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For the survivors. It wasn’t your fault.








AUTHOR’S NOTE



The account that follows is a true story. The names and identifying characteristics of the Johnson, Penrose, and Carter families have been changed. Their stories and all quotes are factual, however.


Wherever possible, I have relied on recorded transcripts and documents to depict events accurately. To the extent possible, I confirmed firsthand accounts of events with others who were present. All quotes that are not part of the historical record are taken from my interviews.


I am not, nor have I ever been, a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. All information on the Mormon religion comes from my research and interviews.


Child sexual abuse is a horrible crime that can have devastating long-term psychological and emotional effects. There are many ways to get help. If you or someone you know is the victim of abuse, please contact your local police. Assistance in dealing with past abuse is also readily available. Several national organizations provide resources and referrals, among them Childhelp USA: National Child Abuse Hotline, 800-422-4453, www.childhelpusa.org; Stop It Now! 888-773-8368, www.stopitnow.org; Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (RAINN), 800–656-4673, www.rainn.org; Adult Survivors of Child Abuse, www.ascasupport.org.
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THE SINS OF BROTHER CURTIS





PROLOGUE
PHOENIX, ARIZONA
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1999



Tim Kosnoff stepped off a plane in Phoenix on a summer afternoon in 1999 and was immediately hit with blast-furnace-like heat, followed by the chill of an over-air-conditioned terminal, and then the furnace again outside. The temperature had climbed well over 100 degrees. He’d come from the cool, misty green of Seattle, where he made his living as a lawyer. He might as well have landed on another planet. And he was already sweating by the time he found his way to a rental car, adequate but affordable, and settled in for the drive north. Traffic thinned as Kosnoff navigated through the massive tangle of freeways around Phoenix and headed toward Prescott. He passed settlements of beige and pink stucco homes, a sea of tiled roofs interspersed with more and more desert landscape until there was only giant cactus and red rock, truck stops and gas stations. He stared out the windshield and thought about what lay ahead. If things went well, the man he’d come to see could make a big difference in Kosnoff’s case, and he badly needed a break.


Tim Kosnoff was the man on the ground in this project. He worked the phones, following one clue after another, painstakingly unwinding the details of each mystery that presented itself, sometimes to ridiculous lengths. He hunted witnesses relentlessly. He was the curator of a collection of detailed facts that spanned a century. These were the sorts of jobs generally handed off to investigators or associates in the legal business. But staff was a luxury. He’d already given up his office and begun working from home to save money. Besides, Tim Kosnoff liked being in the trenches. He liked knowing things firsthand. He had always made a point of looking a witness in the eye before he got into the courtroom.


The beige desert was increasingly interrupted with green. Prescott Valley runs through the central part of the state, home to mountainous terrain, pine trees, and snow in the winter. Economically, the area was booming, a recent target of Californians who could sell their homes and build small mansions in Arizona with money left over. The development had brought with it uninspired malls, colossal grocery stores, and near-constant controversy as builders encroached farther into the desert with each passing month.


Manny Saban, the man Kosnoff was on his way to visit, had benefited from the real estate boom. He worked for contractors as a house painter and lived in an outpost called Humboldt, a few miles off the main highway that heads into Prescott. There, he shared a trailer with his girlfriend and their baby son. Kosnoff had spoken to Manny on the phone a few times before embarking on this journey, and they were scheduled to convene with other lawyers the following day in order to memorialize the man’s story in a deposition. But Kosnoff wanted to meet with his witness first, to get a better feel for who the guy was and what he was likely to say.


Their conversation had been a long time coming. The first time Kosnoff called, Manny hung up on him, something that was getting to be a regular occurrence with people attached to this case. The lawyer’s monologue and the response it elicited were always variations on the same theme.


“Is this Manny Saban?” Kosnoff had said back in that first call.


“Yeah.”


“Hi, Manny. You don’t know me. My name is Tim Kosnoff, and I’m a lawyer in Seattle.”


“What do you want?”


“Well, I don’t quite know how to tell you this, but I represent a guy named Jeremiah Scott who is suing the Mormon church. . .”


Silence.


“Do you remember a man named Frank Curtis?” Kosnoff continued.


“Yes, I do,” Manny said.


Kosnoff had gotten out another couple of questions before Manny ended the conversation.


“I don’t have anything to say. Good-bye.”


Manny hadn’t been ready for a yank back to the old neighborhood—the friends, the apartments, the church, all the things he’d left behind a very long time ago in another state. This unspoken piece of his past, this thing Manny had shared with only a handful of people, was tossed through the phone at him by a stranger, a lawyer.


Ultimately, curiosity had gotten the better of Manny and he’d called Kosnoff back. And now here they were. Kosnoff left the highway and made his way to the address written in his notes. He stepped out into the dust kicked up by the car. Manny was at the door and ushered him into the small trailer, thick with cigarette smoke. At thirty-two, Manny was a short, beefy man with a tough-looking exterior. Kosnoff was aware of the outstanding warrants from Oregon that highlighted Manny’s lengthy career of largely alcohol-fueled crime, the most felonious of which was stealing a car.


Manny was like so many others involved in this thing. Pieces of a puzzle of human wreckage that Kosnoff had committed countless hours and borrowed money to solving. He was determined to see how it ended, though he sometimes thought it never would. Regardless, there was no stopping now. He was in too far. Somewhere along the way his pursuit had ceased to be about winning a lawsuit. It had become an epic crusade for justice.
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The basketball hoop in front of Billy Loyd’s house was the epicenter of the southeast Portland neighborhood where Billy and Manny Saban and Bobby Goodall and their various siblings spent much of the second half of the 1970s. No one remembers how it came to be there, but it remains there today, like a monument to lost boyhood, its chain-metal net hanging scrappily from the hoop on a pole stuck firmly into the concrete.


Manny lived around the corner, toward the Dairy Queen on Duke Street. Bobby lived a block or so from there. His backyard was connected to Billy’s by an unpaved alleyway underneath two big trees that conspired to create an umbrella of foliage, which is how they came to be best friends just before second grade. Kids gravitated toward each other in the neighborhood without need for formal structure or organizing. Play was instinctual. If there was a ball, it was tossed. When enough boys arrived, a game started.


