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Welcome to LA
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Waves slapped at the sand. Emergency lights flashed and rotated. Lookie-loos pressed up against yellow crime-scene tape.

But the Ferris Wheel, one-third filled on this July evening, rotated uninterrupted as if nothing was happening just yards away.

The Santa Monica Pier was off to her left as the detective – badge hanging from a lanyard around her neck – slipped on her gloves.

The male body was lying atop the sand; head tilted to the right with his chin resting on his shoulder. A hole began at his forehead and ended at the back of his head. 

Shot someplace else and placed here. Why? Santa Monica Police Detective Mollie Granger knelt to get a closer look and spotted a wallet sticking out of his t-shirt’s front pocket. 

Too obvious.

She removed it. Granger expected it to be empty, stripped ... the regular deal around these parts. But when she grasped it, she could tell it was still full. She unfolded it, saw cash and some plastic, and removed his driver’s license.

Keith John Victor.

Seriously? Keith Victor? Are you kidding me?

“You need to see this,” she called over to her partner of four years, Sergeant Greg Nichols, who was a few yards away talking to another officer. Granger and Nichols were both detectives in the Criminal Investigations Unit of the Santa Monica Police Department. 

Nichols approached. “What’s up?”

Granger said, “Jackpot. Keith Victor.” 

She handed him the wallet; Nichols looked at the license and quickly rifled through the rest of the contents.

He knelt and looked at Victor. “Someone did us a favor,” he said. “Easiest case we’ve ever had. The only thing better would have been if they dropped him on your desk.”

Granger nodded. “Yeah. Maybe too easy?”

“Could be, I guess,” Nichols said, standing. “He is kind of gift-wrapped.”

Granger looked out at the ocean and then back toward Nichols. “Old wound, no blood anywhere, shot elsewhere, posed, full wallet. He doesn’t even have any sand stuck on his hands, face, or clothes. I don’t remember this example in any of my training classes.”

Nichols laughed. “Not one of our case studies, huh?”

He paused, “Also, Mol, it’s interesting that someone chose to dump him in Santa Monica. None of his vics were grabbed here, nor were their bodies found here. But he pops up in Santa Monica at the pier.”

Nichols handed the license and wallet to Alan Coleman, the patrolman who initially found Victor’s body and called it in. Coleman went to the patrol car, typed Victor’s name and details into a computer, scanned the license, and carefully placed the license and wallet into an evidence bag. Finishing, he picked up his cell phone and called SMPD headquarters on Olympic Boulevard. 

At the same time, Nichols called the local FBI office. They had been the lead on the case for two years and needed to know Victor had been found.

The takeaway from both offices was quick and consistent: Don’t do anything. 

Granger and Nichols didn’t need to be told. This guy had already killed six people, and there may be a seventh, Chrissy Weeks, who’d been missing for several weeks. 

Wait for reinforcements.

Within minutes, Granger’s phone rang.

“Detective Granger? This is Sergeant Waller, LAPD West LA. I just heard you’re with a dead Keith Victor. Yes?”

“Standing over him now,” she said, glancing quizzically at Nichols. “News travels quickly. What’s up?”

Waller hesitated. “Well, a woman just walked into the station here, said her name was Chrissy Weeks, and asked if we were looking for her.”

Granger signaled for Nichols, who was talking with Coleman. He walked toward her. “Weeks just walked into LAPD’s West LA station on Butler.” She said it loud enough so he could hear.

Nichols shook his head. “Interesting destination. Five miles away. And it’s not even a full moon.”

