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Chapter 1

Mel—Present







Under the blue-domed sunshine, everyone in LA is thirsting for something. For the majority of Angeleenos that something is either fame, wealth or youth. Moving down the list, there are those who find their tall glass of water in security, the ability to make ends meet, or simply happiness—drug-induced or otherwise. To Detective Melvin Daniels, it was routine he was thirsting for most—especially on his drive back to work. The predictability of ordered chaos at the West LA police station was what usually kept him anchored—exactly what he needed in his current storm.

While actors in the cars around him rehearsed their lines for the next shot at their big break, Mel was having trouble focusing on his own detailed script. With his phone on the dash, Siri sashayed him through the LA traffic as if it were a crowded skiing slope in Aspen.

“Wonderful. Exquisite. Ten days felt more like ten hours. You wouldn’t believe how cute she is. I didn’t even mind the crying anymore after a while. I mean, how could anyone be mad at such a perfect face? She’s the prettiest little girl in the northern hemisphere. Sure, I’ve got pictures. I thought about becoming a stay-at-home dad full-time, but Kate wouldn’t have it. Yes, I know. It’s important to set the example of a good work ethic. Kate’s been amazing. Such a natural. Couldn’t be happier. My heart just pours over. I never wanted our special time to end, you know? But I’m glad to be back, all things considered.”

Creative freedom was scarce in his lines, since nobody would want to hear about how much his paternity leave had sucked. For a while he had detected similar patterns to his college days ten years before. Sleep deprivation, cleaning up vomit, losing all sense of passing time and porn-induced masturbation sessions—all factors that had teleported him right back to those unfruitful frat days. Heavy competition between parents sharing their experiences didn’t allow for such honesty, though, so he swore the details would never leave the house.

Before his daughter had turned his life upside down, getting ready for work was his sacred ritual, and his alone. Over the years he had perfected the timing of every step from jumping out of bed to pushing the start button on his Ford Explorer. Shower, ten minutes. Breakfast of fried eggs, ten minutes—five more to stuff his face. Putting on a shirt and tie, three minutes. In case he shaved, which was only once a week, he would adjust his alarm clock to ten minutes earlier. Kate often joked how she would sooner turn him on by having dinner ready at 7:00 pm sharp than putting on her see-through negligee. She wasn’t wrong, although it had been a while for said turning on to have reached his pants—another joy of parenthood.

Lost in the conundrum of finding a way back to his old routined ways, he almost hadn’t noticed the maniac in the matte army-green Land Rover Defender swerving between cars—and missing them by inches. A booming honk from behind pulled his mind back to the road ahead. This asshole driver wasn't just pissing people off, he was endangering the entire S Sepulveda Boulevard, Mel included. He couldn’t remember the last traffic incident he had reported, dreary as the paperwork was. Yet he found himself unable to let this one slide.

The sound of his sirens blaring through the maze of cars along the three-lane road was all Melvin needed to get back into his everyday work mood. It was like his childhood calling repossessed his every thought as he chased down the Defender burning rubber in front of him. He cursed beneath his breath when he saw the driver pull over, begrudging the end of the hero moment. It was going to be all paperwork and no thrill of the chase. Just my luck. He parked behind the perpetrator right next to the Maple Tree Academy.

Old habit as it was, Mel checked the magazine of his Glock just to be safe. The fancier the car around this part of town, the more unpredictable the outcome of a pull-over. Although the sight through the driver’s window told him a different story.

Three taps on the window caught the guy’s attention, which seemed all over the place as he clutched the steering wheel with both hands.

Drugs or booze?

After the Xerox sound of the automatic window, Mel waited for the man to speak first. More often than not, this had proved to be the best way to get a reliable first impression of the law-bending individual in these cases. Immediate questioning had a tendency to drag the scene out from the start. Hours of time on the payroll had gone to waste in Mel’s early career, listening to the craziest excuses for people to misbehave on the road. Top of the list was without question the sixty-three-year-old who had claimed to be in labor.

“Good morning, Officer. My driving behavior was probably less than stellar and I apologize for my rudeness. I honestly never do this,” the guy started.

Of course you don’t. If I had a nickel…

“I know I must seem like a lunatic driver on whatever substance floats my boat, but it’s not like that. Not at all. I just have to get home as soon as possible. Before my…,” the man stopped himself and balled his fist with pursed lips. “Look, I really have to get there—now. I wish I could explain it better to you, Officer uhm—” Mel informed him of his last name, “Daniels, but I can’t do that. Not now.” Mel was about to correct the title to Detective, but chose to ignore the urge.

Try as he did, he couldn’t get a good reading on this guy. From the blond highlights in his half-long hair, the grotesque designer black shades and the lingering s-sounds in his speech he assumed him to be one of West Hollywood’s twinks in pursuit of a sugar daddy in the hills.

“I’m going to need you to step out of the vehicle, sir. And remove the sunglasses.”

Like most young LA homosexuals, the man in his shorts looked like the gym was his second home, sporting toned muscle beneath tanned skin. The Sheryl Crow Threads T-shirt stood out, though. He leaned against the side of his car, arms crossed tightly as if it were winter in Colorado.

After ducking into the car’s interior he handed the documentation—license and registration—over.

Colt Whittaker, twenty-six, born in Topeka, Kansas, married. Maybe his instincts about the man’s situation were spot-on. Staying in his home state was not in the cards for men like him. Not even in this day and age.

“Mr. Whittaker, you were driving way past the speed limit and endangering citizens. I’ll have to write it up as reckless driving.”

Colt’s eyes widened. He uncrossed his arms. “No. Please listen to me, Officer. I can pay in cash if you give me some time. I’ll come to the station later today. Hell, I’ll pay double if I have to. I know I must sound crazy, but you have to understand that my husband cannot catch a whiff of this. Please. I’ll do anything.”