On most days, the boys gathered at the hoop to shoot baskets or toss footballs across the street in the field that was technically a park, though the weeds had long ago swallowed up everything except an aging metal roundabout and the skeleton of a swing set. Things were like that here, where Portland meets a suburb called Milwaukie. Officially, this was the edge of the Lents neighborhood, a disregarded part of Portland that the city hadn’t annexed yet. Unofficially, and as far as anyone around here was concerned, the neighborhood was Felony Flats, a name bestowed by police officers some years earlier because of the concentration of criminals among the citizenry.


To the boys growing up around Duke Street, the world existed mainly west of 82nd Avenue and north of Johnson Creek Boulevard. They attended Joseph Lane Elementary School, an old brick building dating back to the 1920s that sat adjacent to the lush acreage of Brentwood Park—even in the poorest neighborhoods in the Pacific Northwest, street-level decay is decorated with evergreens and rhododendrons. Families lived in small houses, what real estate agents might call cottages or bungalows somewhere else, with weather-beaten exteriors ringed by short cyclone fences, or in apartments with rusting barbeques on the porches. They shopped at small corner markets where shelves were crammed with one or two of everything and negotiated deals with neighborhood mechanics who fixed cars and motorcycles in their garages. Especially in the summertime, kids were gone all day, engaged in one or another adventure involving varying levels of criminal mischief or moneymaking schemes to fund the purchase of candy, cigarettes, admission to movies, or arcade games at the mall.


Few of the mothers worked regularly or more than part-time. Most were overwhelmed by too many children, a lifetime of disappointment, and, in many cases, bad men. They dulled the pain of broken promises and routine domestic violence with alcohol and drugs. Husbands and boyfriends came and went. Fathers were significantly absent. Sometimes it was better for a kid to be gone than get caught up in whatever was going on inside the house.


Word in the neighborhood was that Billy’s father had died on the job some years earlier. None of the kids really knew the details of the story, other than he’d been killed at work, which involved doing something on a bridge. The late Mr. Loyd had also left behind a mess of kids, three boys and three girls, more than could be easily managed by their mother. Added to that were some cousins who stayed periodically while their family reorganized. The Loyd house was considered among the best in the neighborhood, mostly because, despite the usual lack of adult supervision—the oldest teenage girl was, by default, in charge—there was always food. A kid could find loaves of bread, big bags of potato chips, and crates of bottled soda pop in the Loyd kitchen.


Bobby shared a house across the alley with his older brother, older and younger sisters, their mother, her boyfriend, and sometimes his son, who was a few years younger and thus often the unwitting victim of an array of pranks. (Bobby and Billy regularly dangled Bobby’s younger siblings by the ankles from the big tree that leaned over the alley.) Bobby’s brother, Jimmy, older by about three years, often stayed with their father in Yakima, Washington, but he was well known in the neighborhood. Jimmy enjoyed a certain status as one of the oldest boys in the immediate vicinity and therefore the first to get into significant trouble, his palpable anger having landed him in juvenile detention before he became a teenager. Plus, his sisters and, to some extent, Billy couldn’t seem to keep their mouths shut, so Jimmy had plenty of opportunities to fight.


Manny was the most recent addition to the boys in Felony Flats. His family had arrived in much the same way as most of their neighbors, having lost everything somewhere else. Manny’s given name was Stanley Jr., after the father who had left for another life in another state, but everyone called him Manny. He was ten years old when he moved into the small blue house with his mother, Raquel, his brother, Jeff, who was two years younger and Manny’s best friend, and their baby sister, Roseanna. For practical reasons, Manny’s father had taken their twelve-year-old sister, Janice, with him when he moved to Las Vegas. Stanley Sr. had managed to reach middle age without having learned to read or write well enough to function on his own without difficulty. He’d grown up in rural outposts and spent most of his youth working on farms. That wasn’t to say he couldn’t earn a living. When he worked, Stanley often made good money painting big structures like bridges. When he didn’t work, he drank, which generally got him in trouble. Stanley Sr. had spent time in prisons up and down the West Coast before he met Raquel, who already had three older children from a previous husband.


The Saban family had come to Portland from Grants Pass, Oregon, about 240 miles south. Grants Pass was still dominated by the timber industry then, and Raquel had worked at a cabinet manufacturer there to add to the income from Manny’s father’s painting business. They’d lived relatively well in a double-wide trailer on five or so acres they shared with a few cows, pigs, and a roving band of peacocks. Manny had liked their life in Grants Pass, but it ended when his parents split up. For a while, the kids had lived with Manny’s father in north Portland, which wasn’t too bad. But then he’d found opportunity in Las Vegas and passed them back to Raquel, which is how they all landed in the house on Duke Street. Financially, it marked a new low. Whatever other problems Manny’s father might have had, he’d managed to bring enough money into the house to buy clothes and shoes and groceries. In Grants Pass, the boys had BMX bicycles, nice clothes, and new sneakers. But there were no extras in Felony Flats. There wasn’t much of the fried chicken or meat loaf Manny liked. These days, Raquel served up rice and beans and tortillas, a staple of her Mexican heritage. She’d grown up in eastern Oregon, where her father had worked on the railroad, and had a lifelong relationship with poverty, interrupted by the brief periods of something resembling lower middle class that came along with each husband. Raquel was skilled at making something from nothing. Soon after she’d secured the house on Duke Street, and perhaps bolstered by the accomplishment, she had signed up for nursing classes at the nearby community college. The rest of the time she worked in one or another care home, feeding and cleaning up after the elderly and disabled. At home, she retreated into her bedroom and read books from the library or from school. And she cleaned the house. Regardless of what kind of chaos rained down on Manny’s family, they lived in what was widely regarded as the cleanest house in Felony Flats.


For a boy, no single possession was as important as a bicycle, perpetually tinkered with in yards and garages. A bike was freedom, the means to exploration, the passage to adventure. A bike could take a kid fishing in the creek beds and to buy candy at the corner store. A bike broke up the emptiness of long, warm days where there was no summer camp or vacation or trips to amusement parks.