Granger nodded and put her phone up to her mouth. “Put her in a room and kill some time. FBI will be here soon. We’ll call you back. Thanks.”

~~~
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GRANGER HAD BEEN HOPING for a quiet night. The past week had been one case after another – summer in Santa Monica; too many tourists, too many temptations – and she was exhausted. Fried. The on-again, off-again tension at home with Gwen made things worse. But the busy nights and multiple open cases were at least a welcome respite to the deterioration of their relationship. They kept her physically out of the house and her mind occupied.

Those other cases sank to the bottom of the priority list in the past thirty minutes. Keith Victor immediately rose to the top – with a bullet. Literally.

The scene was busy and growing more populated by the minute. Detectives in jeans and sweatshirts, Santa Monica officers in dark navy blue, Sheriff's Department deputies in dark green uniforms with tan patches, and CHP officers in tan shirts with forest green pants. Technicians in protective clothing huddled over and around Victor—the area’s resident homeless population watching and commenting from behind the yellow tape.

Granger knew the back story. Keith John Victor, 44 years old, former sous chef in an exclusive Manhattan Beach restaurant, had been terrorizing the Southland for more than two years, kidnapping and then murdering three males and three females between the ages of 18 and 35. In the period between abducting and strangling them, he digitally teased law enforcement – and the media – with messages and photos that provided details of his activities but no hints about his whereabouts. But they knew his name; he was open about who he was, who he had, and what he was doing.

Granger shook her head in disbelief as she looked at him.

Bizarre.

David Alvaro, her Lieutenant, approached. A female accompanied him. Early forties, jeans, a t-shirt, and a blazer Granger assumed she probably kept in her car for times like this. Trick of the trade: Granger had one in her car, too.

“Detective Mollie Granger. FBI Special Agent Beth Ryland,” Alvaro said. His phone rang, and he stepped away to take the call.

Ryland nodded at Granger. “Interesting final act for this one, Detective. I must admit I didn’t have the pier on my bingo card.”

Granger shrugged. “Yes, this is pretty out there.”

Ryland asked when Granger and Nichols got the call.

Granger motioned for Nichols to join them. He walked over, as did Officer Coleman.

She responded to Ryland. “My partner, Sergeant Nichols, and I got a call from Officer Coleman at about ten-fifteen regarding a body near the pier. It’s not unusual for a call like that, but it’s usually alcohol or drugs, so we don’t get involved. The uniforms handle it. But this one included a gunshot wound, so we came over. Five-minute drive. One look at the wound and then seeing his name in his wallet ... it was clear we had a situation.”

Ryland looked at Coleman. “Did you see anyone coming or going or anything strange?”

Coleman answered, “Everything is strange around the pier, Agent, but, no, nothing that we wouldn’t see every other night. No one was acting suspiciously. We’re canvassing possible witnesses, but it’s ninety percent homeless at this hour and just a few straggling tourists. We may not get much.”

Ryland said, “Video?”

Nichols said, “Collecting it now.”

Ryland looked at Granger and Nichols. “Ten-thirty or so when you ID’d him?”

Granger and Nichols both nodded.

Granger said, “So, here’s the thing, Agent. I just got a call from the LAPD in West LA. Chrissy Weeks, the female he had for the past couple of weeks, is at the station.”

Ryland’s eyes widened. “They found her already?”

“Not exactly,” Granger said. “She walked in at ten-thirty wondering if anyone was looking for her.”

“Ten-thirty?” Ryland said. “The same time? Good trick.”
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Q&A
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West LA Station Commander Stuart Downing sat in the small, sterile interview room. It had been just over thirty minutes since Weeks walked through the doors of the police station and introduced herself as the latest of Victor’s kidnapping victims. The room was dimly lit; one of the overhead lights needed to be replaced.

Downing, a 30-year LAPD veteran, and seasoned interrogator, glanced at the file on his iPad; scant details about Weeks, extensive ones about Victor. Victor had been holding her for just over two weeks.

Directly across from Downing sat a tall woman with short blond hair covered by a blue Dodgers hat. White sweatshirt, khaki shorts, and green Hoka sneakers. Hollow, almost transparent blue eyes constantly fixed across the table and a face that would be described as pretty if she ever changed her condescending expression. 

He didn’t see any visible bruises or cuts, but they would have her checked out at the hospital after this preliminary interview.

Downing intended to be sensitive and go slowly, respecting Weeks’s emotional state. There was a wildcard, however: he knew Victor was dead, but Weeks hadn’t said anything about Victor, and the team hadn’t mentioned it to her.

He was interested to see how it would play out.

“Ms. Weeks. First of all, I am very pleased to see you’re safe and looking well,” Downing started, his voice steady and measured. “Are you feeling okay physically? Do you require any immediate medical attention?”

She shook her head. “I think I’m fine. When can I leave?”

“I hope we can get you out of here in a reasonable amount of time,” he said. No commitment. “A lot of people have been looking for you. I’ve got a few questions I need to ask; would that be okay? I know this has been a difficult evening for you – and the past several weeks, too – so we can talk a bit now or wait until later. Up to you.”

“If you do it later, can I leave now?” she asked.

“No, I didn’t mean that. I was unclear,” he said. “I suggest we proceed.”

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s go ahead.”

“Good. I need to gather as much information as possible while it’s still fresh in your memory. Please know you're in a safe environment.”

Weeks nodded silently. Downing noticed she broke her stare, and her eyes darted around the room. Given what she’d been through, he didn’t think much of it.

Downing asked Weeks to confirm her identity.

She took a deep breath, her voice trembling slightly, and stated her name, address, and Social Security and telephone numbers. She said she had no idea where her purse or wallet was.

Her star returned. 

Downing asked whether she had family or friends she would like him to contact.

“No, there’s no one. Anymore.”

Downing nodded, typing in notes. 

“Ms. Weeks, how was it you were with him? With Victor?”

Weeks’ hands trembled. “I don’t know. I was in the Marina having dinner with friends. We finished, and I walked to the parking lot to get my car. The next thing I knew, he grabbed me, put something over my nose and mouth, and I guess it knocked me out. I woke up in a small room, lying on a filthy mattress. My hands and feet were tied, I was chained to a pipe, and I had a bag over my head.”

Downing asked, “When did you first see him then?”

“Several hours later,” she said. “So, it must have been morning. There were no windows, so I’m not certain. He took the bag off me and brought a chair to where I was. He sat and started talking, expecting me to think it was perfectly normal. Fucking freak.”

Downing told Weeks to take her time. “And you could see his face? He didn’t try to cover up his identity.”

“No, I could see him. He didn’t care.”

“Did he tell you who he was?”

Weeks crossed her legs and leaned back in her chair. “He didn’t have to. I knew who he was the moment I saw him ... from all the press coverage.”

“Was he alone, or did he have any help? Was there anyone else?”

Weeks hesitated for a second. “I don’t know. I never really saw anything like that.”

Downing thought her response was odd and elusive. “I’m sorry, Ms. Weeks. I’m not certain what you mean by ‘anything like that.’”

Weeks scratched her arm. “I meant I never saw anyone else.”

Downing said, “Oh, I understand.” He asked if Victor had ever mentioned any other potential people or accomplices.

Weeks shook her head. “No, he never mentioned anyone else. From what I saw and what he told me, it was always just him.”

“It's important for us to understand what happened, Ms. Weeks. Can you recall anything specific that he said while he sat there with you?”

“No, nothing meaningful. Just arrogant shit. It was all just bravado ... macho crap. Nothing of substance.”

“Bravado. In what way?”

“Well, he started bragging about how I wasn’t the first one he held in that room, I wouldn’t be the last, and he was in control of everything. He was staking out his position so I would know.”

“Did he make any demands or statements that stood out to you?”

“Just the arrogant stuff. He said he was in charge of when I would eat, take the bag off, and go to the bathroom. Stuff like that.”

She tightened and relaxed her shoulders.

“Did he mention the others he had taken?”

Weeks scoffed. “Taken? You mean killed? I think that’s the accurate word.”

“Uh, yes,” Downing said. “Killed.”

“Only in the way I just described. That there had been some. He didn’t go into any details.”

“Okay,” Downing said. “Did he tell you where you were? Can you tell us anything to help us determine the location where you were being held? Still in the Marina? Perhaps Santa Monica?”

Weeks hesitated again. “No, I didn’t know where we were. I didn’t have a clue. Eventually, I learned I was in a room built into the garage. It was musty. I could hear water dripping nearby. I remember hearing cars passing by occasionally, out front, I think, but only every once in a while. It didn’t seem to be a busy street.”

Downing nodded, carefully typing each detail. “Thank you, Ms. Weeks. Hopefully, we’ll be able to pinpoint the location.”

He glanced directly at Weeks. He had hoped the first questions would trigger Weeks’ interest in Victor’s current status. But she didn’t say anything. Downing noticed she seemed on edge, and she was bouncing her leg. But her stare continued.

Downing asked if she knew Victor was communicating with law enforcement when they were together.

Weeks bit her lower lip. “He never mentioned anything about communicating with law enforcement directly. But he did try to taunt me sometimes, showing me news articles and making it clear that the police had no idea where we were. Again, that was just another part of his whole intimidation thing.”

“Were you subjected to physical harm or threats during captivity?”

Her already tight features further tightened. “Over and above having a bag on my head, being chained and living on a dirty mattress, and pissing and shitting into a bucket? Physical harm beyond that, you mean?”

Downing said, “Yes. I’m sorry for the way I asked. What I’m asking is whether, while you were being held, he assaulted you physically?”

Weeks said, “No. He didn’t.”

“Thank you, Ms. Weeks. We’re just about done here.”

“Good,” she said.

Downing asked, “And what about tonight? How did you get away and come to the station?”

“He dropped me off several blocks from the station at nine-thirty and told me where to walk to get here. At the time, I didn’t recognize what part of town I was in or which station I was walking toward. Then, I was supposed to sit on a bench near the station for like an hour. He told me he would be watching me, and if I went in before ten-thirty, he would shoot me. He had a gun.”

Downing stood up and put his hand on his hips. “Why did he do that? After two weeks, why did he decide to let you go like that?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t tell me why. It all happened suddenly, earlier in the evening. He came to the room, told me to get up, and said we were leaving.”

“And that was that?” Downing said.

“Well, it was a little more than ‘that was that.’ I had been chained up for a long time.”

Downing nodded. “Right. Of course. How long did you walk to get to the station?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe fifteen minutes or so.”

“Do you know what street you started from ... where he originally dropped you off?”

“No. I didn’t know there would be a quiz. He told me the lefts and rights I needed to take. I memorized them. I walked, made the turns, and didn’t look up or around. I didn’t particularly want to get shot by the asshole.”

“Were you on residential streets or any main, busy streets?”

“Pretty much residential until I hit Santa Monica Boulevard, which I immediately recognized.”

“Did you see him watching you at any point along the way?” he asked.

“No, I kept looking down when I was walking, and when I sat on the bench, I stared at the sidewalk. I didn’t want him to think I was looking for him.”

“And?” Downing asked.

“I got to the bench, sat there until ten-thirty, and then walked in,” Weeks said. “And here we are. Can I leave now?”
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Working the Case
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The techs were still working on the crime scene, and the coroner had taken Victor’s body away. SMPD officers were canvassing the businesses in the area that were – or had stayed – open and the homeless crowd who still were around. They also were collecting any available surveillance video.

Granger had suggested that she, Nichols, and Ryland go up to the pier and recap where things stood. They sat near the Route 66 booth, a feature on the pier that marked the physical end of the historic road.

Granger looked at the sign on the booth. End of the Line. It was eerily prophetic.

She asked Ryland if she had heard from Downing about his interview with Weeks. Ryland updated them, and Granger thought Weeks sounded arrogant and guarded at the same time. Granger understood how she could be guarded, but she wondered how someone who had been kidnapped and was now free after a couple of weeks could be arrogant. 

Ryland also told them LAPD officers had taken Weeks to the hospital for a complete physical examination.

Granger was stunned at the improbability of Weeks’ story. 

“She said Victor dropped her off and told her to wait an hour?” Granger said to Ryland. “That’s pretty far-fetched.”

Nichols added, “And then he headed to Santa Monica? Difficult doing that dead.”

Ryland laughed. “Don’t know. I can’t imagine why she’s saying that. Maybe she’s in shock?”

Nichols stood, walked a few steps away, and turned toward the other two. “So, pretending for one minute that it does make sense, why the LAPD in West LA? Why that station?”

Granger said, “Where were the other six bodies found?”

Ryland looked at her phone. “Malibu, Brentwood, Inglewood, Culver City, Hermosa Beach, and Hawthorne.”

Granger said, “West Side, north and south ... at least Santa Monica is consistent with that. LAPD on Butler isn’t too far inland, either. So, everything is still on the West Side.”

Ryland said, “But why did she end up at an LAPD station in West LA? She could have gone to Santa Monica PD?”

Nichols said, “Too close. It wouldn’t work with her crazy story. Needed some distance.”

Granger said, “I wonder if he grabbed or dumped someone in West LA that we don’t know about during the past couple of years.”

Nichols said, “I’ll double-check with LAPD, but Victor’s been everyone’s focus for two years. I’m sure if there had been anything in West LA that seemed even remotely linked, the LAPD would have added it to the file. Also, Victor told law enforcement about every abduction he did. He was Vin Scully and did real-time play-by-play along the way. As far as I can tell, everyone is accounted for.”

Granger said, “Maybe LAPD needs to take another look at cases from the past two years in West LA and see if anything pops.”

Nichols laughed, “That’s sixty-five square miles, Mol. Not sure LAPD would welcome that suggestion.”
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Mollie
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Mollie Granger met Gwen Seward some three years earlier at a dinner party at the Westwood home of a common friend, Alan Banks, and they had been together ever since. Mollie knew it wasn’t a planned introduction on Alan’s part. That would have been a long shot: Mollie, a white police detective, and Gwen, an African-American attorney focused on civil rights.

But Mollie sensed, five minutes after she and Gwen introduced themselves to each other, that – despite their different backgrounds – something special was quickly developing. 

Mollie, 32, was always proud of her working-class childhood in Santa Monica. She watched her parents, James and Elizabeth, work hard to provide for their family. Her father was an auto mechanic, and Mollie joked in high school that he worked at one time or another for every dealership on Santa Monica Boulevard. Her mother was an office manager and worked for twenty-five years in the same insurance agency. 

Despite their modest means, Santa Monica housing was still affordable when Mollie was young, and she was thrilled to move from their apartment when her parents purchased a small home on 24th and Idaho. 

Mollie believed in a strong work ethic and the value of honesty and integrity. She attended St. Monica Catholic High School, where she was a good but not great student. After graduating, she attended Santa Monica College for two years and then transferred to UCLA. Two years later, after graduating with a degree in Criminal Justice, she joined the Santa Monica Police Department. 

She immediately sensed she had the talent to do well and threw herself into her new career with great energy. At her annual performance reviews, she was always pleased to be recognized as hard-working, having sharp instincts, and being inquisitive. She was embarrassed – but still complimented – when one colleague joked that her pupils were shaped like question marks because her eyes always “looked like they wanted to know more.” But she was confused by frequently hearing from colleagues that she was too serious and appeared to deliberately hold back smiles. She quickly earned recognition and was promoted to detective after six years.

Over the years, Mollie worked on various cases, ranging from petty theft to high-profile investigations. She was diligent, detail-oriented, and persistent. And she delivered results.

Usually.

One case, in her second year on the force, was a noteworthy exception. 

She was surprised one day when Lieutenant Alvaro told her she was being added to a team assembled to work on a high-profile cold case involving a missing child, ten-year-old Mitchell Thomas, who had vanished three years earlier near the Promenade. She remembered seeing his face smiling from the taped and stapled posters all over greater Los Angeles. 

She felt thrilled to be on the team; she was still just a uniformed officer, and those types of opportunities were rare. She wondered privately whether her excitement was due to her feelings about the boy or her eagerness to make her mark on the force. She never answered the question but threw herself into the case, optimistic and determined to find Mitchell and bring him home.

She met his parents and was immediately taken by their sadness and resolve – even after three years of no progress. “I know he is alive, Officer,” Alice Thomas, who had become a friend, told Mollie. “Not because I know anything, just because I can feel it. He grew inside me. I can feel him ... breathing. Somewhere.”

Mollie thought her mother might have said the same thing. Alice reminded Mollie quite a bit of her mother, which further fueled her determination to find Mitchell.

Working with Liz Gunther, another team member, they followed leads, interviewed witnesses, and scrutinized every piece of evidence. They combed through parks, interviewed neighbors, and even chased down tips that led them to Bakersfield, Phoenix, and Oklahoma City, where they coordinated with local law enforcement.

Mollie tried to remain upbeat, optimistic, and professional throughout the investigation. But the lack of progress wore her down, and she uncharacteristically crashed emotionally at the Oklahoma City airport after another set of interviews that went nowhere. 

“We’re failing them, Liz,” she said as they waited at the boarding gate for their flight back to Los Angeles. “A scared little boy and his devastated parents. We’re failing them. He should have been safe in the first place; we’re supposed to keep the community safe. We didn’t. And then we – the department – failed them again when he first disappeared. And now we’re at failure number three when this family is just a cold case file that no one has bothered to look at for years.”

Liz had been on the force for eight years, had seen more cases than Mollie, and was, by nature, unemotional. She touched Mollie's shoulder. “I know it sounds harsh, Mollie, but we need to be satisfied with efforts and approach ... doing an investigation the right way. Outcomes? That’s not always in our control. Yes, if we do it right, the chances are the outcome will be positive. But not always. Sometimes, we have to look in the mirror at the end of the day, know we did our best, and set the outcome to the side.”

Mollie heard Liz’s words and knew she was right but couldn’t embrace the concept. They worked the case for another six months until Alvaro told them it was over.

“We’re just giving up?” Mollie asked.

“No, we’re just making a resource decision. We have no real leads or new insights on this case. And we’re inundated with new cases that need our attention.”

Mollie never forgot the term “resource decision,” and she was careful not to use it when she told Mitchell’s parents that the team was being dismantled and the investigation stopped.

That night, Mollie taped a photo of Mitchell on her bathroom mirror. She wanted it to remind her daily that outcomes were more important than just putting in the right effort.

Mitchell was never found, and Mollie felt her guilt about not finding him grow over the years. She saw his face in every young boy she drove or walked by and nearly every time she closed her eyes. She felt she failed and, more importantly, that the system failed. In the future, she pledged to herself and Mitchell that she would perform better than the system.
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Gwen


[image: ]




At 34, two years older than Mollie, Gwen came from a wealthy and influential background that she knew was quite different from Mollie’s. Whereas Mollie was wrenches and the garage, Gwen was strategy and the boardroom. Polished, professional, and even in jeans, carrying a gravitas that extended beyond her attorney creds.

Her parents, Jonathan and Elizabeth Seward, were also successful professionals: Jonathan, an attorney and occasional in-demand political consultant, and Elizabeth, a management consultant. They lived in Baldwin Hills and provided Gwen with every opportunity to succeed. She attended Brentwood High School, where she excelled academically and athletically. She went on to Stanford University, both for undergraduate and law school, where she fine-tuned her passion for civil rights.

After meeting at the party, Gwen and Mollie started spending a significant amount of time together, going out to dinner, walking the stairs in Santa Monica and Baldwin Hills, talking and getting to know each other, and then getting away for weekends together. Gwen knew things were moving quickly, and although it was unlike her, she was excited by it. Four months later, they moved in together into Mollie’s small house at 24th and Idaho in Santa Monica, which she had inherited from her parents when they passed away.

The early months were a breeze. Mollie met and got to know Gwen’s family, and the relationship grew and strengthened daily.

Their initial connection was solid, and they formed a loving and supportive relationship. Everything was going in a positive direction, and they soon discussed marriage and having a family. However, as time passed, the stark differences in their backgrounds and the challenges of balancing their demanding careers began to strain their relationship.

Mollie's modest upbringing sometimes clashed with Gwen's privileged background, leading to misunderstandings and frustrations about finances, politics, and civic responsibilities. Gwen actively volunteered for and financially supported every cause. And she thought Mollie went out of her way – beyond her job – to avoid civic opportunities. The pressures of their respective professions further added to the tension; each was successful in her career and taking on more responsibilities.

Gwen tried to explain her actions by repeatedly telling Mollie that growing up wealthy didn’t exclude her family from the racism that affected all African Americans. Not long after they met, she explained that her older brother, Derrick, now 37, had been arrested 12 years earlier and accused of murdering his former girlfriend and co-worker, Sandra Demmings, a married white woman whom he worked with at Mattel and with whom he had been having an affair.

Sandra was found stabbed to death near a deserted stretch of Interstate 15 near Lake Corona; she was a half-mile away from Derrick’s car, which was abandoned.

Gwen told Mollie that although Sandra was going through a contentious divorce and child custody battle at the time, the El Segundo police immediately visited Derrick at Mattel’s corporate office, where he was a Director in the Technology Department.

They asked him about Sandra, and he initially lied about the relationship, which exacerbated their suspicions. Gwen said they showed him a photo of his car, which he conceded was his, as well as a sweatshirt and a pair of hiking boots, which he also admitted were his. They arrested him, escorted him from the office in handcuffs, and told the media that they had arrested Sandra’s killer.

Derrick had no previous criminal record. But Gwen said he quickly was arraigned and held in jail without bail for 87 days. The charges eventually were dropped, and he was released when Jace Roberts, who had been arrested in a completely separate matter in downtown Los Angeles, confessed to the LAPD he had killed Sandra in an attempted robbery.

When Gwen saw Derrick, the first thing he said was, “They didn’t see me, Gwen. They didn’t see how we grew up, what we were taught by mom and dad, how much education we had. They only saw that I was Black and that Sandra was white. It was only about color.”

Gwen was finishing her undergraduate studies at the time. Her brother’s experience burned a deep hole in her heart, and she entered Stanford Law determined to devote her career to others – Persons of Color primarily – who were the objects of racial profiling.

After a decade and hundreds of actual cases, Gwen watched on television as George Floyd was murdered in Minneapolis. And then the protests spilled into Santa Monica.

Mollie and Gwen put their plans for marriage and children on hold.
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Weeks was already tired of answering questions and underwhelmed by the people asking them. And then there were the doctors and nurses poking and prodding every inch of her body.

But here she was, sitting back at the West LA station, talking with a police shrink at three-thirty in the morning.

“Yes, I am fine,” she told the doctor, Adrine Grigoryan, after she asked if Weeks was feeling okay. “Relieved to be out of that situation, but also a bit fucked up trying to process everything that happened. You guys putting me through all of this isn’t helping.”

She couldn’t tell if the doctor reacted to her statement.

Dr. Grigoryan looked at the monitor on her desk and returned to Weeks. “It's completely normal to feel overwhelmed, Ms. Weeks. Annoyed, too. So, let's take it step by step. How are you feeling right now? Are you experiencing any overwhelming emotions?”

Weeks thought the question was stupid and decided she would fuck around with the doctor.

“No. Nothing like that. I’m not a person who ever gets overwhelmed.”

“Really? Not even when you first were taken?”

Weeks shook her head. “No. I was busy figuring out how I would get away. It struck me that was a better use of my brain.”

“You knew you were going to get away?”

Weeks nodded. “Oh, yes. From the beginning. I never doubted it. It was only a matter of when.”

Grigoryan said, “Can you tell me how ... why ... you felt that way?”

“Because I could tell, from talking with him, that I was smarter than he was. And that would provide me with an opportunity at some point.”

“Oh, okay,” the doctor said. “And being smarter than Mr. Victor would enable you to do what?”

“Well, I wasn’t certain at the beginning. I only knew there was an opportunity. I could tell there was a chance to gain some control – you know, leverage – over the situation. I’m really good at that. Always have been.”

Grigoryan said, “I think I understand. Perhaps we can come back to this later. Let me ask you this: Have you noticed any changes in your mood or emotional state since your release?”

“In the past five hours? No. Other than I’d like to go home. This place isn’t exactly my idea of welcoming and comfortable. I would think that would concern you as a mental health professional. Does it?”

“No, I don’t suppose it is welcoming. I’m sorry the office comes off that way to you.”

Weeks had yet to take her stare off of Grigoryan.

The doctor continued. “I know you just got back from the hospital. Is there anything that wasn’t addressed there that is causing you any physical discomfort?”

“Actually, what’s causing me discomfort are all these questions at three forty-five in the morning. They can’t be asked at some other time?”

“Sorry. We’ll be done shortly.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Can you tell me a bit about your time with Keith Victor? How did he treat you?”

“I’m still alive, so I guess I was treated better than the others.”

“Yes, that’s true. Why do you think you are alive and the others are not?”

Weeks smiled at Grigoryan as she contemplated her answer. “Well, I probably could spin some spiritual or religious explanation or a Psych 101 thing – but that wouldn’t work on you, I guess. But the answer is the same as before. I was always smarter than him, starting with day one.”

“Okay. Did you employ any specific coping strategies or techniques?”

“I just worked on my plan to get out, get away. I knew I would. Eventually.”

“Were there any activities or practices you used to stay calm or centered?”

“I am always calm and centered. I don’t have to work on it. Like I said many times, I spent most of my time thinking about getting away. And playing him, manipulating him – and seeing it develop – kept me focused.”

“Playing him? What did that involve? What were your interactions like?”

“Well, I was always in the same small room for – I guess, I don’t know exactly – two or three weeks. He was obviously trying to be extremely controlling, and he would only take the bag off my head and undo my hands for short periods. He was verbally abusive, constantly reminding me of his power over me. I think he wanted me to feel helpless.”

“That must have been terrifying for you,” Grigoryan said softly. “Did you feel helpless?”

Weeks started smiling, then stopped. She couldn’t tell if Grigoryan noticed.

“Well, I certainly did the first time he took the bag off and talked to me.”

Grigoryan said, “And what about the other times?”

Weeks thought for a second. The doctor probably wanted her to say she felt helpless every time. That was the smart answer. But she couldn’t.

“No, after that, I realized a lot about him, and I knew I could manage him, that I had him.”

Grigoryan remained silent.

Weeks continued. “He just seemed to enjoy trying to assert control and instill fear. He wanted to make sure I knew I was at his mercy. He just never got it that he wasn’t succeeding; he was failing.”

Grigoryan nodded and leaned forward. “So you never felt like you were at his mercy?”

Weeks looked uncomfortable with the question. “No, that’s not me. I felt calm, and – over time – I realized I had gained control.”

The doctor leaned forward and clasped her hands, resting them on the desk. “How so?” 

“He was very prone to suggestions. And I took advantage of that.”

“Victor was? In what way?”

“I was able to convince him that we had formed some sort of connection,” Weeks said. “I think it made him hesitate sometimes.”

“Interesting ... how did you do that?”

Weeks said, “He would sometimes share personal stories with me. And then, if I showed interest in what he was saying, he would talk for longer periods. He needed someone to be interested. He needed to be noticed.”

“And what do you think he hesitated in doing?”

“Killing me, obviously. That was always the intent.” Weeks stopped for a second, took a tissue from the desk, and rolled it into a small ball. “He killed all the others.”

Grigoryan said, “Yes, he did. But not you.”

Weeks said, “No. Not me. No way that was going to happen.”

The doctor briefly glanced at her monitor.

“Well, I’m pleased with that, Ms. Weeks.”

Weeks didn’t react.

“Ms. Weeks, are there specific memories, sights, sounds, or situations that trigger strong emotional reactions for you?”

“What he did to the others. Obviously.”

“Have you been experiencing any flashbacks or intrusive thoughts related to your captivity?”

“No, that’s not me.”

“Do you find it challenging to focus on the present moment?”

“No, but I’m getting tired of all the Q&A now.”

“Understood. We’re getting there. What are some short-term and long-term goals for your recovery and well-being?”

“Going home. That’s all I need to do.”

“Are there aspects of returning to your routine that you feel uncertain or anxious about?”

“Nope. Again, that’s not me. Are you not listening?”

Grigoryan smiled. “Almost done. What did he talk to you about?”

“Family. People he used to work with. He said he had a close friend who died two years earlier. He only mentioned him a couple of times, but each time he did, he pointed out they were close.”

“Did he mention a name?”

“No.”

“And did he mention other people?”

Weeks was confused. “People, like other friends? Or people, like the people he killed?” None of this matters, she thought. “No, that was it. He never spoke about anyone else. It was always just him and me.”

Weeks paused, then continued. 

“Well, there was one time when he briefly mentioned someone, but it was vague,” she said. “He muttered something about ‘unfinished business,’ but I couldn't make out the details. I didn't press him further.”

“Unfinished business? That’s it.”

“Yes. Unfinished business.”

“Did Victor harm you physically?”

“No. I just had a physical. You know he didn’t. Besides, I never would have allowed it.”

“Well, I’m trying to understand the full extent of what you went through emotionally and mentally.”

“I think you already do,” Weeks said, then added to herself: why are we doing this now?

Grigoryan put her left hand to her cheek. “Okay. Can you remember additional things?”

Weeks responded: “Well, there was one thing ... I remember sometimes he seemed distant, lost in his thoughts. Maybe remorse or regret. But they were quickly replaced by anger.”

The doctor looked at her screen and quickly reviewed the transcript of the earlier interview. “Oh, I don’t see that in the transcript. You didn’t tell that to the FBI last night?”

Weeks thought for a second. “Not sure. I don’t remember.”

“Okay, that’s natural,” the doctor said. “But every bit of information you give us is important for law enforcement to understand Keith Victor's behavior.”

She paused.

“But it also sounds incredibly distressing, Ms. Weeks. I can only imagine how difficult that must have been for you. Did he mention any specific demands or reasons for his actions?”

Weeks stood up. “Uh, Doctor, I am exhausted. Could we possibly stop for the night?”

“Sure. We can do that.”

“Thanks.”

Weeks took a drink from a bottle of water.

He’s dead, you fool! Why are you asking me about him?

Grigoryan said, “Oh, Ms. Weeks, one final question, just to clear up some confusion on my part.”

Weeks said, “Yes?”

“So, you’ve made it very clear several times during our discussion that you sought to establish control over Victor and that you achieved that control.”

Weeks said, “Right; like I said, I’m very good at that.”

Grigoryan said, “My question is this, then: If you succeeded in gaining control over him, why did you walk several blocks through West LA with your head down and then sit on a bench for almost an hour, also with your head down? Based on your own description of who you are, that doesn’t sound like how you would behave.”
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Say What?
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Granger was still in her office the following morning. She hadn’t made it home.

She reached for her phone. She hoped she could reach Gwen before she got swamped at the office. However, her phone rang before she could dial Gwen’s number. It was the coroner’s office.

She gave Nichols an “oh shit” look as she answered.

“Detective Granger.”

“Mollie? Helen Chang. We have some things we need to discuss.”

“Be right over,” Granger said. She told Nichols, and they walked out of the office and drove to the coroner’s office.

Dr. Chang stood behind the stainless-steel examination table in the morgue. The room, as always, was cool and sterile, the air filled with the scent of disinfectants and the faint metallic tang of blood. The fluorescent lights hummed softly overhead.

Granger and Nichols approached the doctor, glancing at Victor on the table.

Chang adjusted her glasses. “So, I have some answers for you.”

Granger and Nichols waited.

“First of all, the advanced stage of rigor mortis and decomposition in certain areas suggests the time of death probably was thirty-six hours before you found him. He wasn’t shot at the scene or somewhere else nearby and immediately dumped at the scene. But I didn’t assume you thought that.”

Nichols exchanged a glance with Mollie, then looked back at the doctor. “Correct, it was obvious. But thirty-six hours is a bit more – maybe significantly more – than I expected.”

Dr. Chang adjusted her glasses again, her gaze fixed on the detectives. There was more.

“His back – upper and lower – and his arms were bruised ... apparently from the fall backward. He crashed into something hard ... with edges. Perhaps a table or counter. And, in addition to the exit wound at the back of his head, he also had some bruising – also from the fall – on the back of his head.”

Nichols asked, “How close range was the shooter?”

Dr. Chang said, “Right in front of him. The barrel was only a foot or so away from his head.”

Granger looked at Nichols, “That’s an execution.”

Nichols nodded. “Yes. Two types of shooters fit that bill. An angry one and a calm, all-business one. Which do we have here?”

Granger took a deep breath. “Right. And where did it take place?”

Dr. Chang said, “I have no idea where it was, but there’s a hell of a lot of blood there.”

Granger and Nichols thanked Chang and left the morgue.