Mel spotted a poker chip-sized bruise on his left cheek. Holding his palm up, Mel said “Sir, I strongly advise you not to say another word. You’ll get a ticket in your mailbox in a few days. Standard procedure. This isn’t 1960.”

Colt ran his hands through his hair. “No. You don’t understand. He’ll… Please, I beg you. Is there any way we could do this without an official ticket?”

“This your first offense, sir?”

He nodded.

“Then you’ve got nothing to fear. Would you mind telling me what that bruise is about?”

To Mel’s surprise the man had started weeping as he hugged himself. He wondered what his deal was. Most of his characteristics fit the LA twink profile to a tee: exuberant ride, white-trash driving behavior, sugar daddy supporting his Hollywood lifestyle. The others—the bruises on his cheek and forearms together with the breakdown over a first traffic offense—hinted at something else.

But what?

“Sir? I asked you a question. The shiner?”

“Right. Sorry. I—uhm—kissed the wrong guy last night. His boyfriend was all for it as you can see. It was nothing, it’ll fade. It always does.” He sniffed.

“Are you on any drugs, Mr. Whittaker?” Mel asked, grasping at straws.

He approached Mel and pointed to his pupils. This couldn’t have been his first rodeo with law enforcement, that much was clear. Maybe this wasn’t the guy’s first offense. Black pinpoints for pupils in the morning light passed the test with flying colors.

“Look, Officer Daniels, you’ve got the wrong idea about me, but I don’t blame you. Comes with the territory. This is all my fault. I should have known better, but I…I had to try. You’re just doing what anyone in your place would have done. At least you’re being polite.”

As Mel repeated the issuing of the ticket, the guy stared across the street—or rather, miles beyond that point. He looked like Mel had just told him he’d have to do time in prison instead of losing petty change—to his presumed standards.

“Do you understand what I’ve just told you?”

“Yes, sir.”

Mel sighed. He’d always been a solid people reader, but this guy seemed hell-bent on disproving that theory.

“Mr. Whittaker, is there anything else you want to tell me? You seem a little on edge. Did something happen to you?”

The man looked up at him, narrowing his eyes. “No. No, sir, but thank you for asking. I appreciate it.”

Not taking the bait. Got it.

“All right then. Drive safe.”

“You too, Officer Daniels.”

Mel watched the man slump back into his Defender after putting his sunglasses on—to cover the bruise as best he could, Mel thought. Although the smog hadn’t been as bad as last year, the air around him felt heavy with all the things left unsaid.

What a way to get back to work, baby daddy.




• • •




“I could just eat her up. Would you look at that squishy face,” Rita said in a higher pitch than Mel had deemed humanly possible. Lollapalooza was nothing compared to the hearing loss he had just suffered. There was no universe in which Rita wouldn’t have squealed with delight while scrolling through photos of little Rose. Though she had nothing to do with the long hours of investigative work, as the literal front lady of the station, Rita Hanson had embraced the title of West LA Mom before Mel had set foot in the premises.

Sticking to the script, Mel gave his closest colleagues the Hallmark version of life as a new father of the past ten days. His former partner, Cam, gave him a knowing glance and sipped coffee from his world’s second best dad mug—the backside said Mom’s always number one—at everything.

Since he’d been in the exact same place—twice with an unexpected two-for-one deal—DEA Detective Camilo Espinoza saw through Mel’s bullshit as if it were cellophane. When his son was born Cam had been exhausted, but over the moon about the whole experience of fatherhood. When the twin girls came, however, the man had aged twenty years in a fortnight. Knowing he had it three times worse than Mel himself made his shoulders relax a little. Surely it couldn’t be half as bad. Besides, Cam seemed to be functioning just fine—on the outside.

“Glad to see you again and all, but I’d sooner believe you joined Jehovah’s Witnesses than all that bullshit falling out of your mouth just now,” he told Mel when the mob had scattered.

Mel was biting his fingernails, a habit he couldn’t seem to kick. “Good to see you, too. The DEA being here can’t be good, now can it?”

“All in due time, but you’re starting to get it. But hey, whatever brings me back here, right?” He shrugged.

“So…any chance they bought it?” Mel asked.

“No way to be sure, but I guess parental hormones might have blocked their inner polygraphs for now. Or they just like you enough to roll with it.”

“No, that can’t be it. They’re just afraid of Rita,” Mel said.

“For once, just take the damn compliment, man.” Cam’s piano-white teeth contrasted his spotless olive complexion in a way that made it hard to say no to. Back when he was Mel’s wingman years ago, nine times out of ten the lady in question had gone home with him instead, leaving Mel alone in a bar with the tab. Of course his promotion to the DEA had been an allure all on its own in the dating world.

Mel stared at his feet. “Thanks, Cam. Appreciate it.”

“See? Not as hard as it looks. Anyway, we need you in the meeting room in ten minutes. Our new case is splayed out over several units. Special Victims, Homicide and the DEA, all tangled up like Christmas lights in February. Looks like I’ll be here for a while.”

Mel nodded. He missed the days of him and Cam being partners in the Traffic Unit. How easy it had been for them to communicate in comparison to his new partner of four months who hadn’t even congratulated or approached him since Rose’s birth.

“By the way, I wrote someone up for reckless driving on my way here,” Mel said.

“Aha. That’s why you’re chewing cuticles. Not your unit, but I get it—overachiever as always. Drugs or booze?”

“Neither. One of those West Hollywood gay types in a rush. Something was off about him, though.” Mel recounted the events, not leaving out a single detail. He wanted his best friend’s take to set his mind at ease. That look of terror in the young guy’s watery marine eyes would otherwise keep poking the inside of his skull.

“You know how it is, Mel. Coming to the big city, facing rejection after rejection, barely making ends meet, hanging with the wrong crowd, breaking your moral compass in half… I bet he’s got an Only Fans account netting four figures from what you’re telling me. But hey, that’s your area of expertise, right?” Cam said, patting him on the back before walking away with a “See you in there.”