Bikes also brought religion to Felony Flats. Young Mormon men wearing suits and ties and crisp white shirts glided through the neighborhood on ten-speeds, inviting people to church. Raquel listened to what they had to say about the Bible and God and a wonderful Mormon community where everyone helped everyone else. It was hard to argue the appeal when you had your hands full of kids and low-paying jobs. Raquel had been raised a Catholic and had taken her children to Mass earlier in their lives, but churchgoing had turned from sporadic to nonexistent here. Raquel was eager for spiritual comfort, though, and she invited the young Mormons inside.


Both of the missionaries, one short and one tall, had blond hair and blue eyes. They were young, clean-cut men who called each other “elder.” Manny was enraptured by the yarns they told, which he considered on the order of adventure tales. There were stories of how Mormon pioneer Joseph Smith, guided by an angel, had found the tablets that ultimately became the Book of Mormon, and read them using his special glasses.


They talked about Boy Scouts and other activities going on at the church, and how there were lots of other kids there. They were selling religion, to be sure, but the truth was that these young men brought more in the door than anything else going on in the neighborhood. Manny didn’t just want to go to church, he secretly wanted to become a missionary, to wear a suit and ride a ten-speed through the city, saving citizens and slaying sin.


After a few visits, Raquel packed her kids into their beat-up green Pontiac Bonneville with the white rag top and drove them the mile or two to the Linwood Ward of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints for a Sunday service. The church couldn’t have been mistaken for anything else. It was housed in a redbrick building with a steeple on top, all surrounded by lawn with a wide cement path and two short sets of stairs leading into the building, where lots of people were milling around. Manny was glad to see that the young missionary men from the adventure stories were there. A man named Brother Hunt, whom Raquel had met earlier through a neighbor, greeted the family as they walked up the steps toward the building. Everyone seemed exceedingly friendly and wore nice clothes.


Shortly after that first Sunday, the missionaries, or Brother Hunt, or someone persuaded Raquel to bring her children to a baptism service at a larger Mormon building known as a “stake” house. Several Mormon wards comprise a stake, like a district. The ceremony featured men in robes reading from the Bible and the Book of Mormon. A large older man in a robe launched into prayer with a booming voice that began, “Oh God. . .” This startled Manny and Jeff and sent them into uncontrollable snickers, immune to their mother’s nudges and swats. When the service concluded, a flow of people smiling and shaking hands carried them out of the chapel. Brother Hunt had brought the loud man over to where Manny and Jeff were standing with their mother. His robe now gone, the man was dressed in a corny-looking outfit of gray polyester slacks and a baby blue jacket with white stitching. The ensemble reminded Manny of something the father on The Brady Bunch might wear, except that this man was considerably older. Manny’s eyes locked on the man’s large hands, the left one missing part of three fingers. Brother Hunt introduced him as Brother Curtis and then explained that Manny’s mother was having a hard time “controlling her boys.” Manny quickly put together that they were in trouble; the snickering in church, he figured, had sealed their fate. Fear slowly climbed up his insides. The large man was there, it seemed, as part of some plan for their future. “Bring them over,” he was telling Raquel. There was some talk about other boys and going places, and then Manny heard the words “straighten them out” and “get them out of your hair” and knew he was in a mess.


In the months and years that followed, the Mormon church became a semipermanent part of life in Felony Flats. Not long after Manny and his family had connected with the church, some of the other boys in the neighborhood began tagging along. The missionaries were enthusiastic visitors, and curiosity mixed with the simple desire to join the crowd swept down this part of Duke Street.


On Sunday mornings, some collection of Manny and his siblings, Billy, Bobby, and, when he was around, Bobby’s older brother Jimmy went to church in Raquel Saban’s Pontiac or in an old yellow school bus that the church sometimes used as a kind of shuttle. Brother Curtis was always there, and he periodically brought along one or two boys who lived near him. Brother Curtis didn’t drive, so they’d come on the city bus or catch a ride with another churchgoer.


Everyone in the Mormon church, regardless of age, attends Sunday school before going into the chapel for a religious service, known as a Sacrament Meeting. The boys were corralled into a room the size of a large office, furnished with a table, metal chairs with plastic seats and backs, and a chalkboard, all of which contributed to making the place smell like school. Books, games, and toys were scattered around. After Sunday school, the boys played tag in the hallways and then sat with Raquel in the sanctuary, where they engaged in a competition to see who could smack the other the hardest without getting caught. Brother Curtis was usually up in front playing some role in the service, which inevitably begat snickers from the boys. Religious lessons, lacking the appeal of the missionaries’ adventure tales, were quickly forgotten. Mostly, Manny and his friends went to church for the social aspect, the promise of something more than the stretch of Duke Street between their homes. Mormonism emphasizes the idea of a religious community, and church doesn’t stop on Sunday. There are activities scheduled for women, men, children, and teens throughout the week.


Manny and one or more of the others would go with Brother Curtis to the church building during the week for Boy Scouts and jump on a trampoline in the back. The boys didn’t get uniforms or badges, but they called it Boy Scouts, anyway, and Brother Curtis was their leader. He taught the boys how to cook and camp, and occasionally took them to movies or hockey games. In the winter of 1977, the famed Harlem Globetrotters came to Portland for an exhibition game, and Brother Curtis managed to get enough tickets to take a handful of boys from the church and the neighborhood, including Bobby, Billy, and Manny. Bursting with excitement, they rode the bus downtown to Memorial Coliseum and made their way through the throng of fans to their seats. The coliseum was also home to the Portland Trailblazers, but none of the boys had ever seen them or any other professional sports team play. It was enormous and loud. The lights dimmed. And for nearly two hours they were mesmerized watching Meadowlark Lemon and his teammates perform amazing stunts with a basketball, stunts that would be discussed and reenacted by young boys for weeks to come.
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Frank Curtis was seventy-three years old and lived in an apartment in the back of the Southgate Animal Clinic on King Road, about three miles from the Duke Street neighborhood. He held some sort of caretaker job at the clinic, and the apartment came with the deal. Occasionally, the veterinarian who owned the clinic, a Mormon bishop in another ward, came out of his office to talk to Brother Curtis about one thing or another, but the boys didn’t see him much. The clinic consisted of two buildings—Frank’s apartment was in the back of the larger one—with a wide asphalt parking lot between them, where someone had erected a basketball hoop. There were empty cages stacked up near the door to Frank’s apartment, and it smelled like animals. Manny and his brother met two other boys who lived near the clinic and were about the same age, give or take a couple of years (no one had broken into the teens, and many of them weren’t even ten yet), and spent time there. Brother Curtis sometimes brought one of them to church with him, but they mainly hung out around his place.