~~~

[image: ]


BACK AT THE OFFICE, Granger tried again to call Gwen. Voice mail. She left a message, explaining why she hadn’t been home the night before and raising the likelihood that tonight would be more of the same. 

She tried to do some paperwork but couldn’t concentrate. She stood and told Nichols she needed fresh air and would bring back some coffee.

She went outside and walked on 4th toward Olympic. A Starbucks was nearby, near Tongva Park at Olympic and Main. She picked up two lattes, entered the modernistic park, and found a bench on which to sit.

So, what do we have here? She said to herself.

Her plan: think about the case. 

Her reality: she quickly pushed the case aside and thought about losing Gwen.

They needed to talk.

But when?

~~~
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MID-MORNING. GRANGER was back at the station.

Ryland walked in and headed toward where Granger and Nichols were sitting. Nichols pointed to an empty room, and the three went in.

Granger spoke first. “So, how’s your day, Agent? Hopefully, better than ours.”

They sat down.

“Uh, I’m not sure it’s going to be better. Can I call you Mollie? Please call me Beth. What’s going on?”

Granger began. “Sure. Well, a bit of a curveball – actually, maybe a couple of them – from the coroner this morning. Victor had been dead for 36 hours when we got there. And, then—"

Nichols jumped in, “—the guy was shot from a foot away. That requires access, intention, and some cold-bloodedness – all of the above.”

Ryland stared back at them. She remained silent.

Granger continued, “So, again, why was Victor dumped at the pier? What was the point of that? Is someone sending a message? Was it worth possibly being noticed to send a message? And what would that message even be?”

Ryland scoffed. “Thanks for that – I think. Guys, we have a lot of moving pieces going on here. And most of the pieces don’t make any sense.”

Granger asked, “And I assume your update and our update don’t help to paint a clear picture?”

“You assume correctly, Mollie. So, as I understand it, here's the deal from West LA.”

She got up, walked over to the whiteboard wall, and started writing as she updated Granger and Nichols.

“As discussed last night, Weeks walked into West LA station at ten-thirty. She said Victor had dropped her some number of blocks away, at nine-thirty, with verbal instructions not to go in until ten-thirty or he would shoot her. He gave her directions to the station, she followed them and arrived successfully, sat on a bench for an hour, didn’t look up, and then walked in.”

Granger said, “Pretty big-ass lie, considering he was already dead. And who walks for six or eight blocks with their head down, not reading street signs or recognizing buildings or roads? She lives in El Segundo. I would assume she would recognize streets walking in West LA.”

Ryland continued. “And then the psychologist spoke with her in the middle of the night. She said there were multiple times when Weeks said she was able to ‘control’ Victor and that he was prone to suggestions, and that they were able to form a connection.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” Nichols asked.

“Who knows? And that he never – well, with one exception – spoke about anyone else. It was always the two of them; she was his sole focus.”

Granger said, “That’s how she needed to feel. The center of the universe.”

Nichols said, “Right. She always has to feel like that.”

Ryland brought up one other thing.

“I don’t know what it means,” she said as she wrote it on the wall, “but Weeks never once – either with Downing or the doctor – asked about the status of Victor. Did we catch him? Did he get away? Is he dead? Or is he alive?”

Granger said, “She didn’t have to, right, because he had already been dead for a day-and-a-half. She knew that and lied about him dropping her off in West LA. Why would she do that? She couldn’t possibly think that story would work.”

Nichols said, “Maybe she doesn’t care if the story works. Maybe she thinks being held for a couple of weeks immunizes her against anything and everything.”

Ryland put her black marker down. “I can’t write all those on the whiteboard; they would look crazy. But, you’re right, the whole thing is bullshit. Ridiculous. Nothing makes sense, and I think we’ve been investigating the wrong crime for the past sixteen hours.”

Granger got up and walked over to the wall. She picked up a red marker to contrast with Ryland’s black writing. She pulled a chair over to the wall and climbed up on it to reach above the top of Ryland’s writing.

In red, 12-inch capital letters, she wrote one word:

WEEKS

And then she underlined it twice.
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The rest of the day was uneventful. Now, at midnight, Granger sat in her car, parked around the corner from her house.

Once again, her thoughts were nowhere near the Victor case. Instead, she was thinking about the summer of 2013 – a lifetime ago – and her graduation from UCLA. Memories filled her head, returning her to the relationship that shaped her understanding of herself, others, and the complexities of life. 

She remembered it as a time of excitement and uncertainty. Granger had just joined the SMPD, eager to make her mark and be validated. That’s how she thought life worked. She had also recently come to terms with her identity as a gay woman and was thrilled with the clarity that brought.

New days. New opportunities.

That summer, she met vibrant and high-energy Keira Morrison, radiating warmth and confidence. Their friendship was instant and quickly turned into something more.

Keira helped Granger discover a world she believed existed but had only glimpsed from afar. She was living openly and honestly. It broadened her understanding of herself and her interactions with others. Keira taught her to embrace her true self unapologetically and find strength in her vulnerability. Even in adversity, she discovered that authenticity allowed her deeper connections and a richer understanding of life.

Their relationship was complex and multifaceted but, unfortunately, not without challenges. They faced obstacles – sometimes together, sometimes individually. And, because they were still young, some of the challenges left scars that created tension between them. Over time, the stress ate away at the relationship. It lasted a little more than two years. The breakup pain left Granger feeling raw and exposed, fearing the vulnerability that had brought her so much growth.

Sitting in her car and reflecting on those years, Granger realized her relationship with Keira had been more than just a romantic connection. It had been a catalyst for self-discovery, an awakening that allowed her to embrace her true identity and confront her biases and preconceptions.

It also prepared her for her relationship with Gwen. Their relationship was more mature than the one Granger had with Keira. In theory, that provided a stronger foundation. Granger knew, however, that it also created more complex problems. And those were the problems she and Gwen were trying to deal with now.

They may not yet be failing, but Granger knew they were heading in the wrong direction. It was tearing her apart.

She wanted to go upstairs, get into bed, and wrap her arms around Gwen.

And she wanted Gwen to do the same.

Instead, she started the engine, shifted into drive, and returned to the station.