Mel found his partner in their office with her big dark eyes glued to the screen. Charlotte Weisz, the twenty-seven-year-old rookie detective of the West LA division. The wunderkind. The fastest-climbing African-American female detective the LAPD had ever seen.

If only she were human.

Rapping his knuckles against the wooden door snapped Charlotte out of her laser focus. “Mel, hi. There’s a team meeting on a major case in five. I wish I had time to bring you up to speed.”

Great, fatherhood’s been amazing. Thanks for asking.

“That’s okay. We’ll play it by ear. I’ve gotten used to chasing my tail at home anyway.” There was no way Charlotte could get out of this entrapment in their conversation. Or was there?

“Right. I can only imagine the sleep deprivation you must be dealing with. How are you holding up?” Charlotte’s hair was wrapped in her signature tight bun—with no chance of loosening up.

“Fine, really. Glad to be back, but sad to be away. Parenthood’s turning out to be a snake pit of dilemmas.”

“Hmm, okay then. Sorry if I’m a little all over the place, but it’s this case that’s not letting me go. We’ll talk later, okay?” Not waiting for an answer, his partner rushed to the meeting room with Mel in her wake. For all he knew, her reluctance to speak would be a blessing in disguise. Endless chitchat might have been ten times worse, especially with his new sleep pattern.

Mel was confident one day he’d learn all about his new partner’s story. There had to be profound reasons for her robotic mannerisms. Given enough time and space, all kinds of people tended to open up to him. He had learned that particular wisdom early on in his life, moving back and forth between foster families and group homes. He liked to believe it made him a good detective, but at the same time it had him worried about his adequacy as a family man. How could he be good at something he had never witnessed first-hand? Maybe him questioning himself like that was what made him an excellent father. The thought had a calming effect—for now.

An hour into his shift he couldn’t believe it, but he had fished his phone out of his pocket just to glance at his wallpaper: Rose sleeping with her pastel pink nightcap on. The urge was strong—primal even. So much so, he felt his cheeks twitch with a smile. He texted Kate to check up on his two girls and even added a couple of heart emojis.




Chapter 2

Mel—Present







“Glad you could all make it, and welcome back, Mel,” Captain Perez said. “As you know, it’s been three days since the report of the sexual assault case in Holmby Park. SV Detective Weisz will now give you the latest details on the case.” She stuck out her hand to Charlotte, who remained stoic as she trod to the front desks of the meeting room in her sturdy black flats.

Charlotte cleared her throat. “Abby Fitzsimmons thirty-six, roofied and raped in broad daylight between the hours of 2 and 4pm at the northern edge of Holmby Park.” She pointed out the location on the map on the slide with her laser pointer. “She doesn’t remember much, but during the rape-kit protocol nurses discovered a minuscule puncture wound on her neck. Most remarkable was an initial seared into the skin of her right thigh.” She paused, revealing pictures of the wounds, allowing her colleagues to wince at the sight of burnt flesh. The mark read a big C inside an uneven circle. It must have hurt like hell with every movement, Mel thought.

Charlotte flattened her black blazer with her hands. “Our friends at the DEA’s Forensics team have outdone themselves in terms of speed. Blood work showed a mix of GHB and Rohypnol. Other than that, there was no DNA evidence whatsoever on her body that could ID the perpetrator. Furthermore, there were no witnesses, no surveillance footage and, so far, no reports of strange individuals roaming the area. Besides collapsing and waking up naked in agony hours later there’s nothing her initial statement has provided us to work with.”

“Thank you, Charlotte.” Returning to claim her throne, Captain Alana Perez eyed every single one of her underlings in the room. Together with her short, yet sturdy build, she was the kind of woman who demanded authority using her large coffee-brown eyes. Those present knew better than to interrupt or cause a disturbance. It never ceased to amaze Mel as he watched from the corner of the room—his go-to spot.

“Now, if I need to tell you why this case spans multiple units under the oversight of the DEA, then I don’t see the point of paying you as detectives, am I right? But just for kicks, I’d like to hear it from you, Detectives Reynolds and Espinoza.”

Gene Reynolds, the man with the tallest frame and tiniest waist in the precinct was the first to speak up. “Thank you, Chief. The branding on Mrs. Fitzsimmons’s thigh—the encircled C—has been found on a total of six murder victims in the past three months. All six women had been raped, branded and strangled.” Gene clicked through the crime scene images as he watched his coworkers. For a moment it looked like he was trying to emulate the Chief’s methods.

“We’ve only caught one of the suspects so far. Miguel Gonzalez, a twenty-two-year-old with strong ties to the Cordelio cartel down in Tijuana.” The mug shot showed a young Latino man with sunken cheeks, bulging eyes and greasy strands of hair plastered to his pasty forehead. It could have been a cautionary poster for schools in their anti-drug curriculum.

“Unfortunately the man killed himself in his cell using an unknown substance embedded in one of his molars. In other words, our one trail ran cold.”

“And that’s where the DEA comes in,” Cam said as he positioned himself next to Gene. “The Cordelio cartel has rapidly overtaken every other competing drug ring in So-Cal in less than a year. Their trademark is designer drugs. Molly in the shape of unicorns or Casa de Papel masks, Adderall laced with cocaine, Vicodin with a kick of speed… In short, all popular suburban housewives’s drugs, but 2.0.” The pills and tablets in the slides looked more like candy to Mel. He could imagine their appeal to toddlers, a realization that made him shudder.