When the boys weren’t playing basketball or riding skateboards in the parking lot of the clinic, they hunted for treasures in the city dump next door. When the weather was too wet to endure, they lay on the floor in the apartment, in front of the secondhand television. Brother Curtis made snacks, lunch, sometimes even dinner. He liked to brag about how he made the best chocolate cookies around, and kept premade logs of cookie dough, wrapped in aluminum foil, in his small freezer, ready to be sliced into discs and baked for his young guests. A small glass bowl filled with gooey orange-slice candies sat near the television.


Brother Curtis also became the boys’ connection to contraband, as they grew closer to adolescence. He’d walk to a store on 82nd Avenue, a major thoroughfare through southeast Portland, and buy cheap beer. He allowed the boys to drink at his apartment in defiance of both the law and the Mormon religion, which forbids alcohol consumption. Occasionally Brother Curtis produced a small pile of “girly magazines,” like Playboy, and left them on the floor for the boys to look at. Manny leafed through the pages, curious at the content, only briefly. He figured that sooner or later it would land him in trouble. The older boys perused the magazines more seriously.


Bobby and Billy came to the veterinary clinic too. Sometimes they helped Brother Curtis clean cages, or tagged along while he fed the animals. Bobby, in particular, liked that chore. One day Brother Curtis let him watch while he anesthetized a cat with a shot and then smeared ointment in its eyes. Bobby tickled the cat’s paw and then became terrified when he found it lifeless. He was not more than eight years old at the time, and he began to sob, convinced that Brother Curtis had killed the cat. Later, the old man pointed out that the cat was up and around again, but Bobby was traumatized nonetheless.


Manny tended to follow the lead of the older, bolder kids. One boy in particular, a kid who lived in the trailer park behind the clinic, had established himself as the leader of the group. He seemed more worldly, a self-appointed expert on numerous subjects, including making out with girls and procuring just about anything. One summer afternoon while they were all shooting baskets, the topic turned to the boy’s skateboard, envied by Manny and his brother. Before long, they’d devised a plan by which each of the boys would shoplift a skateboard from the Fred Meyer supermarket nearby.


At the store, the boys headed directly into the sporting goods department and inspected the merchandise. Manny eyed a brand-new fiberglass board that was rainbow colored with the silhouette of a seagull in the center. He put it under his arm, while the other boys each grabbed one too. They all took off through one of the grocery aisles, heading toward the front door. The plan’s success seemed to hinge on the confidence of the players, which also may well have been where it fell apart. Manny and his brother had never done anything like this and didn’t lose their nerve as much as they’d never really had it in the first place. The group was busted within sight of the door and hustled into a back room. Terrified, Manny tried unsuccessfully to fight back tears. The more savvy boys named Brother Curtis as their guardian and gave his phone number to their captors. Before long, the big man appeared at the store, conferring privately with the manager. In the end, the boys were released to the custody of Brother Curtis, who seemed to be mostly angry at them for getting caught. Much to Manny’s surprise, Brother Curtis didn’t tell any of their parents what had happened, nor did he really say much more on the subject at all. The entire incident remained their secret.


Brother Curtis sometimes hosted boys from the church and the neighborhood for a sleepover in his apartment. During one such evening, the atmosphere inevitably turned to horseplay, and a water fight broke out during which the boys used large syringes from the veterinary clinic as water guns. In short order, everyone, including Brother Curtis, was soaked.


“Take them wet clothes off,” he ordered.


Soon they were all in their underwear, but that didn’t stop the game. They continued to chase each other, and ran from the old man, who moved significantly slower, though the apartment was too small to get very far away. There was no chance of someone running outside, since the doors were secured with dead-bolt locks to which Brother Curtis held the key.


Afterward, the boys took turns showering in the tiny bathroom attached to the bedroom and then settled onto blankets arranged across the living room floor for a sort of camp-in. Manny was the last boy into the shower. Brother Curtis wrapped him up in a yellow robe and then closed the door behind them. The other boys were already lying down watching television. Manny emerged from the bathroom and suddenly decided that he wanted to go home. Tearfully, he called his mother and asked her to come pick them up, without explanation. Raquel Saban would have none of it and instructed Manny to stay with Brother Curtis. The next morning, the neighborhood boys walked home and Raquel picked up Manny and his brother.


Manny’s sister Janice, back from Las Vegas, sat in the backseat. As they had gotten older, it seemed that Manny and Janice couldn’t be within close proximity of each other without an outbreak of verbal sparring or minor violence. Now Manny couldn’t get in the car fast enough. His mother chatted with Brother Curtis and waved as she backed the car out of the driveway. But they weren’t more than a few blocks down King Street when things got crazy. Manny blurted out that Brother Curtis was a pervert. He couldn’t stop his need to testify, to purge the experience. He ignored his mother’s admonition about language, about saying things like that, and kept going, wound up. He was talking nonstop now, spraying words across the car like a fire hose: Brother Curtis had kissed him on the lips . . . his penis . . . sex . . . jacking off.


“He tried to do it with me,” Manny said.


Janice immediately called Manny “faggot” and the situation escalated until Raquel pulled the car to the side of the road, in front of the old dump, reached into the backseat, and slapped Manny for saying those awful things about Brother Curtis. “Don’t you lie to me,” she told him. The ride home remained silent.