~~~
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GRANGER LAUGHED AS she walked back into the bullpen. She saw Nichols shaking his head at her.

“You’re crazy. What are you doing back here?”

Granger pointed at him. “I’m crazy. What about you? At least I tried to leave.”

Nichols got up and poured her a cup of coffee. “How far did you get?”

Granger spread her arms out to her side, palms up. “Around the corner from the house. Do I get points for that?” She took the coffee and sat down.

Nichols returned to his desk, as well. “Maybe from me, little sister, but probably not from Gwen.”

Granger nodded. “Just like every other day. So, what have you been doing?”

Nichols, in Granger’s mind, rarely stayed all night; he had a complicated personal life. But he told her he stayed to get better organized.

Top of his list: Make sure he understood the division of duties between the SMPD, the FBI, West LA, and whatever other groups might join in. Law enforcement in greater LA was complicated by standalone municipalities, rented services, unincorporated areas – and political bullshit. However, based on their experience so far, Nichols said he thought Ryland had been a “very un-Fed-like Fed” and felt good about her.

“But she reports up, like all of us do, Mollie, so who knows what will happen. We need to establish roles and responsibilities before we get deeper into this.”

Granger agreed. “Well, I’m sure there was a task force looking for Victor before the other night,” she said. “But now – lucky us – someone decided to drop his body in Santa Monica. So, I assume there will be a new or modified task force.”

Nichols nodded. “I’ll check with Ryland. I assume we’ll run point on the shooting. But what’s unclear is who wins Weeks – LAPD, FBI, or both?”

Granger sipped her coffee. “This whole case has been tipped on its head. Just think about the profile work the FBI folks did before last night. Spent two years trying to get into Victor’s head so they could predict his next move. Now he’s the victim, abductee number seven turns out to be from another planet, and suddenly everything is ass-backward.”

Nichols smiled. “So we shit-can everything we know, dump all existing notions and theories, and start over from square one. Treat this baby for what it is: a brand-new case, the murder of Keith-fucking-Victor.” 

Granger said, “No pushback from me on this. I think it’s our only option.”

They talked a little longer about roles and responsibilities and agreed that, more than anything, they needed to get a sense of the task force, what it had been doing, and how it might be changing based on recent events.

Finally, Nichols told Granger his second focus area: the other six victims. “Relevant? Probably, but not necessarily. We need to determine if that is the case. But my guess is yes. There has to be something there with those six. They were more than victims, I think. They had some impact on the overall result. Maybe not all six, but at least one of them.”

“All good,” Granger nodded. “And Weeks is the thread that runs through everything you just said.”

They each took a sip of coffee.

She looked at Nichols. And, as she did every day, she silently thanked the “police Gods” for making him a part of her life. Superb detective who was serious about finding answers but always found a way to make those around him smile, whether it was a joke or a sarcastic remark; she thought he had a perfectly edgy English sense of humor. Everyone liked Nichols, and Mollie frequently thought of him as the one person – after you get home from a meeting or even a party – whose name you remember.
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KJ had been surfing news, social media, and “crime-stopper” sites for a day and a half. Nothing had surfaced so far, which was surprising. The Keith Victor news should have been public by now, and given his name recognition, it should have generated some news coverage – even if just a brief mention.

And, with no Victor news, there was nothing about Weeks being free or safe. KJ was concerned; Weeks had assured KJ that her or Victor’s notoriety would cause a leak in the Santa Monica or West LA stations, likely generating media coverage.

But there was no news. Weeks was out there, and KJ had no idea what she might be saying or doing. And KJ was stuck here in the house. She was nervous.

The timetable isn’t what she said it would be.

Is Weeks doing something different than what she said?

Should I be doing anything? Or just wait?

KJ recalled a conversation she had with Weeks just a few days earlier. They were in the car, and she was focused on the plan. She kept telling KJ to trust her and that everything would work out fine. The police would be thrilled to find Victor, Weeks would tell them her story, and she’d be back in no time. 

And then, she would help KJ find a real job and life. KJ wasn't as confident in the plan but was very confident in Weeks. Everything about her screamed confidence.

So, they went forward with it.

KJ stood up, walked away from the laptop, and headed toward a window. Sunrise was imminent.

KJ saw her reflection in the window—a single, scared person. She was alone in a room ... in the house where everything took place ... and had no idea what might be happening and how she might be involved.

Weeks promised to contact me as soon as she could.

Maybe she isn’t coming back. Maybe I need to take care of myself.

She went back to the desk and did another round of searches.

Nothing.

She knew she had some belongings that might be helpful if she decided not to wait for Weeks and instead put together her own plan. She had the bag Victor kept at the house – the Trader Joe’s bag with a possession from each of the six people. 

She wondered if the police would be interested in that.

The gun was still at the house, too.

She got up again and went into the garage. She returned to the kitchen carrying the Pine-Sol, a bottle of bleach, and a scrub brush. She turned on the water so it could get hot and put on rubber gloves.

She spent the next 45 minutes scrubbing the floor, walls, and counter. It was the fifth time she had done so.
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Weeks couldn’t sleep. Traffic on the nearby 405 was shaking her room at the Holiday Inn Express on Santa Monica Boulevard. She had spent all day at the West LA station, and the police had insisted she stay overnight at the motel and not return home to her El Segundo apartment. 

Officers Paul Verdugo and Elaine Gansey drove her to the hotel, checked her in, and walked her to her room. Weeks was sure they were nearby, outside the door or in the lobby. Supposedly, additional questioning would continue starting at 8:00 a.m.

The police and health care specialists told her she probably would need to stay a few more nights in the motel before going home.

She wasn’t happy, and her mind was racing as quickly as the cars and trucks on the freeway.

And she was growing increasingly furious, which wasn’t mixing well with the worries that were also developing.

She got out of bed, walked into the bathroom, and got a glass of water. She looked in the mirror and saw a tired face staring back at her. 

She turned and walked back into the room. Instead of returning to bed, she sat in a straight-backed chair at a small round table. 

Thoughts and images raced through her head. 

Fucking Victor! This shit is all his fault. Everything. Starting with two years ago.

She didn’t like thinking about two years ago. It was too painful, even though she wasn’t involved then. But what happened touched her. And now she had taken care of it.

But she wondered about the whole plan with the police.

Maybe walking into the station last night and telling that story was a mistake.

But I don’t make mistakes.
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Change of Venue
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Weeks was surprised and curious when Verdugo and Gansey told her the site for the 8:00 a.m. interview had been changed from the LAPD West LA Station to the FBI offices at 11000 Wilshire. She had been in the hotel since the previous afternoon and felt out of the loop. 

Weeks wasn’t sure how to process the change.

Sitting in the back seat, she quickly reviewed what she told Downing and Dr. Grigoryan at the earlier sessions. She felt confident she could stay on message but was still troubled that no one had mentioned Victor and whether he had been found. KJ was supposed to make sure his body was placed near the pier ... hopefully by paying a couple of homeless people a few bucks. Weeks assumed that had happened. Yet the police hadn’t said one word about finding Victor, and Weeks hadn’t let on that she knew Victor was dead.

Her dilemma was clear: stick with the “he-dropped-me-off-and-threatened-to-shoot-me” response or open herself up to scrutiny by asking the officers if they had any news about Victor. She wondered if there was a safe middle ground – or, at least, a maneuverable one – that would enable her to remain consistent with her earlier answer but at least get some information about whether they had found him.

She also wondered if she needed a lawyer. The original plan, she now concluded, had gone off the rails, and she might need to develop some new ideas. She hadn’t met anyone yet who impressed her intellectually, so she was sure she could adjust if needed and still outsmart everyone.

Weeks could see the Wilshire Federal Building just ahead on Wilshire Boulevard. Stark, white, and reflecting the morning sun rising in the East. More than fifty years old and, in her mind, known more as the regular site for protests and getting a passport than for FBI competence. Weeks scoffed and shook her head. The car pulled into the parking lot and then into the underground garage. Verdugo, who was driving, parked in a reserved spot. She, Gansey, and Weeks walked to the elevator.