“Their members are not only bold enough to show force in the light of day, their leaders have the kind of money that makes all their messes vanish, too. Whenever we brought someone in for questioning, chances were high they’d reconsider and bolt before sitting down. Sadly, the only lead we’ve got so far is a series of sketchy high-end real-estate transactions in the Platinum Triangle of Beverly Hills, Holmby Hills and Bel Air, which would explain the bottomless financial resources for a large part. We’ll have to do a lot more digging to get to the bottom of it, as you can tell.”

“Thank you, detectives. I suggest you start there. As for the rest of you.” Captain Perez paused with her signature move. “Special Victims, check out the neighborhood of Mrs. Fitzsimmons and possible drug habits of her family and close friends.

“Homicide, keep following those breadcrumbs of your killer. Relatives, friends, lovers, teachers, rap sheet—any stone you can turn.

“Listen everyone. I know leads are few, but we have worked with less and still kicked butt in the end. Someone in that cartel is going to get sloppy and make mistakes with a trail so clear we could hike it all the way up to bring them down. We’ll reconvene once we’ve got more to work with, so in the meantime, look alive.” After Captain Perez switched the projector off, she held a finger in the air, killing all the murmurings in the meeting’s wake. “Talk to your coworkers, everyone. We’re all in this together. Like white people say: sharing is caring. Thank you.”




• • •




“Obvious first question, but here goes: why is Amber Fitzsimmons still alive?” Mel asked as he scribbled WHY NOT KILLED? on the whiteboard next to the victim’s Instagram profile picture. Her straw-colored wavy hair cascading down her shoulders combined with her pearly smile felt out of place on this wall of atrocities. It was everyone’s guess how long it would take before that smile would reappear on her face.

“Something could have gone wrong in the process. The perp might have had to cut things short before risking exposure. For all we know he could be waiting for things to cool down before finishing the job,” Charlotte said.

“Are we having her watched?”

“Yes, but only by one officer at a time just outside her house for the time being. It’s all I could accomplish before that husband of hers all but shut us down.”

“He what?” Mel asked.

“Martin Fitzsimmons told us there would be no more questioning, no more snooping around. His family needs to heal and get past the tragedy, is how he put it. It’s not uncommon for husbands to get all protective in rape cases, but it pisses me off nonetheless,” Charlotte said, throwing her ballpoint on the desk.

Pisses me off? Mel had never heard his partner use the term before, good girl as he had her pegged. Maybe the West LA vocabulary had started to seep into her mind while he was on leave.

Good for her.

“All right, then. You coming?” he asked.

“To Holmby Hills? I’ll get my camera. You’re driving, right?”

“Did Hugh Hefner have fun in his caves up there? You know I’m driving.”

As Mel turned onto Ohio Avenue, with its fragrant eucalyptus trees and tiny condominiums, he decided to make the most of this eleven-minute ride with his partner, who looked straight on with a creased forehead.

“You’re going to get the ugliest wrinkles doing that, you know,” he said.

“Doing what?”

Mel faced her with an exaggerated version of his own.

“Oh, right. Thanks, I guess,” Charlotte said, then added “There has to be more to this story than a random sexual assault. Imagine the guy being a copycat of those killers, throwing us off completely. He could be having his way with another victim as we speak. Drives me mad.”

Being married to the job, that’s what drives you mad.

“You’re right. It sucks.” Mel waited until they were on the other end of the tunnel under the Nathan Shape Memorial Highway. “You know, Charlotte, I’ve been wondering. Have you ever been to after-work drinks at Stanley’s?”

“No, I can’t say I have. I’m usually the last to leave, so I’ve always considered it too little too late.”

“You should. Take it from me, it’s the best way to blow off steam in our line of work. Like the Chief said: talk to your coworkers, sharing is caring. Okay, maybe not that last line, but you get what I’m saying, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I do. It’s what my dad always says, too.”

“Hey, look at me, killing it as a father already.” He grinned, but his partner didn’t budge.

Silence engulfed the Explorer once again. With the high-rise buildings of Wilshire Boulevard up ahead, Mel went for another round. “So, how are things at home?”

“Home?”

“Yes, you know, where you go after your insane hours at the precinct. The place you get your mail sent.”

Jesus.

“Oh. It’s fine. Nothing fancy, but it suits me for now. I don’t spend a lot of time there anyway. Why do you ask?”

To break through all these layers of ice, lady. Grab something sharp and help me, will you?

“No reason. Just making conversation. It’s important to talk about the smaller things in life now and then.”

“We’re almost there.”

Mel considered his partner a true ninja in avoiding conversations that didn’t involve work. Best to let it rest and try again later. At least Charlotte was now aware of her frosty people skills at the station, or so Mel hoped.

“Our victim woke up behind the public restrooms on the north side of the park…right there.” Charlotte pointed toward the cream stucco structure surrounded by manicured lawns. The red terracotta roof tiles gave the impression of a Tuscan villa—even though it was a literal shit hole.

“The victim came here often for a walk in the middle of her afternoons. She lives around the bend of S Mapleton Drive, so her starting point on any day would be near these restrooms. My point is, the assailant can’t have moved her far. It may have happened inside,” Charlotte said.

Mel took in the surroundings in a full three-sixty. “Not a lot of hiding places around here, so I suppose you’re right.”

He had been there enough to know it was one of LA’s best parks in terms of maintenance and surveillance—be it professional or community-related. Whoever had done this had the gall to act in plain sight. Yet nobody had witnessed anything out of the ordinary, according to Charlotte’s interviews.

“What are you thinking?” he asked his partner.

“I’d like to go for another round of door-to-door questioning. Apart from it being the Chief’s idea, I think it deserves a second act. It’s not like we’ve got better things to do.” She squinted at the south side of the park, holding up her arm against the sunlight.

“Sure, but let’s go for lunch first. No use doing this on an empty stomach,” Mel said, dreaming of the taco truck he had spotted right before he parked.

Lunch in hand, they walked back to the park to start digging into their nostril-tackling tacos on the first bench they came across—one facing the street with its back to the almost century-old lawn bowling park. Mel regretted never having tried it before and parked the idea in his list of future family outings.