Bobby was the quietest of the boys in the neighborhood. On the smaller side and shy under his mop of brown wavy hair, he preferred to follow Billy, a significant talker, or Bobby’s older brother, Jimmy, whose bravado could hardly be contained.


Felony Flats had brought Bobby a better arrangement than some of his family’s previous homes. His mother’s last husband had been in the military, and they’d all lived in a high-rise apartment building in Germany while he was stationed there. The boys had entertained themselves by stealing beer delivered to their German neighbors and spitting wads of saliva down the stairwell onto unsuspecting passersby. Their stepfather drank until he got mean and beat on their mother and, eventually, one or more of the kids. Finally, Bobby’s mother left both her husband and Germany. They arrived back in Oregon with nothing. Jimmy went to his father’s house in Yakima and the rest of the kids stayed in their grandmother’s small apartment above a bar until their mother hooked up with her current boyfriend, and they all moved into the house off Duke Street. Gale, the boyfriend, was a decent guy, a Vietnam vet who’d worked his way into middle management at a bank in Portland. He taught Bobby how to fish, and they’d sit by the water on the rare weekends when Gale wasn’t working. Billy regularly came along on the fishing trips; they did most everything together. But Gale worked a lot, and as things started to come apart between him and Bobby’s mother, he was around less and less.


Bobby’s love of the outdoors didn’t fade. Brother Curtis scrounged up cheap fishing poles from somewhere and sold Bobby’s mother on the idea that her son would surely benefit from joining in the church scout adventures that he was leading. In truth, these expeditions amounted to nothing more than Billy and Bobby going to a fishing hole with Brother Curtis, who wasn’t exactly an outdoorsman, having spent much of his own early life in and around big cities in the Midwest.


Bobby was the most skilled in the fine art of catching fish. He’d punch a hole in the top of a can of corn and let it sink to the bottom while they dropped the fishing lines into the creek. The corn attracted the fish and they nearly always left with crappie, or sometimes even trout. Bobby baited hooks for Brother Curtis, who, missing most of those three fingers, couldn’t manage such intricate tasks.


No one really knew how he’d lost the fingers, but Brother Curtis liked to tell tales about his past, involving gangsters and Al Capone. The boys were generally under the impression that Brother Curtis had been involved in a shadowy underworld of men in overcoats making Mafia-style hits in faraway cities. And that, despite all evidence to the contrary in his current physical state, the man might at any moment receive a phone call and have to drop everything and resume his former life of crime.


Bobby showed Brother Curtis his favorite place to fish under the Hawthorne Bridge, an ancient tress that crosses the Willamette River into downtown, and some less-populated spots along Johnson Creek and Eagle Creek in neighboring Clackamas County. Johnson Creek dominated much of the landscape around Felony Flats. Its polluted, greenish water wound through Milwaukie and the southeast end of Portland, zigzagging back and forth between Multnomah and Clackamas counties until it emptied, finally, into the Willamette River. For most of the way, the mossy creek bed was lined with tangles of overgrown blackberry bushes and oaks whose scraggly branches poked out over the mucky water. The creek had provided a backdrop for both recreation and mischief to generations of kids.


Navigating the trails to a fishing hole could be difficult for Brother Curtis. The old man was a bit unsteady on his feet, a situation made worse by the fact that he usually wore dress shoes or something equally unsuited to the terrain, but he managed to keep up with the two youngsters well enough. Whatever fish the boys caught, Brother Curtis cooked into a meal with vegetables and other trimmings. He could boil crawdads and fry up breaded trout. Regardless of the menu, it was regularly better than what Bobby had at home, where there were more mouths to feed and less culinary interest. Brother Curtis always set a proper table in his small kitchen and insisted that the boys use at least basic table manners. Sometimes, instead of the cookies, he produced desserts, which were a big hit; Bobby burned his mouth on a pie that he couldn’t wait to let cool.


Brother Curtis saw that the boys brushed their teeth with toothbrushes he kept in the bathroom for them to use, and that they cleaned up after playing or before going out. The man was a stickler for hygiene and cleanliness. The apartment was small, but it was spotless and uncluttered. The few clothes that Brother Curtis possessed were either hung neatly in the closet or institutionally folded in drawers. He taught Bobby, in particular, the importance of taking proper care of himself. And given the functional absence of other adults in his young life, Bobby became increasingly attached to Brother Curtis.


Manny was convinced that Brother Curtis was up to no good. He stopped going to the veterinary clinic after the slumber party incident. Manny and Jeff had been baptized into the church, and their mother was studying with Brother Hunt in anticipation of her own conversion into Mormonism. Brother Curtis went out of his way to talk to Manny’s mother, Raquel, and people noticed that she was friendly to him. Raquel treated everyone in the church with respect, but there was something more with Brother Curtis. They lingered after church events and talked. She saw him at the veterinary clinic too, when she took her Chihuahuas there. Sometimes Brother Curtis came to visit with Raquel at home and the two of them would sit and talk for hours. And then, with little warning, Brother Curtis became an even bigger part of Manny’s life.


Everything in the Mormon religion, including missionary work, is designed to prepare men for their role as leaders of church and family, and women as supporting players and homemakers. The Mormon church operates with a lay ministry of members, mostly men, who are called into service by church leaders thought to have been guided by God in their selection. Mormon men are considered to hold the priesthood after adolescence, and Mormon women must be attached to a husband in order to gain entry into the Celestial Kingdom that is the Mormon version of the afterlife. Men and women are expected to marry and raise families. A single Mormon is a Mormon searching for a spouse.


It was, therefore, relatively unsurprising in the ward that Raquel Saban married Frank Curtis, despite their nearly three-decade age difference.


One technical hitch had to be overcome, however. In the early 1970s, the state of Oregon had significantly changed the laws governing divorce, allowing the entire process to be completed within ninety days of filing. Frank and Raquel were confused about this and thought that earlier laws, which required a waiting period, were still in effect. Though they’d separated earlier, Raquel had not legally completed her divorce from Manny’s father within that period. So, with little fanfare, she and Brother Curtis were married by a justice of the peace in Vancouver, Washington, across the Columbia River from Portland, on March 20, 1978. The bride wore a light blue dress with a veil, and the groom a secondhand suit. A small reception with punch and cake followed, attended by some members of the church, neighbors, and Raquel’s family. Bobby, Billy, and Jimmy were there too.