The office, Verdugo and Gansey told her, was in Suite 1700. Turgeon, the officer from West LA Station whom Weeks met the other night, was waiting when they got off the elevator.

~~~
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FROM AN EARLY AGE, Weeks knew she possessed a keen understanding of human behavior, enabling her to easily perfect her abilities to manipulate and influence others. It proved to be a blessing and a curse.

The former for her and the latter for her targets.

She worked hard to excise memories of her childhood in Tarzana, in the San Fernando Valley. Her record was so-so, and she battled recurring and harrowing visions of growing up an only child in a broken home, witnessing her parents' turbulent relationship, and experiencing emotional neglect from an early age. 

Her mother, Diane, a substitute teacher, was quiet and reserved, emotionally – and, Weeks knew, physically – beaten down by her dominant husband. 

Weeks’ father, Marty, was a firefighter. He was a frightening tyrant at home but could also be a charming con man – especially with strangers. She inherited his talents and took them to a new level. He frequently was in legal trouble and, finally, when Weeks was 11, was sentenced to prison for credit card fraud. Weeks coped by utilizing compliments, confidence, and manipulation as defense mechanisms and molding her identity to fit the expectations of others.

In grade school, her behavior wasn’t necessarily evil and often was attributed by school guidance counselors to still developing emotional and social skills. She excelled at “playing the victim card,” and she regularly sought to gain sympathy and special treatment from teachers and classmates. For instance, if she didn’t feel like doing homework, she would tearfully claim she couldn't finish it because her parents were fighting at home.

It always worked. The system was a perfect foil.

Her toolbox of tactics was jam-packed.

She regularly manipulated her social circles to assert control or maintain popularity. She would intentionally exclude others to retain her dominant position while undermining others’ self-esteem. Gossip, rumor-spreading, and selective truth-telling – three staples of many grade schoolers and adolescents – were regular weapons. Weeks excelled at each one.

Her manipulative tendencies further emerged during high school. They included everything from stealing the lead role in a school play from a classmate Weeks saw as a threat to compromising a teacher’s job security by flirting with him and then accusing him of inappropriate touching. Despite this, Weeks excelled academically and secured a scholarship to Pepperdine University in Malibu.

In college, Weeks continued to perfect using her charm to get others to do her bidding, from convincing classmates to complete her assignments to persuading professors to grant her deadline extensions. Her friends were often unaware of her deceit, always viewing her as someone to be protected and cared for – just as Weeks wanted.

After college, Weeks’ prowess intensified. She went to work for a public relations company as a junior account executive and quickly and regularly advanced. She manipulated influential colleagues and superiors into believing she was the ideal team player while secretly undermining their work to elevate her status.

However, it was through her romantic relationships that Weeks’ manipulation excelled. She effortlessly attracted and enchanted partners and skillfully played them to her advantage, maintaining control through intimacy and false promises of a future together. She regularly persuaded her at-the-time partner to support her extravagant lifestyle financially, claiming she needed time to build her career, only to abandon him when she identified a wealthier suitor.

Now 29, Weeks had successfully navigated through social circles, always appearing as the innocent or misunderstood victim, even when her actions suggested otherwise.

Seemingly helpless and vulnerable after being abducted by Keith Victor, Weeks, within days, recognized that her skills might be life-saving. 

Victor and KJ were the targets.

They had no idea what she was capable of.
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Assessment
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Ryland was meeting with the visitors from Santa Monica and West LA, detailing the agenda for the day. She was joined by her partner Rey Quiñones, who was out of town when Ryland met Granger and Nichols; they would conduct the interview. Tess Garrity, a profiler from Behavioral Analysis, would observe remotely from an anteroom down the hall, as would Granger, Nichols, and Turgeon, a LAPD detective from West LA.

The critical issue was Keith Victor, just as it was for Weeks in the car. They knew Victor was dead and had been found. Weeks did not know what they knew. They also knew her story was implausible because of Victor’s time of death. And she didn’t know they had that information. 

It was the hurdle Ryland assumed Weeks would trip over. She just wasn’t sure when it would happen.

Ryland thought it might be helpful if Garrity spent a little time with the group discussing Stockholm syndrome, where a kidnap victim or a person held captive in a hostage situation begins to develop positive feelings and empathy towards their captor. She knew the other officers were familiar with it, but she believed Weeks had already demonstrated a mindset that approached Stockholm syndrome but appeared to be something different.

Garrity noted that the syndrome is a survival mechanism and can be triggered by various factors, including perceived threat and isolation, small acts of kindness, and shared experiences and bonding. “It does not indicate the victim condones the captor's actions willingly, nor does it excuse the captor's behavior,” she said. 

Specific to Weeks, Garrity explained to her colleagues a rare Stockholm syndrome strain where the victim develops influence or authority over the captor. 

“This is a complete role reversal,” she said. “You don’t see it very often, but it’s real. In prolonged captivity, the captor may become emotionally dependent on the victim, relying on them for emotional support, empathy, or a sense of connection. This can create an environment where the captor becomes more susceptible to the victim's influence. A smart victim – particularly one with narcissistic characteristics – may recognize the emotional dependence of their captors and manipulate their behavior to gain certain privileges or to ensure their safety.”

Granger asked, “And you think this is the situation with Weeks?”

Garrity said, “I’m not there yet. The transcripts from the other night put this concept into play, but we need to learn more. That’s my objective for today.”

Granger nodded. “But, if that were the case, would she use this crazy story about Victor, or would she tell us how she maneuvered her escape?”

Garrity said, “You would think it would be the latter, and her few comments about sometimes influencing him hint at that. But the whole episode in West LA brings in a new dimension.”

Granger said, “Agent, she’s smart enough to manipulate him but then stupid enough to try and tell us a story that doesn’t make sense. How do those tie together?”

“They shouldn’t,” Garrity said. “She calmly worked him and got out. But something triggered intense feelings, influencing how she tells the story and communicates with law enforcement. She is angry at law enforcement and attempting to demonstrate superiority. At this point, I don’t know the reason for that.”

Granger said, “Perhaps that we didn’t rescue her? She had to do it herself?”

“Could be,” Garrity said.

Nichols then updated the team about the videos that had been reviewed and the canvassing that had been completed.

“The closed-circuit cameras are just as confusing as the rest of the case,” he said. “We have a single individual entering the pier area from the north and carrying Victor and then leaving to the south to the beach. No other help. White, maybe Hispanic, about forty, and, from the looks of him – generalization time, sorry – probably homeless. Dirty, ripped clothes. Long, matted hair.”

Granger added, “So, a third actor in our play. Someone brought Victor to the pier area and got a cooperative citizen to put the body in the sand. We have no video on that, however.”

Ryland asked Garrity if the “third person” affected her notions.

‘Well, it makes it even more unique,” she said. “Was this another captive? Or an accomplice? Impossible to tell right now. Victor never used the pronoun ‘we’ in his taunts, so the idea of an accomplice is a new piece of the puzzle.”

Ryland then asked Granger and Nichols how the canvassing was proceeding.

“The team has been all over the area,” Granger said. “Shop owners, homeless who will cooperate. So far, no one saw anything.”

Granger looked at Garrity. “My guess, Agent, is that at some point today, your questioning will elicit one specific one-word response: lawyer.”

Ryland said, “I agree. And then we’re going to lose control of her and have to let her leave.”

Nichols stood up and stretched. “That’s okay. That’s when we get her closer to making a mistake.”

~~~
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NOW 35, RYLAND HAD fond memories of her childhood in a small town in upstate New York near Albany. She developed an interest in law enforcement at an early age – her father was a local police officer, and she was fascinated with crime shows and detective novels.

After completing high school as an honor student, Ryland was thrilled to apply to and be accepted at the University of Virginia, earning a degree in Criminal Justice. During her time there, she actively participated in the university's Law Enforcement Training program and graduated near the top of her class.

She always had a clear objective, which came true when the FBI recruited her just before graduation. Following training at Quantico, she was assigned to the agency’s Los Angeles field office, where she’d been now for twelve years.

Even in high-pressure situations, Ryland was proud that other agents viewed her as calm and composed. She always sought to solve problems, think critically, and make quick, sound decisions. She willingly provided colleagues with advice and guidance.

Her twelve years in the FBI involved some notable cases, including a high-profile robbery spree that targeted celebrity homes and stole valuable items worth millions of dollars. She worked on that case for eighteen months and considered it near the top of her accomplishments. She also was involved in a series of large-scale data breaches and ransomware attacks at a credit-rating agency, as well as the disappearance of a young actress.

Although not a profiler, Beth developed expertise in criminal profiling and behavioral analysis and became exceptionally skilled at understanding the motivations and patterns of criminal offenders. She also was proficient in digital forensics and cybercrime.

She aspired to be viewed as a team player and believed she usually hit her goal. She trusted and respected her fellow agents and other law enforcement agencies and always sensed the treatment was reciprocated.

She was driven and tenacious in maintaining a work-life balance and went out of her way to ensure she booked time on her calendar to enjoy outdoor activities like hiking and jogging.

“I always make sure I reserve the time, but – given the way cases pop and meetings change – it’s always a 50-50 shot,” she would tell friends when she had to cancel or reschedule. She didn’t need to explain; they already knew her life was not her own.

She believed the 50-50 odds also played a role in a brief marriage in her mid-twenties that lasted less than two years. Each time she ran out the door to a case, came home at midnight, or didn’t come home at all, she knew it would be a coin flip whether she and Joe Oliver, whom she met at Virginia, would last.

When they finally decided to go their separate ways, she asked him the question she had wondered about since they decided to marry. 

“Do you think I always knew it would end up this way?” she said as they sat in their living room. 

“You’ve never been stupid, Beth,” Joe said. “Not in college and not with the bureau. I’m pretty certain that means you weren’t stupid the past two years looking at what was going on with us.”

He left that night, and they remained friendly and talked a couple of times over the next year. But they hadn’t communicated in nine years, and while Ryland was still in Los Angeles, she had no idea where Joe was ... which made her laugh the odd time she thought about him, given the resources she had available at work.

Her job's unpredictability and the potential risks involved made it difficult for her to form any long-lasting romantic relationships. The few short-term ones that occurred struggled amid the pressures of her career.

She was okay with that.
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Conference Room
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Granger watched as Turgeon led Weeks and his two colleagues to a small conference room down the hall. Small round table. Video camera. Two chairs. Four bottles of Poland Spring water. Box of tissues.

She thought Weeks looked confident and cocky.

“Tissues?” Weeks said to the officers. “You expect me to cry?”

Turgeon looked at the other two officers and shook his head.

“Or maybe just spill the water,” Verdugo said.

Weeks glared as she sat down in the chair facing the camera.

Ryland and Quiñones walked in. The other three officers left the room.

“Ms. Weeks, I’m Special Agent Beth Ryland, and this is Special Agent Rey Quiñones,” Ryland said as she and Quiñones sat. “Thank you for coming in and speaking with us this morning.”

Weeks snapped, “I don’t recall having a choice. Did I miss something?”

Ryland ignored her response. “Are you fine to answer a few more questions about what happened to you and how you got away? There are still some matters we’d like to clear up.”

Weeks reached for a bottle of water and untwisted the cap. “Sure, absolutely,” she said confidently. “Happy to help in any way I can. Especially if I can go home afterward, that motel’s not for me.”

Ryland nodded.

Granger felt her phone vibrating. The interview had just started, and everyone was staring at the screen. She looked around the anteroom at Nichols, Turgeon, and Garrity. She reached into her jacket pocket and looked at the number. 

Shit. Carla Thorne. Los Angeles Times.

She stood, gave Nichols a look, and walked out to the hallway.

Closing the door behind her, she answered. “Hey, Carla. You’re up early.”

“Morning, Detective,” Thorne said. “I guess I could say the same thing about you.”

Granger laughed. She wasn’t sure if it sounded authentic. “What can I do for you?”

I know what’s coming.

Thorne said, “Keith Victor.”

Granger said, “Yeah, Carla, I’ve heard of him.”

Now, it was Thorne who laughed. “Are we going to play games, Mollie?”

“No, not me. I’m too busy for games. Why do you ask?”

Thorne said, “I hear he’s dead. Has been for a couple of days.”

Granger thought about Weeks in the other room, being interviewed and not knowing if the police had found Victor. The last thing this investigation needed was an online story midday breaking the news of his death.

“Carla,” she said. “The best I can do is talk with you late afternoon. Exclusive. I won’t talk to anyone else in the meantime. Good?”

“Good,” Thorne said.

“Thanks, see you then.” Granger ended the call and walked back into the anteroom.
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Gwen, Impeaching
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Gwen thought about her task while sitting at the defense table in the courtroom. The fifteen-minute recess was almost over. Jeremy Marston, an LAPD officer who had previously testified, would be back in the witness chair, and Gwen would cross-examine him.

It was a complicated case and was sucking up much of her daily oxygen. She had several others she should also be working on right now, and this matter was preventing her from doing so. But she never evaluated her cases one against the other or looked at them side by side. Each one was important in its own right. She felt from the beginning that this one, on the surface, a seemingly simple auto accident on Pico Boulevard that included police department involvement, required her best effort because – at the end of the day – it wasn’t just a simple accident. 

Once again, she knew it was another example of racial profiling.

Her client, Marcus Thornton, was twenty-five years old, married, and had two small children. He was an Army veteran, having served two years. The family lived in a small apartment in Compton. Marcus worked full-time as a maintenance worker at Terminal One at LAX and part-time on his days off on construction projects. His wife, Vi, was a hair stylist who worked part-time from their apartment because she also looked after their young children.

Marcus had never been in trouble with the law. He and his family attended church each Sunday, and Marcus was an occasional Sunday School teacher.

But he was Black, got into an auto accident one night with a white woman, and the LAPD came to the scene. Thornton told Gwen that the officer accused him of carjacking within a minute after exiting his car. The case got more complicated later that evening after the white woman suffered a heart attack at home and passed away before noon the next day.

Her family had filed suit against Thornton, claiming his actions contributed to the heart attack.

Gwen knew her task this morning, as it often was when she appeared in court, was to demonstrate that the color of her client’s skin was, in turn, coloring a witness’ testimony or earlier actions.

The judge gaveled the court back into session, and Marston sat in the witness chair, looking down at his hands.

Gwen stood, stepped before the defense table, and said good morning to Marston. He nodded and cautiously returned the greeting. She asked how many years of service he had and what parts of Los Angeles he had worked in. His responses were clear and practiced; she could tell he had testified many times before.

She stayed close to the defense table, not wanting to appear too aggressive and fulfill the “angry Black woman” stereotype. “Officer, have you received training on non-discriminatory policing practices?”

Marston nodded. “Yes, Ms. Seward. We all do.”

“And, just briefly, Officer Marston, what does that entail?”

“Well, those are procedures to ensure law enforcement is fair, unbiased, and doesn’t discriminate based on what is termed ‘protected characteristics.’”

Gwen said, “And, Officer, can you tell us what constitutes those ‘protected characteristics?’”

“Race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religion, socioeconomic status. Those sorts of things.”

“And these non-discriminatory practices, Officer Marston, am I correct in stating that they are aimed at ensuring that law enforcement officers treat all individuals with equal respect, dignity, and consideration under the law and that non-discriminatory policing is a fundamental principle of upholding civil rights and maintaining public trust in the justice system?”

“Yes, that’s accurate, but I would add that they are the best-case scenario. An officer needs to evaluate and react to what is happening at the time.”

“Yes, of course they do. Thank you for adding that.”

Gwen paused. She looked down at her notes.

“So, when you arrived at the scene of this incident – a simple auto accident, a fender bender – what was your assessment as you pulled up and viewed the situation? Let me rephrase the question: What did you see?”

“I saw two cars pulled over, dents on both sides, and two individuals standing there.”

“And what did you notice about the individuals?”

“Woman, about fifty, and a male in his twenties.”

“Anything else?”

“They turned and watched me pull up.”