As he had expected, Charlotte returned to her quiet self for the major part of their lunch break. He envied her multi-tasking talents: scrolling through her phone on the left, taking coordinated bites of her chicken burrito on her right. Seconds later, however, she spilled black beans over his shoe. Just great. It’s like I’m a father at work, too.

“Charlotte, I don’t mean to be sexist, but do you mind focusing on one thing at a time?” Mel said, pointing to his bean-bedazzled leather shoe.

“Oh, sorry. I was going through Amber’s Instagram again. The woman posts her every move—well, only the happy stuff, like everyone else. There seems to have been a lot of that for her.” She took another big bite, spilling lettuce shreds everywhere but on Mel’s shoe.

Progress.

Never able to care less about social media, he averted his attention. Taking in the well-hidden mansions across the street, Mel was convinced Holmby Hills and its namesake park was the best part of LA. Unless people mentioned the Playboy Mansion a few blocks up the hill, no one outside of Southern California knew about the neighborhood’s existence. Next to the well-trodden snaking roads of Beverly Hills and Bel Air, this hill-covered area mostly avoided unwanted attention from tourists. Historic street lights dotted the sides of the roads like all over the Platinum Triangle, but the absence of sidewalks usually stopped wanderers from feeling welcome.

“There’s something odd. Three months ago Amber had a hiatus of three weeks between her posts. Before and after, she posted around the clock. Literally not a day has gone by without a selfie or some sort of teabag mantra.” Charlotte showed him her screen.

“Could be anything. Plastic surgery, nasty bout of flu, psych ward, social media detox—if that’s still a thing?”

“I guess so. I’ll make a note of it just in case.” Mel watched as she tapped the info into her Notes app. He wasn’t that much older than her, yet his partner seemed to have a finer grasp on all things digital.

Mel got up and stretched out his hand to Charlotte’s wrappers and Diet Coke can.

“Thank you,” she said, pocketing her iPhone. Was that a smile? he thought as he walked to the dumpsters. Another layer of ice had been scraped off. He estimated there to be ninety-three more to go.

As he sorted every bit of waste into the corresponding bins, he noticed a familiar vehicle rushing by. A beige Land Rover Defender passed right in front of him—reminding him of his strange morning encounter. Just like Colt Whittaker, this driver handled the throttle as though it were on fire. His inability to assess the man’s character didn’t sit right with Mel. He tried to get the man’s eyes out of his mind—devoid of hope or joy of any kind.

Going door to door meant driving up S Mapleton Drive from mansion to mansion, hoping housewives would open their gates in the middle of their Pilates workouts. Even though Charlotte had talked to the Fitzsimmons’ direct neighbors before, that’s where they started. Years of experience in SV had taught Mel that when it came to the delicate matter of sexual assault, people had an intuitive preference when it came to professionals’ gender. Some neighbors, therefore, might be more inclined to open up to him instead of Charlotte. Whether it had to do with childhood role models or romantic inclination was one of life’s many mysteries.

“Oh, she’s such a sweetheart, that Amber. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her frown—well, not until recently, I imagine. It’s downright horrific what that bastard did to her. Have they caught the son of a bitch yet?” Mrs. Berg asked in her bright yoga pants. Knowing the world was still predictable in some ways brought Mel great comfort.

“Not yet, Mrs. Berg, but we’re doing all we can to get to that point. How would you describe the Fitzsimmons’ marriage in general?” Mel asked. The woman attempted a frown, but her botox-frozen forehead refused to let her. “In some cases rapists target failing marriages,” he clarified.

“I guess they’re doing all right as a couple, but you never know what goes on behind closed doors. I’ve never had reason to think of their relationship as failing, but I wouldn’t say I know them that well.” As she talked, Brianna Berg’s eyes went over both detectives' outfits from head to toe as if offended to have anything less than designer clothes in her house. The three of them were sitting in the lavish living room between the sleek kitchen and the dining room featuring a table for sixteen people. The interior of the house was so white and smooth it felt more like a futuristic rehab facility than a Holmby Hills mansion.

“Have there been any signs of financial troubles in or around their home that you’ve been aware of? Car downgrades, fewer delivery trucks, or perhaps less frequent maintenance?” Charlotte asked.

Mel’s phone buzzed. “Excuse me, I have to take this,” he said after having read the station’s number on the screen. He walked over to the kitchen.

“Mel, we need you back at the station ASAP,” Rita said in her serious voice, which Mel hadn’t heard in a while.

“I’m—we’re kind of in the middle of an investigation Rita. What for?”

“Gene has a,” she paused, “Colt Whittaker in custody right now. The man says he only wants to talk to Officer Daniels, so I suppose that’s you, Officer.”

His heart started pounding against his sternum. Unease threatened to clog the arteries around it.

“Tell Gene I’ll be right there. Thanks, Rita.” He hung up, hearing a faint I told you so in the back of his head. Cursing, he wondered why the guy was talking to a homicide detective. None of the reasons his mind could conjure were desirable in the slightest.




Chapter 3

Colt—Past







“I’m sorry, Gustavo, but you do realize how Grindr hookups like this work, right? In most cases we’d either be going for a second round or getting dressed at this point,” Colt said, unsure how he got into this situation with the Brazilian work of art next to him on the most expensive couch that had ever hugged his butt cheeks.

Gustavo laughed, a rumbling sound that sent a tingle down Colt’s spine. “This again? As a matter of fact, I do. But who ever says no to pre-coital drinks?” He put down his Old Fashioned on the marble coffee table with a clang. “Believe it or not, I get that observation a lot. It’s like making conversation is scary these days. Rim jobs? Right away. Deepthroat? No problem. Listening to the other talk? Look him in the eye? Offer a compassionate smile? Run for the hills. I mean, how did we get here?” The man couldn’t look more at ease with an ankle resting on his knee and both hands behind his head.