Brother Curtis left the veterinary clinic and moved with Raquel and her children into another rented house about a block away from their Duke Street place. He also maintained a small caretaker’s apartment attached to a junkyard about a mile away, where he sometimes stayed for no particular reason. Manny liked the idea of Brother Curtis having his own place. None of the Saban kids got along well with him. Things were more relaxed when he wasn’t around, and Manny felt freer to come and go as he pleased. An endless sound track of Kansas, ABBA, and the Eagles blared from a suitcase-style record player they had. Neighborhood kids regularly filled the house, dropping their bikes on the weedy front yard.


Around the time that Frank Curtis married Raquel Saban, he was hospitalized for something that remained a mystery to the kids around him. They were allowed to visit, though, and one day Bobby and Billy took the bus up to the hospital on the hill toward the freeway out of town. They figured that since Brother Curtis must be sick, they should go see him. Manny wasn’t going anywhere to see Brother Curtis.


The hospital was sort of ominous, but the old man seemed okay and was sitting up in bed. Eventually, curiosity got the better of Bobby, and he asked Brother Curtis why he was in the hospital. The man raised the sheet and gestured down toward his penis and said he was there “to get this fixed,” and that he was doing it for his wife. At nine years old, Bobby did not possess any knowledge that would allow him to make sense of a penile implant, but he came away with the impression that Brother Curtis’s penis somehow didn’t work properly, that it involved sex, and that he wasn’t supposed to know about it. This was confirmed when, after Bobby mentioned it to his mother, who wondered how he knew about such things, Brother Curtis seemed pretty upset that he’d run off at the mouth. Bobby had never been in trouble with Brother Curtis and felt bad that he’d disappointed the man by telling some secret that made people talk.


It wasn’t long, however, until Brother Curtis’s routine resumed. Bobby thought the man had an uncanny ability to show up whenever Bobby was available. Then again, Bobby didn’t have many conflicting activities except for school, which, given the opportunity, he gladly skipped. As with the fishing trips, Brother Curtis would call or come to the door and talk quietly to Bobby’s mother, explaining that he was leading some church activity and thought it would be good for Bobby to come along. Billy usually was involved as well.


There actually wasn’t much in the way of organized activity, but Brother Curtis was good for an adventure, whether it was dragging the boys along on church business, or just dropping them off to play bumper pool at the Boys’ Club a short way away. A few times, he left them in a park or dropped them off at the movies while he disappeared on an errand, eventually returning to bring the boys home. Bobby didn’t like to admit it, but he often grew scared waiting for Brother Curtis to come back for them because he didn’t really know where they were or how to get home.


Brother Curtis navigated the bus routes of southeast Portland as if he’d designed them personally. He’d flash his monthly pass and hand out twenty cents to each of the boys from a small coin purse he carried. The boys would put their change in the fare box and get a paper transfer from the bus driver so that they could ride for the rest of the day without having to pay again, and climb the stairs onto the bus. Bobby and Billy liked to sit on a seat by themselves, while Brother Curtis usually sat on one of the bench seats near the door. He was well dressed when he went out, despite his secondhand clothing, but lagged a few decades in style. For one thing, he was the only one on the bus wearing a fedora. Bobby once asked him about the hat, and Brother Curtis explained that everyone in Chicago, where he was from, wore hats when they went out. The answer seemed to imply a certain disapproval of the lack of sophistication among the citizens of Portland. He wore a trench coat as well, and used to sweep it to one side like he was opening a curtain when he reached for the coin purse in his pocket.


Brother Curtis also brought with him a small, wheeled cart on which he carried groceries or other things they’d accumulate during errands, which he’d drag along, bump-bump-bump up and down the stairs of the bus. There was always a plan for the day, even if mundane. They would go to the Pop Shoppe to return empty bottles, and then to the roller rink at nearby Mt. Scott Park, where Brother Curtis would sit on the bleachers and watch the boys skate. Sometimes they tagged along while Brother Curtis stopped by the church thrift store or visited another member of the ward.


They’d eat at cheap restaurants or fast-food joints. Bobby particularly liked hamburgers at Herfy’s, a chain that featured a statue of a Hereford cow in front. Other times, the boys would hang around the apartment, watching The Six Million Dollar Man or The Rockford Files on Brother Curtis’s old television, or playing Monopoly. Occasionally, Brother Curtis produced larger events that included watching the Portland Winterhawks, a minor-league hockey team, play at the Lloyd Center downtown. He took Bobby, Billy, and, early on, Manny and some of their siblings to the Bagdad Theater, a Hollywood relic that seemed out of place in Portland. This landmark theater was built by Universal Studios in 1927 with, for unknown reasons, Middle Eastern architecture and decor. In earlier decades, usherettes wore Arabian costumes and the theater offered vaudeville-style shows. In 1975, the Baghdad hosted the premiere of the Hollywood blockbuster One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, which boosted its standing. Bobby thought the place was cool. The Paramount, which had been built about the same time in an Italian rococo style, was equally interesting to Brother Curtis. He was always drawn to things that had even a tenuous historical, sophisticated flavor to them.


On the eve of his tenth birthday, Bobby stood in the doorway of his house wearing, for the first time in his young life, dress slacks, a white shirt, and a clip-on tie. Behind him, the usual chaos reigned throughout the house. Jimmy had taken to singing Rod Stewart’s hit “Da Ya Think I’m Sexy?” and Robert Palmer’s “Bad Case of Loving You (Doctor, Doctor)” at the top of his lungs. At the same time, their younger sister was watching some loud cartoon on television.