Gwen smiled slightly. “Besides their gender and age, what else can you tell me about the two people?”

“She was white, and he was Black ... African American.”

“And what time was it, and where were you?”

“It was nine-forty-five p.m., and they were at Pico and Western.”

“What did you do when you arrived?”

“I assessed the situation.”

Gwen laughed. The prosecutor objected, and the judge reprimanded Gwen. She apologized.

“Officer, your ‘assessment of the situation’ is critical. What were the two people doing when you pulled up?”

“They were arguing.”

“Is that common when you encounter an auto incident?”

“Not always, but sometimes.”

“Were they involved in any kind of physical altercation?”

“Not when I pulled up.”

“Officer, why did you answer that way? Did you know about a physical altercation before getting there?”

“Knowledge? No? But, you know ... it was night and all.”

“No, I don’t know. What is it you think I know?”

“Well, we have quite a few carjackings in LA, and we consider the possibility of physical altercations when we pull up to an incident.”

“All incidents?”

“No.”

“But this incident?” She took two steps toward Marston. “Why, Officer Marston? Can you please explain that to me?”

Marston hesitated. “Well, young male and older female.”

“Oh, I see.” She took another step. “Officer, I think you omitted a few words in your response.”

Marston looked confused.

Gwen said, “Maybe I can help. Did you mean young Black male and older white female? Did you fail to mention the color of their skin?”

“No. That’s not what I meant.”

Gwen moved a couple of steps to the side for effect. She wanted to change the subject while Marston was being defensive.

“Officer, were you using your bodycam that night?”

“It wasn’t working.”

“Oh, why is that?”

“I don’t know, counselor. It wasn’t functioning. I had to have it fixed afterward.”

“Oh, okay. Well, that’s unfortunate. And, as I understand it, the city’s CCTV at the corner wasn’t working either.”

“If you say so, I wouldn’t know.”

“Oh, you didn’t inquire about video.”

“No.”

“Okay, well, that sounds odd. I would have thought that would be interesting to you, but let’s move beyond that for now. So, Officer Marston, we don’t have a video of how you approached the situation or conducted your assessment. So, in the absence of any video, please tell the court how you assessed the situation.”

“I questioned the two individuals, looked at the cars, and checked their licenses and insurance information.”

“And, specific to Mr. Thornton, what did you do?”

“Exactly what I just said.”

“You didn’t touch or accuse him of trying to carjack the other car?”

“No. I didn’t do that.”

“Officer Marston, you investigate many cases similar to this one, don't you? Relatively simple auto accidents. This case, in many ways, isn’t unusual. Correct?”

Marston looked straight at Gwen and said, “All the time. Yes. Numerous ones. But the woman later ...”

Gwen interrupted him. “Officer, that’s not what I’m asking you about. I’m asking you about that night and the accident you investigated. I’m not asking about the next day.”

She walked back and sat on the edge of the table. “And in these traffic cases, you often have to testify later, don't you?”

“Not always.”

“But frequently, you do have to?”

“Yes.”

“And going back to when incidents occur. Do you prepare an accident investigation report for each case?”

“Yes. That’s the procedure we follow.”

Gwen again walked two steps toward Marston.

“And then you use these reports to refresh your memory about a case before trial. Is that correct?”

“Sometimes.”

“Only sometimes?”

Marston sighed. “No. Usually. There are many instances.”

Gwen smiled, “They help you keep the facts straight?”

“Sure. Yes.”

“So it is important that you be accurate in these reports?”

“Yes.”

“Do you include all facts that might have some bearing on who was at fault?”

Marston nodded. “Yes, of course.”

“And you would include any facts that showed one driver might have been aggressive or violated a traffic or other law, isn't that correct? Or even how you had to react to a driver’s actions. Perhaps exhibiting inappropriate behavior at the site of the accident that required you to subdue them? Yes?”

“Yes.”

Gwen walked toward the prosecutor and then back toward the judge and Marston. She handed each of them a document.

“Officer Marston, I’m handing you defense exhibit 7A for identification. Do you recognize this as the report you prepared in this case?”

Marston scanned the document. “Yes.”

“And just a few minutes ago, on direct, you testified that the defendant was aggressive and threatening, didn't you?”

“Yes.”

“And that’s what it says in the report, too. Right?”

“Correct.”

Gwen glanced at the judge and then back at Marston. “Officer, please look over your report and answer this question for me: Did you make any mention whatsoever of the fact that, upon getting out of your patrol car and before asking any questions, you directly approached my client and physically subdued him – even though he was standing there peacefully – handcuffed him, and threw him to the ground?”

Marston paused.

Gwen said, “Officer?”

Marston shook his head. “No, that’s not correct. My recollection is he was aggressive and threatening.”

“And you don’t have any bodycam footage to show us that.”

“No. Sorry. Like I said, it wasn’t working that night.”

Gwen returned to the defense table, picked up an iPad, and walked back toward Marston. She held the iPad above her head.

“Well, Officer Marston, this is our lucky day. Suppose I told you I have two videos, one from my client’s dashcam camera, recording the scene the entire time, and another from the 7 Dias Tire shop at the corner of Pico and Western. Would knowing I have those two videos change your recollection of that evening, what you wrote in your report, and what happened?”

Marston shifted in his chair. “Okay, wait a second. I can explain.”
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Hat and Gloves
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Ryland studied Weeks as she sat there.

“I’m not sure who did the shopping or if they even looked at my size beforehand,” Weeks told Ryland and Quiñones. She wore a pair of olive joggers and a gray t-shirt the West LA officers provided her. She still wore her Dodgers cap. “I hope TMZ isn’t outside waiting to shoot a photo when I leave today. This is not my best look.”

Quiñones responded, “I don’t think you have to worry about that.”

Weeks nodded and shifted in her seat.

“So, as I said a few minutes ago, I’m happy to help with your questions, but – before we start – I would just like to understand how today’s session is going to be different than what I did the other night with the officer and then the doctor – neither of whom, by the way, seemed up to the task.”

Ryland said, “Ms. Weeks, perhaps we should just get started, and then – if you have specific issues that you would like clarified as we go along – we can certainly discuss our intentions with that question.”

Weeks took a drink and stretched her arms to the side. “Oh, sure, I understand that. But I am coming off a difficult few weeks. I’m sure you understand that. Right? And then I wasn’t allowed to go home and had to stay in a motel ... it was almost like I was locked up again. I am feeling very vulnerable right now and even a bit scrambled. I want to help you. I know it’s not your fault, but I haven’t been treated very nicely like I would think someone should be after going through what I did. So, I want you to know that.”

“Understood,” Ryland said. “And we’re very sorry that you feel that way. Maybe it’s best if we start.”

Weeks stared back at Ryland. Ryland guessed that Weeks was hoping for a different answer.

Ryland asked, “Ms. Weeks, when did Keith Victor tell you he was going to drop you off near the station in West LA?”

“He never told me what he was doing. I didn’t know I was supposed to go to the station until he told me.”

“Where were you coming from?”

“The house. Wherever that was, I don’t know where it was, so there’s no need to ask the next question. That’s your next question, right?”

Ryland took a drink of water.

“How long was the drive?”

“I’m not sure.”

Quiñones said, “Well, just approximate. Was it over or under 30 minutes?”

Weeks smiled, “It was difficult to tell. I had the bag over my head. Remember? It affects one’s senses.”

Ryland asked, “Oh, the bag. I’m glad you brought that up. Was it loose or tight-fitting?”

“It was tight, really uncomfortable, and difficult to breathe. I don’t recommend it.”

Quiñones took his turn. “Tight, huh? I didn’t realize that.”

“Yes, very. It felt smothering, sometimes.”

Quiñones continued, “So, can you help me understand this? You aren’t sure how long the drive took because you had the bag over your head. And the bag was very tight-fitting, pressing against your mouth, nose, forehead – your whole face. That’s what you are saying? Am I characterizing that correctly?”

“Yes,” Weeks said. “Absolutely. That was his attempt to be cruel.”

Ryland said, “And what about your hands and feet, Ms. Weeks? Were they bound while you were in the car?”

Weeks took a tissue and patted her mouth. “My hands were tied at the wrists, inside some cloth bag – maybe a pillow case or small shopping bag. My feet were free.”

Ryland said, “Where were you sitting? Front seat or back seat?”

“I don’t know. I had a bag over my head. What difference would it make?”

Ryland said, “We don’t know that it makes any difference. I'm trying to understand the drive to West LA from wherever you were. Was it the same car he used when he first took you to the Marina?”

“I don’t know. I also don’t know if he had the same or different clothes on or if he shaved that day.” Ryland wondered if Weeks was losing her composure or if it was just part of her game. “These questions don’t seem very relevant. I’d hope you could be better focused.”

Quiñones said, “Okay, well, here’s a relevant and focused one. You told our colleagues that you had concluded that you were smarter than Victor and could manipulate him, eventually leading to getting away from him. Is that accurate?”

“Not exactly my words, but yes, I knew I held the advantage. That’s not unusual.”

Quiñones said, “But the situation you’re describing – bound and in the car, not knowing where you’re going – doesn’t sound like someone in charge.”

“Can I stand up for a second and stretch, please? I am stiff.”

“Sure,” Ryland said.

Weeks looked at Quiñones. “Agent, you just said my situation doesn’t sound like someone who was in charge, right.”

“Correct,” Quiñones said.

“Well, I’m out of there, right, so I guess I knew what I was doing.”

She sat down. “Being passive doesn’t mean you’re not in charge. All of you, FBI, LAPD, investigators, and doctors, have been passive, trying to act kind and caring to me over the past few days. Would you say you’re not trying to be in charge? You use all the same tactics.”

Quiñones smiled back at Weeks. “That’s fair, Ms. Weeks. Good point.”

He looked at Ryland, who said, “Returning to the bag, Ms. Weeks. How was the bag over your head so tight and smothering if you had your Dodger hat on?”

Weeks blinked and smirked. “What? I don’t understand. Is that a serious question?”

Quiñones said, “Very serious. All of our questions are serious, Ms. Weeks. You mentioned that the bag was skin-tight. Okay, that’s helpful, and thank you. I think Agent Ryland was just wondering how that could be with a baseball hat on. You know, the bill sticks out, right?”

“The bill? You’re asking me about the bill of my hat? After I was kidnapped and chained up in a small room for a couple of weeks? Are you fucking serious with this shit?”

Ryland and Quiñones stared and remained quiet.

Weeks abandoned her usual stare, looked around the room, and glanced up at the camera. In the anteroom, Granger raised her eyebrows as she glanced at Nichols.

“Well, obviously, I didn’t have it on at that point.”

Ryland said, “Oh, I didn’t realize that was obvious. Sorry. Where was it?”

“Where was my baseball hat?”

“Yes, where was it?”

Weeks scoffed, removed her hat, and theatrically put it on the table. “I guess it was either in my lap or next to me on the seat.”

“So, Keith Victor must have put it on your lap or next to you after he got you into the car. That’s what you’re saying?”

Weeks put her hat back on. “Well, I didn’t say that, but it seems pretty obvious, doesn’t it?”

Ryland said, “We keep having problems with these obvious things. And, then, some distance from the LAPD Station, he took the bag off your head, released your hands, and gave you walking directions to the station?”

“That’s what I told the LAPD the other night.”

“Right,” Ryland said. “We read that in the transcripts and the initial report. Is that what you’re telling us this morning, too?”

“That’s what happened, so, yes, that’s what I’m telling you this morning, too.” Weeks took a deep breath. “Everything I’m telling you is what happened. Look, this guy drove me to near the station. I don’t know how long it took. When we arrived, he undid my hands, took the bag off my head, and handed me my hat. He then told me where to walk and to sit on the bench for an hour, or he would shoot me. That’s what happened.”

Ryland said, “So, he took the bag off your head and handed you your hat. What a gentleman. Why would he care if you had your hat on or not?”

“Shit, I don’t know why he cared or not.”

“But the hat was right next to you on the seat. You could have picked it up yourself.”

“Sure, I guess so. I suppose I also could have turned on the radio and adjusted the rear-view mirror. But I didn’t.”

Quiñones said, “Ms. Weeks, let me ask you this: If Keith Victor took the bag off your head while you were still in the car, which is what it sounds like you are describing, how do you not know if you were in the front or the back?”

Weeks shook her head. “Well, next time you get kidnapped and almost murdered, please let me know how well you remember things.”

Quiñones responded, “Okay, Ms. Weeks. That’s fair. But here’s something that doesn’t require memory. We checked your hat the other evening before returning it to you. There are no fingerprints or DNA on it from Keith Victor. You said he handed it to you. So how could that be?”

Weeks quickly replied. “Gloves. The FBI’s heard of gloves, right?”

Ryland said, “So he wore gloves to drop you off at the police station? He didn’t want to leave fingerprints at the same time he was releasing you? This is the same man who told law enforcement the name and details of every person he abducted? Including your name. He was worried about fingerprints at that point?”

Weeks looked down but quickly resumed her focused stare. “I can’t explain it. Maybe if you caught him earlier, I wouldn’t be expected to explain every single thing to you now. Look, he was a psychopath.”

Ryland said, “‘Was?’ Why did you use the past tense instead of saying ‘is’?”