I got here by means of a Lyft driver named Hassan with a serious attention deficiency. You either sold your soul, won the lottery or B&E'd the place for the night.

The unmistakable waft of vanilla mixed with mild tobacco and sandalwood reached his nose—Amouage Memoir, one of the most expensive retail perfumes for men out there. He had never smelled it outside a store before.

Colt turned to face his date and propped his elbow on the headrest in an attempt to relax. An open, inviting body language worked wonders on his dates. “I’m not saying I mind it. I’m just surprised is all. This way it will take up more time than I had planned, for sure. But it’s kind of nice. I love your voice. Go ahead. Sweet-talk me some more.” Colt took a sip of his Martini—even the drink was of an intimidating quality.

He didn’t just love the man’s voice. His eyes kept wandering to the unbuttoned collar of his white fitted business shirt, where his chest hair seemed to deepen in color and density—something he adored in mature men like Gustavo. From the looks of the guy’s forearms, Colt's imagination was running wild with anticipation of seeing the rest of his toned body. Dick pics only went so far on Grindr, and lighting could mean the difference between a sculpted chest and one having fallen victim to gravity ahead of its time—at least in Colt’s filtered list of contenders.

“Don’t mind if I do. So, Colt from Kansas, how are you liking the city so far?”

Colt swallowed. “Two years in, I’m still not sure. It took me ages to get my bearings and I had no idea life here would be this expensive, to be honest. And I’m among the lucky ones with a somewhat steady job.”

“If it makes you feel any better, everyone I know has a love-and-hate relationship with this town. What is it you do for a living?”

Colt smiled and exhaled through his nose. “I’m sorry, Gustavo, but it’s a little early for us to be talking about personal details like that, don’t you think? Next thing I know you’ll come and stalk me at work, and I really can’t afford to lose this job,” he said, locking eyes with Gustavo. Men like him were dangerous to be this close to. That easy million-dollar smile, piercing eyes the color of Kryptonite and stylish salt-and-pepper hair nearly had him salivating.

Gustavo reached for his drink and took a sip, leaving it on the table. “I understand, and it’s no big deal. You can’t blame a guy for wanting to know all about a handsome specimen like yourself.” As though they were trying to undress him, his eyes rolled all over Colt’s body: from his tight denim shorts to his black V-neck and back. “But Colt? You should really start calling me Gus. Only Mamãe calls me by my full name.” He inched closer and put his hand on Colt’s knee, igniting sparks.

“All right then, Gus.” Colt reached for the coffee table to put his drink down, hunching over. Meanwhile his date's hands had started rubbing his back, and seconds later he was in Amouage Memoir heaven with Gus’s lips on his.

So far for pre-coital drinks.

It was a softer kiss than he had been accustomed to among the Los Angeles Grindr community. Gus explored every part of his lower lip with delicate strokes of his tongue, as if he were afraid to miss the tiniest detail along the way. Gentle as he was, though, his firm grip on the back of Colt’s neck made it clear he was the one in the driver seat for this ride. It was exactly the way Colt liked it, even though there hadn’t been any talk about consent. A risky move, considering Grindr was filled with profiles opposed to kissing of any kind.

As their kiss became hungrier and deeper, Colt found himself straddling Gus shirtless. He had no memory of how he’d climbed on top of him. Colt decided to pause their make-out session, ignoring the urge to get more of that tantalizing taste. If he hadn’t pushed against Gus’s rock-hard pec, Colt was sure the man would have devoured him whole—and chances were he would have let him. The room was spinning, adding to the level of surrealism that had washed over Colt the second he had entered the mansion.

“Catching your breath?” Gus whispered.

“Yes, but not only that. We have a few things to discuss before we go any further. You know, to make sure everyone has a good time. Or to avoid drama and lawsuits, if you’re a glass-half-empty kind of guy.”

“Fine, but you’re staying where you are,” Gus said, poking Colt’s bare chest.

“As are you,” Colt said, lowering his head to meet those sweet lips once more.

“Okay, but for real now. I take it you read my profile info?”

“I did. It’s why we were a match in the first place. Please don’t tell me it’s all lies. That would be cruel.”

Colt smiled. “Rest assured. It’s all true. I need you to focus, okay? Aside from my colorful preferences there are two ground rules I need to lay down.”

“Man, I really hate rules,” Gus said as he caressed Colt’s hips and obliques.

“Too bad, but I have to look out for myself. Anyway, number one: no props. If you feel like hurting me—and I really hope you will—only use your body. Got it?”

“Sure. It saves time in the clean-up, too.”

“Second rule: respect the safe word at all times—Ferris wheel. The second I say it you’re going to need to back off, no matter how close you are to finishing. Do you understand, Gus?”

“Yes, Colt. I understand. No props, Ferris wheel means stop. I doubt you’re going to use your safe word, but I promise I’ll respect your rules.”

That voice. It was catnip to Colt’s ears.

“Anything you need to tell me before we get on with it?” Colt asked, inspecting Gus’s bulky traps and delts with his fingertips.

He could break me in half.

“As a matter of fact, Colt, I do have something to say. Here’s what’s going to happen. First I’m going to take you right here on this rug until you scream my name over and over, because you won’t be able to help yourself. Then we’ll go for seconds in the bedroom, where I’m going to fuck you until you’re mine. Until I’m sure you’ll come back for more. I intend for you to remember this night for a long time.”

Colt’s chest responded to the authority in Gus’s voice as his heart rate climbed. It was a terrifying kind of sexy, yet he gulped down every word like oxygen, eager to surrender his mind and body to this Brazilian hunk. The primal urge was so strong he was able to drown out all the red flags he had listed since entering the mansion: too wealthy to be on Grindr, too successful to be interested in white trash like him, too smooth in his ways to be honest about everything, and too perfect to be true in this town.

