as Jamie exited the car. He lit up when he saw Pete. “Hey! What’s for dinner?”

“Seafood chowder.” Pete kissed him hello. “Listen, you’ve got to stop getting takeout when I’m not home in the evenings. The freezer’s full.”

“I don’t eat out that often. Just a couple of the nights that you’re gone.”

“We both need to be more diligent in taking lunch from home, too. I didn’t do all this batch cooking just for it to get freezer burn because we
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