Weeks slapped the arm of the chair. “Now you’re the grammar police also? Sorry, I used the past tense. Sloppy on my part.”

Ryland said, “Ms. Weeks, let’s get to the bottom line because we all know it. Keith Victor is dead. He did not drive you to the station in West LA.”

“He did drive me there. If he’s dead now, that’s great. I didn’t know that. But it must have happened after he dropped me off.”

“No, Ms. Weeks. That’s not the case. He was already dead for a day and a half by that point. And we’re pretty certain you are aware of that fact. Isn’t that correct?”

Weeks looked up at the ceiling.

“Lawyer,” she said and folded her arms across her chest.

Ryland said, “Lawyer? Aren’t you the victim here? Why are you asking for a lawyer?”

“Lawyer.” Weeks repeated her one-word sentence.

In the anteroom, Granger said, “Bingo.”

Nichols smiled.
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​

Granger, Nichols, and Garrity were joined in the anteroom by Ryland and Quiñones, who left Weeks alone in the interview room. An attorney, Alexis Pratt, was on her way to meet with Weeks.

“Well, there you go, folks,” Ryland said, shaking her head as she and Quiñones walked in. They sat down.

Granger said, “Interesting little session, Beth. Where do we start?”

And then she remembered Carla Thorne. “Before we do, I got a call this morning from the Times just as you were getting started.”

Nichols asked, “Thorne?”

Granger said, “Yes, Carla Thorne. She’s good, tough, and fair. Primarily focused on the west side, crime, and investigations. She’s written several stories about Victor.”

Ryland asked, “What does she have?”

Granger sighed. “She knows Victor is dead. And she knows it’s been a couple of days. We didn’t go any further than that. I didn’t want a midday story, so we’ll meet late afternoon.”

Quiñones asked, “You know her well, Detective?”

“Oh, yeah, for a long time,” Granger said. “Nichols, too. She's a straight shooter, honest. But she does her job, and if she has a story, she’ll write it. What I can do this afternoon, if we’re good with it, is help shape the story ... so it helps us.”

Momentary silence. Then, Nichols laughed.

“Based on what we just saw, I have no fucking idea what the story is.”

Ryland added, “Or what we should want it to be.”

Garrity, the profiler, had been silent all morning, closely watching the interview stream.

“Would it be helpful if I provided some top-line – and very preliminary – thoughts?” she asked.

“Please,” Granger said. “Go for it.”

Garrity paused momentarily, looked down at her iPad, where she had been taking notes, and began.

“It’s clear – I’m sure to all of us – that she is dealing with significant emotional and psychological stress, which could impact the accuracy and consistency of her statements. The source of that stress is another story: kidnapping and captivity or the escape/release – whatever it was – and the death of Keith Victor? Or that could have been her profile even before any of this happened. That’s an open question. But, irrespective of the source, it’s critical to consider her emotional state and vulnerability as we evaluate her account of events.”

Garrity said she had several specific observations.

“First of all, she’s narcissistic – at the far end of the spectrum,” she said. “I imagine she meets the diagnostic criteria for Narcissistic Personality Disorder. This means she demonstrates a chronic and pervasive pattern of behavior that significantly impairs her functioning in various areas of life, including relationships, work, and social interactions. And, so, we need to view everything she says or does through that prism. She believes she is above the law and that the rules don't apply to her.”

Granger said, “Victor made a pretty bad choice, huh?”

“Yes,” Garrity smiled. “Maybe more than met his match.”

She said Weeks also exhibited apparent emotional vulnerability. “Weeks presents, at least in this setting, as emotionally vulnerable and affected by recent events. She mentioned that she has been treated terribly and feels vulnerable and scrambled. This admission –”

Quiñones interrupted, “—which she volunteered and seemed preplanned.”

Garrity continued, “—right, is a bit suspect. It was important to her plan and performance this morning that we knew that. It may have been the context she wanted to provide, so the other things she planned to say would make sense.”

Granger said, “Which we may or may not have gotten to?”

“Correct,” Garrity said. “Number two: her memory. Unclear. Struggled with specifics. Inconsistencies. Or just plain lying ... but why?”

Ryland asked, “What was your take on the hat and gloves comments?”

Garrity said, “Interesting. Although off the wall and not backed up by forensic evidence, she appeared to believe her hat explanation. The gloves remark seemed spur of the moment, and she appeared to know she made a mistake when she said it.”

Nichols said, “Agent, it isn’t surprising when someone being interviewed becomes defensive, and she did. But I found the sarcasm and frustration interesting when she was asked for more information.”

Garrity said, “She uses sarcasm as a coping mechanism when faced with difficult questions or situations. This could be her way of deflecting or dealing with stress and discomfort. But she also clearly wanted us to know she felt attacked or misunderstood. She was confused because we weren’t treating her as a victim. I think being a victim is her sweet spot. It enables her to maneuver and play her games.”

She said she had two final observations. The first, she said, was that Weeks possessed a very unusual sense of righteousness: justifying or rationalizing her actions, making her feel morally superior or justified.

“She probably believes her actions are morally justified due to a perceived higher purpose or the greater good,” she said. “If she had something to do with Victor's death, she might see herself as a vigilante fighting against perceived injustices or corrupt systems rather than as a victim who escaped a dangerous situation. Or she may have been angry and wanted to punish him for what he did to the others. A distorted moral code. And this goes back to victimhood, as we discussed a moment ago.”

Garrity also thought Weeks showed signs of “charismatic leadership, a trait that would allow her to manipulate others and exploit their vulnerabilities or discontentment.”

Nichols said, “Remember, the other night, she said she sometimes could control Victor?”

Finally, Garrity said she had one last thought.

“Asking for a lawyer. No one told her she was a suspect or person of interest. No one accused her of anything. Her request was triggered by Agent Ryland letting her know we knew the truth about Victor. Hearing that, she connected it to something she knows and feels legally vulnerable about.”

Ryland said, “She just made herself a person of interest.”

Granger responded, “Or a suspect.”

Nichols added an observation.

“We keep talking about Weeks and her inconsistencies. And, God knows, there are plenty of them. But we are so fixated on them that we don’t state the obvious: there’s another person. There’s an accomplice. She’s not alone in this. She didn’t drive herself to West LA because there was no car, and she doesn’t appear in any mass transit video. She was driven there, yes, but by some other person.”

Granger said, “Right, and if Victor got killed in some escape, why didn’t she just say it? And why would she think she needs an attorney?”

Ryland said, “Because that’s not what happened.”

Garrity and Quiñones excused themselves and left the room. Granger sat with Ryland and Nichols.

“The reporter?” Ryland asked.

Granger stood, stretched, and then sat on the end of a table.

“I will confirm that Victor is dead. Might even confirm the cause if I need to give her anything more,” she said. “Probably should also let her know Weeks is okay, but just not go into details. Better it comes from us than Thorne finds out otherwise.”

Nichols wondered if a news story might help surface additional details.

“Perhaps,” Granger said. “She’s already spent two years looking into Victor’s acquaintances, friends, and family.”

Ryland said: “Point her at Weeks’ friends and family.” 

​
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Alexis Pratt and Weeks had been talking for more than an hour and a half. Pratt wasn’t pleased. Her impression was that Weeks didn’t care.

Pratt was thrilled two hours earlier to get the call and the assignment. She had no idea that Victor, whose name and crimes she knew, was dead, and she was familiar with Weeks’ name due to media coverage of her being the seventh abductee. She wasn’t sure why Weeks would need representation – she was one of the victims – but she headed to the federal building from her office on Main Street in Santa Monica, interested to find out.

From Pratt’s initial take, Weeks had no expectations. Yes, she had stopped the interview by requesting an attorney, but it was clear she wasn’t ready to share any information with her attorney. Her goal seemed much more modest: stop the questions and establish an intermediary – more accurately, a roadblock – between her and law enforcement.

So, while she and Weeks spent significant time together, Pratt didn’t learn much. Weeks stuck to the same implausible story she told the officers, and Pratt – unsurprisingly – pointed out the same inconsistencies. Weeks also told Pratt the likely allegations and observations she would hear from the police and FBI, most noteworthy, that Victor was dead for nearly two days before the night in question.

“Where does that piece of information come from, Ms. Weeks?” Pratt inquired. She was blown away.

“Just something I know.” Weeks smiled. Why? Pratt wondered. “Let’s just leave it at that.”

“That’s inconsistent with what you’ve told anyone else.”

“Thank you, counselor,” Weeks said. “I’m aware.”

Pratt said, “But—”

Weeks interrupted, “—like I said, let’s leave it at that.”

After discussing and rediscussing the same matters, Pratt excused herself and went to the anteroom to meet with Granger and Ryland. Nichols had left thirty minutes earlier to review some video from streets close to Weeks’ apartment, and Garrity had returned to her office.

Pratt knocked, entered, and sat across from the two officers—with an ironic smile.

“Who am I representing here today, Detective and Agent?” she asked. “An exhausted victim with PTSD who needs protection; a person of interest, or a suspect in a crime? I think of myself as reasonably intelligent, but I don’t have a clue.”

Granger raised an eyebrow. “Welcome to our world, counselor,” she said. “Regarding your three questions. Exhausted victim? Maybe. Person of interest? I would say yes based on her lies about how she got to LAPD in West LA. Suspect in a crime? Potentially, but we aren’t there yet.”

Pratt asked, “Did you tell her that?”

Ryland explained that they never had the chance because Weeks asked for a lawyer before they got to it. “Your client stopped the interview when we mentioned that Victor had been dead for a day and a half and that she knew it,” she said.

“So that’s how she found out?”

Ryland laughed. “Found out? Are you kidding me? She knew the entire time. And that was after she fumbled answers regarding certain elements of the drive over to the LAPD station.”

Pratt said, “The hat and gloves?”

“Exactly,” Ryland said. 

Pratt glanced at her yellow legal pad, shook her head, and put the pad into her bag.

“Okay, so where do we go from here? It seems as if it’s time for my client to go home. Yes?”

Granger quipped, “She’s all yours. Enjoy. But you probably want to tell her not to leave LA.”

“Sure, sure,” Pratt said. “She doesn’t have any ID, anyway. And what are your next steps?”

Ryland sighed. “We need to sort through some lies and get to the truth. Your client, of course, could be helpful in that regard. But she has not, at least so far. But we’ll get there.”

Granger added, “Yes, and counselor, it would be shocking if Ms. Weeks doesn’t find herself in the middle of everything. So, let’s stay in touch.”

Pratt nodded, stood up, and walked out. In a minute, she was back with Weeks.

“Okay, Ms. Weeks, you are free to go home, but this is far from over,” she said.

Weeks looked up. “What does that mean?”

“Your story doesn’t hold together,” Pratt said. “Your answers don’t stand up. Your behavior is defensive. You’ve managed to transform yourself from a victim who people should care about into, at the least, a person of interest and, at most, a potential suspect in a homicide. That’s quite an accomplishment in two days.”

Weeks shrugged. “I’ll manage it. I always do. I can go home now?”

Pratt pointed at the door. “You can go. But don’t leave LA. And get used to seeing – or at least sensing – police around you. They are going to be all over you. I’ll get you an Uber; your car is at your home.”

Weeks nodded.

“And get yourself a new phone,” Pratt said. “I think we’ll need to talk quite a bit.”

“Why? Weeks muttered as she walked out.
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Mollie and Gwen were transfixed watching television after George Floyd was murdered in Minneapolis on May 25, 2020.

“Jesus, Mol, that’s horrible ... and goddamn illegal,” Gwen said, tears in her eyes, the first time she saw the video of Derek Chauvin pressing his knee into – and applying unrelenting pressure on – George Floyd’s neck until he stopped breathing. “He killed him, and the other three guys provided a human shield.”

Mollie was shocked at what she saw. It went against everything she believed in as a police officer.

“That’s not what we’re taught, Gwen,” she said, putting her arm around Gwen. “We know not to do that. And we’re instructed not to.”

Gwen scoffed. “Unless he’s Black, right?”

Mollie stared. “Don’t say that. Please, don’t.”

Three days later, they became personally invested when protesters gathered at the Santa Monica Police Station at 333 Olympic Drive and headed down Ocean Front Walk toward Venice. Then, on May 31, protesters formed peacefully along Ocean Boulevard, but looting soon took over in the nearby shopping district. Buildings were vandalized, looted, and burned along Santa Monica Boulevard. Some protesters refused to disperse after the four o’clock p.m. curfew and engaged in standoffs with police. Hundreds of arrests were made that night.

Mollie took part in some of the arrests.

Gwen planned to defend some of those arrested.

They didn’t speak that evening, and the issue never stopped affecting their relationship.

“Mollie, please stay with me on this,” Gwen said a few nights later. They were sitting in the living room, Mollie on the sofa and Gwen in a chair. “I know you know this, but I need to say it anyway. It isn’t just this case. These issues have affected marginalized communities forever. This is not something new. But this time, a teenager took a video on her phone. That’s why it’s different.”

“I know, Gwen. I know,” Mollie responded. “You’re right. I'm not trying to be dismissive. But it hurts to think you might view me as part of the problem because I wear a badge. I joined the force to make a positive impact, not to take advantage of others.”