Gus gripped Colt’s sides and hoisted him in the air as he lifted the two of them from the couch. Sinking to his knees, he lowered Colt onto the promised rug, kissing him all the while like the physical effort was nothing. Career-chasing types like Gus usually didn’t waste time during Grindr dates in Colt’s experience, but it was nothing like that at all this time.

When Gus’s lips had finally broken away from Colt’s, he continued to explore Colt’s upper body, starting with his neck and collar bone with the focus of a 3D printer. Every now and then he paused to remove another piece of Colt’s clothing, unwrapping him like a present. As he stripped Colt down to his bright orange briefs—the only fancy CK pair he owned—Colt reached up for another kiss.

“No,” Gus said, forcing him back down with a powerful shove of his large palm. As much as he hated the way it turned him on to be in Gus’s power, there was nothing he craved more. Losing control was a dangerous drug, one that came with rules and safe words for a reason. It was why he didn’t protest when Gus’s one hand wrapped around his throat as the other freed him from his underwear. Gus himself remained fully clothed, making it clear to Colt that this stage in the process was all about him, and him alone.

Gustavo Carolino’s mouth should have its own star on the Walk of Fame, Colt concluded after an undefinable amount of time spent on nipple teasing. He wasn’t screaming the man’s name yet, but it wouldn’t be long. The grip around his throat intensified the moment Gus started working his magic lips on Colt’s manhood, again taking his time to discover how Colt’s body responded to every lick, kiss, suck, exhale and brush of his beard. Involuntary gasps, whimpers and soft moans made Colt’s head feel like it was floating on the plush long-thread rug—instead of being held down.

“Gus,” Colt gasped, not recognizing his own voice.

He could tell Gus was smiling, even though he couldn’t see him completely.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Gus said, resuming his expedition.

Colt was suddenly close to climaxing as Gus relentlessly worked his mouth up and down and squeezed his throat a little harder. He heard himself repeat Gus’s name, louder this time, making his date pull away and say, “Not now. I’ll tell you when.” It took all Colt’s mental strength to obey, but he pulled through and tiptoed away from the ledge of sweet release.

Gus’s lips found his again with a surprising amount of force, inhaling the moans that escaped Colt’s throat. He pulled Colt to a seated position before he broke away again. The intense dark look in Gus’s eyes should have warned him, but it didn’t.

He felt his head fly to the right and held the point of impact with his left hand. There it was, the first slap across Colt’s cheek he had received in years. Between the stars across his vision he saw Gus tilting his head to the side, anticipating the safe word. He couldn’t say it didn’t hurt, but the excitement rushing through his nervous system was too delicious to give up on. Like a scrape wound after a roller-skating fall that needed scrubbing to heal, Colt needed the sting of pain to enjoy being intimate.

Without the element of surprise, the second slap—across the same cheek—tasted even better, and the lopsided smile on Gus’s face told him he wasn’t the only one enjoying this new turn of events. He thought for sure the gentle phase was over when Gus pushed him back on the rug and rolled him onto his stomach. Yet, instead of more pain, soft kisses between his shoulder blades were working their way down his spine. His cheek throbbed against the soft rug, yet he savored every stinging second. Colt had no idea how much time had passed, but he was convinced this was the longest anyone had ever spent on foreplay with him.

Where some guys hesitated, Gustavo went straight for it. Parting his ass cheeks with his hands, the talents of his mouth concentrated their force on Colt’s butthole—the most intimate act between men, ensuring him he welcomed every part of his body. Colt fought back the instinct to squeal and clawed at the long-threaded rug in the effort. His eyes were watering as he yelled a throaty Gus in response.

Gus’s torso slid on top of him as he pulled Colt’s hands to his sides with a firm grip on his wrists. The mind-blowing rim job continued and somehow felt better in this restrained position. It was so good Colt hadn’t heard the distinct metal clinking of the handcuffs Gus was fastening around his wrists behind his back.

“Wait, what are you doing?” Colt asked in a single beat.

A second click. “Spicing things up a little. Relax, Colt, they’re flimsy at best. Easy to break if need be,” Gus said.

“I don’t think so. We talked about this. Get them off. Now.”

“Fine,” Gus sighed, “if you really want to stop and order your ride home, be my guest. I just thought you were enjoying the restraining part a lot.”

Colt rose to his knees after a few clumsy attempts. Looking over his shoulder, he said, “It’s about trust, Gus. We had an agreement and you’re breaking it. No props.”

He gasped as Gus kissed his neck and caressed his shoulder. He was cradling Colt’s tied wrists in both hands.“Shh. Don’t get so worked up. It would be such a shame to stop now. You feel that?” He was skating a tiny piece of metal across Colt’s palm. “That’s the little key to these cuffs. The chain’s long enough for you to reach. Try it.”

Colt let out a frustrated breath and did as he was told. Gus was right: He’d be free in under thirty seconds if he wanted to. But it didn’t change a thing. Gus had still broken the rules. He should up and leave before the guy did it again. What if he wouldn’t respect the safe word either after this blatant breach of trust? But then again, Colt deliberated, if the foreplay was an accurate prelude to the rest of the night, it would be worth bending the rules for once. It was just one night, anyway. Tomorrow he’d go back to his shared-apartment life and probably never venture up Holmby Hills again. He might as well make the most of it.

“Okay. The handcuffs can stay. Just don’t make me regret it,” Colt said.

Gus responded by holding Colt back with an arm across his chest while entering him with first one, then two fingers. Colt’s moans started to resemble screams, but were short-lived after Gus closed his hand over his mouth. He had never experienced this level of intimacy with anyone. It was like Gus knew what he wanted without words. Like he knew all the lines to a song he’d never heard before.