Brother Curtis had planned a special outing to celebrate Bobby’s birthday. It started like every other adventure, when Brother Curtis came to the house and talked Bobby’s mother into letting him take Bobby out to dinner. This seemed excessive, but obviously the old man had taken a liking to Bobby, and, in truth, this was more of a birthday celebration than he was likely to get any other way. So Bobby’s mother relented with little fight. Things became a bit more awkward after Brother Curtis arrived with clothes—nice dress-up clothes—for the boy to wear. Bobby’s family could not repay Brother Curtis for this. Like the rest of the kids, Bobby wore the kind of used clothing that announced that the family lived in a category commonly known as “ghetto poor.” This man from the church was increasingly providing more, both monetarily and emotionally, to Bobby than was his family, which left them with an underlying unease. At the same time, how could they stand in the way? Bobby wasn’t doing well in school; he could barely even read. The only other option would soon be the drugs and crime that were practically an adolescent rite of passage in Felony Flats. And so the large and small gentlemen, dressed in their best clothes, rode the bus downtown and had dinner at the nicest restaurant that Bobby had ever entered—not a difficult distinction to achieve, of course—a decent red-leather-booth steakhouse. But in Bobby’s eyes, they might as well have been dining at the Ritz.
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Manny did his very best to avoid Brother Curtis at all times, particularly when his mother was at school or at work. He was convinced that he was under constant surveillance by the old man. There were knowing looks, Manny thought, that seemed to say “No one believes you.” For much of the time, Manny secluded himself in a shed in the backyard, where he and his brother kept a growing collection of bicycle parts, some of them stolen. Other times he’d ride the bus without any particular destination, or walk aimlessly around the mall.


Manny grew distant from his old friends Bobby and Billy, whom he figured were involved in whatever nasty things Brother Curtis was up to. Manny was not able to grasp the fact that Bobby, who was younger, lacked the family structure that Manny had enjoyed at least earlier in his life, nor did he understand the emotional manipulation at play. Instead, he saw the new clothes his friends had gotten, the skateboards, the trips to skating rinks and movies. He figured they were willing participants, that they were all in the game together. And he sensed that they didn’t like him anymore, were mad at him, and looked at him differently. Manny began an exile from the church and the neighborhood.


There were times, however, when Brother Curtis couldn’t be avoided, like when Manny was in the car and his mother had to pick her husband up from work. Frank Curtis was more than an active member of the LDS church. He was also an employee. He worked part-time at the church’s charitable arm, Deseret Industries, a few blocks from the veterinary clinic where he’d first lived and a short bus ride from the Duke Street neighborhood. Most people knew Deseret by its sizable thrift store, sandwiched between fast-food joints and big-box stores on a main route through southeast Portland. The thrift store housed donated clothing crammed onto round racks and shoes assigned to tall metal shelves, all of which contributed to a faint lingering, musty smell. There was discarded furniture, kitchen appliances, and some popular paperbacks mixed in with Mormon books. The church is a prolific publisher, and the thrift store benefited from its position at the end of that pipeline in an array of books devoted to raising children and Mormon history. Of course, there were also numerous copies of the Bible and the Book of Mormon, the church’s main religious text. Brother Curtis was sometimes assigned to bring in newly arrived discards from the loading dock behind the building. The job allowed him to scavenge incoming treasures before they made it to the shelves, and he was able to grab a lot of useful furnishings and kitchenware. He brought home games, basketballs, skateboards, and the like to give out to kids he knew. At other times, Brother Curtis worked in the building behind the thrift store, called the Bishop’s Storehouse, where needy church members picked up boxes of groceries to get by when money was short. The storehouse is part of the church’s welfare system to help families, through the massive Mormon tithing income.


When he lumbered over to the Pontiac after a shift, still in his uniform—a red knit vest over a white shirt—Brother Curtis often would be carrying a box of groceries from the storehouse. The kitchen in Felony Flats was stocked with jars and boxes bearing the familiar Deseret logo, featuring a bumblebee and hive from the Mormon philosophy of “industry, harmony, order, and frugality.”


By the time Manny was twelve, he and his brother were coming and going from home without explanation, let alone permission, traipsing in occasionally for food and a change of clothes. Manny became insolent and often ditched school. He figured everyone in the world knew what had happened with Brother Curtis. They would see him differently now, as damaged. Having lost authority, Raquel acquiesced in her husband’s ideas for handling the boys. It was arranged that she would bring Manny and Jeff over to the apartment Brother Curtis kept at the salvage yard and he would straighten them out.


The salvage yard sat in the middle of a run-down residential street, but it was no small place. Dead cars filled the property, their entrails strewn between a tall wooden fence that hid the yard from the street and a chain-link version that marked the end of the property in back. The entire perimeter was topped with a loose coil of razor wire. One front corner of the yard was occupied by a large old wooden garage, the kind with ground-to-roof double doors that opened out on either side. Some part of this structure had been made into shotgun-style living quarters that ran front to back along the side of the garage, beginning at a nondescript door on the side of the building, behind yet another chain-link fence. No one knew why Brother Curtis was there, but he had been since he moved out of the veterinary clinic, even as he supposedly joined households with his new wife and her children.


Manny and Jeff went inside. Their mother spoke briefly with Brother Curtis and then drove away. Brother Curtis came in and was followed shortly by a neighbor whom Manny vaguely recognized from church, and the man’s son. Manny guessed the son to be in his late teens, maybe pushing twenty. He stood larger than both his father and Brother Curtis, which made him a giant to Manny. The men were angry, their lectures peppered with phrases like “straighten you out” and “get what’s coming to you.” Manny was scared witless, convinced that something awful was about to take place. A belt buckle was undone.


And then, unexpectedly, Raquel came back. Manny had left the bag of clothes he’d been made to pack in the backseat of her car, and at some point his mother had noticed it and returned. The second she opened the door, Manny bolted. Everyone followed, and the whole chaotic scene moved onto the street in front of the garage. Manny cried and hollered incoherently about Brother Curtis and the neighbor. And then Brother Curtis grabbed Manny by the collar and landed one of his giant hands hard against Manny’s face. Manny momentarily imagined seeing stars like in the cartoons. Raquel seemed shocked and, at the same time, perplexed. But Brother Curtis’s slap brought only a brief interlude to the unfolding drama. Manny grabbed the bag of clothing and swung it, knocking the old man to the ground. Manny had always been oddly particular about his appearance, regardless of how cheap his clothes were, and had packed an iron in the bag because he’d figured they were going to go to church. Now, with Brother Curtis on the ground, Manny took off running down the street.