Gwen shook her head, exasperated. “God, do you hear yourself? Have you lost sight that I’m marginalized because of my skin color, and we’re each marginalized because of whom we love? We live it every day. We see it from very different points of view, certainly during the workday. I know your intentions are good, but we need to acknowledge that the system impacts our lives.”

Mollie said, “It's naïve to say we need to tear down the entire system. We can't throw away the good with the bad.”

As usual, Gwen was frustrated with the same points being made each time they spoke. “I’m not suggesting that. You know that. But it's the system that allows these injustices to occur repeatedly. It's about holding the system accountable and working towards real change.”

Mollie replied, “But what about the officers who risk their lives daily to keep their communities safe? What about the positive relationships they build with the people they serve? We can't just disregard their contributions and dedication.”

Gwen looked down at her lap, then raised her head. “I'm not disregarding anyone's contributions. But we have to confront the uncomfortable truth: the system as a whole perpetuates unequal treatment and discrimination. It's about acknowledging the pain and suffering experienced by communities of color and working together to bring about real change.”

Mollie stayed on the sofa but moved close to Gwen’s chair and took her hand. “I’m torn, Gwen. I want to support you, but I also want to defend my work. I've seen firsthand the positive impact we can have.”

Gwen said, “I know it's challenging. We're trying to reconcile our beliefs and values with our current realities. We need to have these conversations. We should challenge each other, even if it means confronting uncomfortable truths.”

Mollie immediately said she would listen to Gwen’s point of view. “I want to understand your perspective more deeply; I do,” she said. “But I also hope you can appreciate the difficulties I face.”

Each of them was exhausted; neither spoke for five minutes.

Gwen broke the ice. 

“Mollie, how can we have a family?”

Mollie glared at Gwen. “Are you serious? Is that a real question?”

“Of course it is,” Gwen said. “You don’t think about it?”

Mollie stood up, walked over to the archway to the dining room, and leaned against the wall. “Think about what – us having a family or the impossibility of us having a family? Which are you asking me about?”

Gwen said, “The latter.”

Mollie returned to the sofa. “You think what they did to George Floyd impacts our ability to raise children?”

“Maybe,” Gwen said.

Mollie stood up again and walked into the kitchen. As she walked out the back door, she said, “Why, because you’re Black, we’re gay, or I’m a cop?”

~~~
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TIME HAD PASSED SINCE that conversation, and trials and incarcerations rocked Minneapolis. Little had changed between Mollie and Gwen. They each firmly held to their positions, and although they discussed the matter over and over, they never reconciled their views.

They both knew they were hanging on by a thread.

And neither of them had a clue what to do about it.
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Granger walked into Caffé Luxxe, a small coffee shop on Montana Avenue in Santa Monica. Carla Thorne was already waiting for her.

Granger nodded and walked toward her. There were only two other customers in the shop.

“I got you an iced latte,” Thorne said as Granger sat across a small round table from her. “Isn’t that your drink?”

“It is. Reporter’s memory? Thank you,” Granger said. “How’ve you been, Carla?”

“Busy. Busy. And you?”

“Same.”

Thorne broke the ice. “So, Keith Victor?”

Granger sipped her drink, playing for time. “Yes, Keith Victor,” she repeated. “So, yes, you are right. The coroner tells us he was dead for 36 hours before we found him.”

“And shot in the head? That was the cause of death?”

Mollie nodded.

“And the woman, Chrissy Weeks? Have you found her?”

Granger looked at her watch. “Well, she’s safe at home in her apartment.”

Thorne scoffed. “Since when? When did you find her? Where was she?”

Granger said, “Here’s what I can give you, Carla. Attribute it to a source in the department. Chrissy Weeks has been free since the other night, the same night we found Victor. She’s been checked out physically and emotionally, is fine, and has discussed her abduction with the local and federal authorities. She’s now at home.”

Thorne finished scribbling notes and looked up. “That’s what you have? Nothing more?”

Granger shrugged, “That’s what I have. Nothing more.” 

Then, she thought of Weeks’ narcissism. “Well, you can also attribute to the source the following: ‘The investigation is not closed, and the FBI, LAPD, and Santa Monica Police Department continue to look into the kidnappings and homicides, including the shooting of Keith Victor.’”

Thorne cocked her head slightly. “Okay, I have to ask. Is there a connection between the shooting and her escape?”

Granger smiled and took a sip of her drink. “Background, you can’t use this, but so that you get everything right?”

Thorne said, “Okay.”

Granger said, “Don’t use the word ‘escape,’ just stay with the language I gave you about her being free.”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” Thorne said. “Where are you headed with this thing, Detective?”

Granger laughed, “You’ll know when I know. Just not there yet.”

Thorne paused and finished writing notes.

“Okay. Thanks. And you’re not going to tell me more about Weeks?”

“I can’t right now, Carla.”

Thorne said she had two additional questions. “I understand looking into the shooting of Victor, but what’s still out there about the kidnappings? And my second question is this: why did you keep Victor’s death a secret?”

Granger reminded Thorne that what she was about to say needed to be attributed to a source and then said. “Well, they’re related, Carla. Victor killed six people and then ended up dead before he could kill a seventh. We need to see if there’s a common thread weaving through all the cases. As for keeping it a secret, it's the same answer. We needed time to canvas the pier area and speak with Weeks before the news got out.”

Thorne slid her coffee cup around in a figure eight on a damp section of the table; Granger knew she was forming her next comment or question.

“Detective, you and I have worked together for a long time,” she said. “I think I know you pretty well, and I assume you think the same thing about me.”

Granger said, “Sounds about right.” She smiled.

Thorne continued. “So, this has been a pretty weird conversation.”

Granger resisted nodding affirmatively and then said, “Go on. How so?”

“Here’s how so,” Thorne said. “I called you this morning wanting to learn more about Victor. I sat down with you this afternoon wanting to learn more about Victor. And, now that I’ve talked with you for a few minutes, I’ve lost a lot of interest in Victor and become intrigued with Ms. Chrissy Weeks.”

Granger half-smiled. “Uh-huh,” she said.

“Is that odd?” Thorne asked, standing up.

“Not at all,” Granger said. “Welcome to my world, Carla.”

Thorne said, “Thanks, Mollie. I’m going to stay on this.”

Granger said, “I have no doubt.”

Thorne stood up, waved, turned, and walked out the door.

Granger sat at the table for another ten minutes and finished her drink.
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KJ had been tempted for more than two days to drive to Weeks’ apartment building in El Segundo to see if Weeks had returned home. But she was smart enough – scared enough? – not to do so. The police might be watching the building or at least the neighborhood, and even if they weren’t, she knew security cameras were mounted all over the West Side. Victor had repeatedly told her that. KJ wanted nothing to do with showing up on video near Weeks’ home.

So, she stayed home, re-cleaning the kitchen and doing internet searches, but being careful to avoid sites or subjects that might surface on law-enforcement monitoring.

She knew she had a “superpower”; she learned about them from watching television shows and movies. She thought about it throughout her entire time with Victor. She believed her superpower was that she was en la sombra, living in the shadows. Invisible. A ghost. A cipher. 

What most people looked at as a weakness was, for her, a strength. She didn’t matter. And that was her shield.

She didn’t want that to change. That was critical to her ability to maneuver through all of this. Defining what “all of this” meant was made significantly more difficult by not being able to speak with Weeks. KJ felt like – at least for the time being – she was trapped in a potentially dangerous situation.

She felt empty. Even more invisible than usual. She needed to reconnect with who she really was. She went to the garage, got in the car Victor had given her, and drove an hour to North Hollywood. On Vanowen, just east of Tujunga Avenue, she pulled up in front of Flor de Izote, its orange front a familiar sight. KJ got out of her car, went in, and ordered two pupusas and a coffee to have there and six pupusas to take home.

She sat there for an hour, visualizing and thinking about El Salvador and her family and listening to the happy customers – primarily persons sin papeles, without papers – around her speaking Spanish. It wasn’t being at home, but it was close.

It also was the first hour in days when she didn’t think about Keith Victor or Chrissy Weeks.

Driving home, she wondered how at risk she might be and whether she could trust Weeks. Her heart told her that she could; she felt Weeks had been very kind and thoughtful to her whenever they spent time together. Her head sent a different message, especially today.

She suddenly questioned whether Weeks would turn on her, and she wondered if that was what was causing the delay.

She had a car. No one associated her with the license plate.

She had a place to live. No one knew who she was, and the neighbors recognized her as the regular resident. She wouldn’t be reported.

She had nearly $600 at the house. How long would that last if she tried to leave? But what would she do when that money ran out?

It was a non-choice. She just had to stay at the house and wait to hear from Weeks.

She pulled over to the curb, waited for traffic to pass, and made a U-turn. She drove back to the restaurant, exited the car, entered the restaurant, and waved to the man she had hired a few nights ago. He had done an excellent job in Santa Monica at the pier, and she had another important request – if things didn’t go well in the next few days. 

He approached her, and they both went out to her car.

She removed something from her trunk, gave it to him, and explained what she might need him to do.

She asked, Lo entiendes, ¿verdad? You understand, right?

He nodded. 

Si no hay problema. Yes, no problem.

She handed him two hundred dollars.
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The Uber car slowly pulled up to Weeks’ apartment building in El Segundo. She stepped out to the curb, the car pulled away, and she shook her head from side to side. It all looked so different. Almost foreign. Nearly three weeks away ... first with Victor and then at the motel mandated by the LAPD.

Two prisons. Different. But prisons, nonetheless.

And now she was free from both of them.

She walked toward the front door of the building, stopped, turned around, and half-skipped/half-walked back to the curb. She knew the police or FBI were watching – Pratt had even said to expect it – and she wanted them to see that she knew.

She waved her hands left, right, and straight ahead. She yelled, “Here I am,” and smiled broadly. After five minutes, she said, “See you later; I’m going inside,” and walked back to the front door, entered the building, and headed to her apartment on the fourth floor.

She turned on the lights and air conditioning, flipped off her shoes, and walked around, trying to determine how extensively the police might have searched her apartment. Her kitchen drawers and cabinets were organized differently. Her closet and dresser drawers were a mess. Her bookshelves, which she always organized alphabetically by author, had no order. 

At first, she thought it was strange that the police made no attempt to hide their inspection. But then Weeks realized that was because the inspection was done weeks ago when she was being held by Victor and not recently when she had somehow become a suspect.

She wondered if they had hidden cameras or microphones but quickly dismissed her concerns. If they did, she would give them more than they could understand or handle.

Feeling content that she could move freely, she sat at her desk, opened her laptop, and ordered a new iPhone from the Apple store. It would be delivered by six p.m. She spent the rest of the afternoon taking a shower, re-doing her kitchen and bedroom, cleaning out the refrigerator – which was disgusting – and waiting for the phone to be delivered.

It was delivered just before six. She activated it, poured a glass of Chardonnay, and sat on her sofa.

She remembered the phone number KJ had given her. It was a prepaid phone she had bought in their last week at the house. Even then, they had assumed that law enforcement would monitor any calls. So they had devised a slight code.

She texted KJ, Cinemark Theater Playa Vista. Mission Impossible. On Jefferson 10:55 p.m. right side

KJ responded, Ok. Are you ok?

Weeks texted, Always.

She took a sip of Chardonnay and reviewed her days with the police. Net-net, she thought, things had not worked out how she hoped, and she was disappointed in herself. She rarely felt this way because she infrequently came up short in what she tried to accomplish. But she had miscalculated a few things and done poorly on several answers. She had developed a personal dislike for the FBI agent, Ryland. As a result, the game had changed.

She was embarrassed. To compensate, she decided to elevate the game with the police to reestablish her dominance. The text to KJ – naïve, ignorant, little KJ – was the first step. And, although she realized the police suspected she had killed Victor, she wasn’t concerned. She always had KJ to blame for that. 

That would be easy.

When needed.
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Mission: Impossible​
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Agent Brent Tillerson had been with the FBI for seven years and had worked with Ryland several times. He knew she could be helpful to him in getting better assignments and advancement.

The call from Ryland came while he was eating dinner. She asked if he knew about Weeks. He said he did.

She told him what she needed.

Weeks bought a phone when she got home and texted a burner. They are meeting tonight at a movie theater. Follow her. Then follow the other person, ideally to their residence, but at least to their car so you can ID the license plates. Call Detective Nichols in Santa Monica and me with the details.

Tillerson lived in Culver City, so he immediately wondered if Ryland picked him for competence or because he lived near the theaters. But he thanked Ryland and said he would get on it. They ended the call, and he went to his computer to look up details and photos about the theater. Number and locations of exits and entrances? How many different movies were being shown? Advance sales and seat availability for the ten-fifty-five show?

He bought a ticket and chose a seat on the aisle, back row, center.

And then he read the reviews about the theater’s terrible parking garage. The only solution would be street parking, where he could be flexible enough to follow Weeks’ acquaintance, irrespective of whether the person parked in the garage or the street. Tillerson had two options: a law-enforcement placard that enabled him to park alongside red curbs and a disability placard he didn’t qualify for and didn’t like to use.

He also logged into the FBI computer and looked up Weeks, downloaded her photo, car make, and license plate details so they would be on his phone. He also read the profile reports from the various interviews she had been through.

Piece of work.

He looked at his watch—seven-forty-five p.m. 

He walked toward the bathroom. He would take a shower and go.
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