Gus only started undressing right after he had entered Colt all the way. The shivering, yet at the same time burning sensation and gritting teeth aside, the lines of Gus’s torso were what really made him wince. Colt was on his back now, free of the handcuffs, and his knees resting on Gus’s impressive shoulders. He was big, but not outrageously large like the types Colt had encountered around West Hollywood.

Just like before, Colt was in awe of Gus’s patience. His thrusts were slow and coordinated, often retracting completely and reentering in the process. It didn’t take him long to find Colt’s sweet spots. Most guys didn’t bother with what Gus was trying to achieve: the prostate orgasm. What Colt loved most about it was the total loss of control. His back arched. One moment his hands were trying to rip the rug apart, the next they were covering his face in a way he didn’t understand. Colt screamed Gus’s name as he was getting close. “Please don’t stop. Gus. Please,” he groaned.

“Now,” Gus grunted, right before Colt felt his lower abdomen convulse a handful of times until his vision turned blank with undiluted joy.

He actually did it. I think I’m in love.

There wasn’t much time for him to enjoy the moment when he felt Gus’s hand tightening around his throat. His thrusts grew methodical and powerful, like a slow-motion jackhammer, as though he were intent on destroying his body the way he had done his mind mere seconds ago.

Colt struggled to breathe against Gus’s grip, unsure how long he’d be able to accommodate this treatment. He managed to say Ferris wheel, but Gus either didn't hear him or chose to override his protests a second time. Instead of backing off, Gus increased his grip and speed, looking him dead in the pleading eyes as Colt tried in vain to repeat the safe word, pulling and clawing at the man’s wrist. He saw Gus smiling between his animalistic roars as he worked his way to his climax. Darkness crept at the edges of his vision. In a moment of desperation he felt himself give up the fight against Gus’s forceful hand, succumbing to the pull of unconsciousness.

A pulsing sensation brought him back just in time as Gus was coming inside him, slowing his thrusts and loosening his grip. However, he only fully let go of Colt’s throat when he was done savoring every last moment of his orgasm. As soon as he was free, Colt pushed him away and out of him, rolling to his side coughing.

“Fuck you, Gus,” he said after a series of strained breaths. When he got up he moved to a safe enough distance, massaging his windpipe in an effort to make it relax.

“Colt? Hey. What’s wrong?”

“Are you kidding me? What is wrong is you nearly killed me. I said the safe word like five times, Gus. You were supposed to back off. I thought I was going to pass out. Did you really not see me fight for air?”

“I…I…I thought that was the look of ecstasy on your face. I figured you were enjoying it, too. Not once did I hear you say it, I swear. Oh man, I’m sorry, Colt. I feel like a jerk.”

“You should. Hitting me in the face is one thing, but rendering me unconscious is where I draw the line. You really couldn’t tell?”

Gus ran his fingers through his hair. “No. I swear. Listen, I’m not ashamed to admit I get off on playing a little rough with guys, but I’m not a monster, Colt. Please stop looking at me like I am, because I can’t take it. Not from you.”

There was something endearing about how hurt he looked in that moment. The tough, controlling facade Colt had witnessed during the act had faded to a vulnerable, almost childish appearance. The intimidating features of his bright emerald eyes and square jawline no longer scared Colt as much. On the contrary, Colt wanted nothing more than to walk over and pull that face to his chest. However, that would have been against his better judgment. Tonight’s situation was messy at best.

Colt put his briefs back on. “You’re not a monster. I had an awesome time, up until a certain point, but I think it’s best if I leave.”

“Yes, I understand. I’m sorry it went down like this. I didn’t mean to put you through that. I hope you believe me.”

Colt put on his V-neck. “I want to believe you, but you really scared me there, Gus.”

Gus exhaled and dropped his shoulders. “Man, I like it when you say my name. Tell you what? We should do this again sometime. It doesn’t have to be a random Grindr rendezvous. To me, it didn’t feel like that at all. There’s something special about you and me, Colt. I’m going to come out and say it: I want to see you again.”

You’re kidding.

“Gus, I’m flattered, but that’s probably the endorphins talking.” He pulled his shirt down over his head. “Wait until morning and you’ll be glad I’m out of your way. Straight people call it the cuddle factor.” It was a standard line Colt had used a handful of times before with the clingy types across the app’s fishing pond.

Gus frowned. “What happened to you, Colt? People who move to LA all have one thing in common: big dreams, waiting for their big break, their chance to shine. When did you give up on finding someone to love? Because you think it’s easier this way? That’s all in your head.”

LA happened to me. My stepfather happened to me. Steve happened—is still happening to me.

Colt looked away. Earlier, he could tell from the too-good-to-be-true Grindr profile something had to be off about Mr. Gustavo Carolino, whom he had googled on the ride. When number one real estate magnate of Holmby Hills invites men like him to his mansion, it was a given there would be trouble. He was exactly the type of guy people had tried to warn Colt about when he moved to LA. Ironically, it had only made him want to go through with this hookup more.

This type of decisions constituted Colt’s lifelong problem. He liked trouble, or better yet, he thrived on it. To him, the presence of trouble had become his comfort zone, and not just for the sake of it. A little dose of danger lurking around the next corner had proved beneficial to his instincts over the years. Always stay sharp. Don’t let your guard down. That’s how they get to you, how the strong kids label you as weak and make you their target. Any certified therapist would label it as self-sabotage, but Colt would never go that far. In his situation he couldn’t afford fancy talks in reclining chairs of any kind. At least Grindr was free of charge, and it mostly succeeded in making him feel better—for a while.

He had been staring out to the front yard through the living room window as he put on his shoes. “You know what? You’re right. I’ll give you my number. But only because you’re really good at making me orgasm. Who knows? Maybe we’ll see each other again, maybe we won’t. I’ll think it over.” He held up a finger and added, “Only if you stick to the rules next time.”
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