Brother Curtis was seen to and appeared to be recovering, albeit slowly. Raquel drove off down the street after Manny. For a block or two, mother and son argued through the car window as Manny continued determinedly down the sidewalk and Raquel cruised slowly next to him. Finally, Manny relented and climbed into the backseat.


The event marked both his most defiant move against parental authority and his first act of physical violence. Within days, it was decided that Manny would move to Las Vegas and live with his father.


Most of the boys from Felony Flats practiced petty criminal activity to acquire money or goods they weren’t likely to receive any other way. Bobby Goodall was no exception. He participated in the break-in of a nearby apartment with one of the boys Brother Curtis had brought to church. They were after a stereo and some eight-track tapes. Somehow Brother Curtis found out and scolded Bobby about breaking the law. After that, Bobby kept his crimes from Brother Curtis to avoid repercussion. Meanwhile, Bobby and Billy cut school and regularly shoplifted from the Plaid Pantry convenience store up on Duke and 82nd, near where they caught the bus. Bobby was skilled at sticking bottles of MD 20/20, a popular variety of “bum wine” better known as Mad Dog, down the waistband of his pants without being detected.


Brother Curtis allowed the boys, who were by now between ten and twelve years old, to smoke cigarettes as long as they kept it outside. At the salvage yard apartment, the boys had created a smoking lounge on the roof, accessed by the fire escape. They’d even brought folding lawn chairs up there. From the roof, they could see the entire yard and down the street, past the weather-beaten houses to the VFW at the end of the block, where oldsters gathered to play bingo and swap stories.


Brother Curtis bought cans of beer and let the boys drink until they passed out in his apartment. Bobby, in particular, tended to black out when he drank excessively, a condition that would plague him for life. Particularly when he was looking for booze and cigarettes, Jimmy came along when Bobby went over to Brother Curtis’s place.


One evening while Bobby was on the roof there, he heard Jimmy yelling inside the apartment. Bobby shimmied down the stairs in time to see Jimmy with a baseball bat in his hands threatening Brother Curtis. Bobby froze and watched the scene unfold. Jimmy was a big kid, and he was loud. He also had an explosive temper, which everyone knew, so pretty much anything could happen here. But mostly Bobby was focused on what Jimmy was hollering about. He called Brother Curtis a pervert, in between issuing threats to kill him, and something about his pants. The words slowly came together for Bobby like a puzzle as his brother continued to rant. Apparently, Jimmy had been asleep or passed out on the sofa. When he woke up, Jimmy figured that Brother Curtis had taken off his clothes. Now Jimmy was threatening to kill the man.


“. . . you ever fucking touch me again, you fucking pervert.”


Bobby was unclear about exactly what had happened. At the same time, a paralyzing mixture of panic and shame moved through his chest toward his stomach. He wanted to run away, hide, become invisible, find a place where no one knew him. There was a connection, he saw, between whatever happened to Jimmy, what had made Jimmy so upset, and the private things that Brother Curtis did with him.


After Manny had moved to his father’s place in Las Vegas, Raquel walked into Frank Curtis’s apartment in the salvage yard and found her husband in the bathtub with a young boy. It was a moment of clarity. She left both Brother Curtis and the church, and wrote a letter to their Mormon bishop telling him what she’d learned. In time, Raquel and the rest of her younger children ended up in Las Vegas, where she and Manny’s father reunited. Then the family later moved back to Portland. Frank Curtis disappeared.


And then he came back.


When Bobby was about to turn thirteen, Brother Curtis started coming by his house again with renewed offers to take him out and about. Bobby hadn’t understood why the man had left him in the first place and continued to be dumbfounded at his ability to find Bobby, although his family hadn’t moved very far in the years since they were all close. Brother Curtis was by now living in an apartment complex on Killingsworth Street near the Portland airport, which was a way from the old Felony Flats neighborhood. By coincidence, Billy was for some reason staying with his aunt, who lived in a trailer park nearby. His mother had moved the family from their house in Felony Flats sometime earlier. Brother Curtis’s intervention allowed the boys to hang out again. And Bobby had missed Billy, who was about his only real friend.


Brother Curtis’s apartment was on the ground floor of the big complex, directly in front of the pool, which made it smell faintly of chlorine and dampness. The boys liked to swim when they came over in the summer. And, as before, Brother Curtis always fed them. Occasionally, Bobby or Billy went to a Mormon ward with the old man, but not often and not to the same place they’d gone before. There were other, younger, boys around now, and Brother Curtis seemed to be more focused on them. He didn’t seem keen on having the groups mix.


One day during the summer, Bobby paddled alone around the pool at Brother Curtis’s apartment. Billy was gone, his muddled family situation having prompted relocation again. Brother Curtis had brought Bobby along when he stopped to pick up a younger kid he knew from the church. From the pool, Bobby could see Brother Curtis talking to the boy inside his apartment. Bobby was relieved to finally be the older one in the group and enjoyed this newfound status. And at the same time, he was filled with anger and resentment. He didn’t even know this kid, but he knew Brother Curtis would take him places and give him things. This new kid was more important now, Bobby deduced. The attention and the affection that had come with Brother Curtis would soon be gone.
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In nearly two decades of practicing criminal law, Timothy David Kosnoff had come across all manner of characters. It was fair to say he was well versed in the undesirable traits of the human species. Nonetheless, Kosnoff remained a believer that most people possessed some measure of decency and was still surprised when occasionally confronted with evil deeds that exceeded the spectrum of bad decision making.


Some years back Kosnoff had moved to Seattle from the urban grit of Chicago. He’d begun his legal career the traditional way: working in the public defender’s office, representing indigent people who’d been accused of crimes. Much of the time, that included drug-addled citizens who’d turned violent or stolen to support their habits. Kosnoff used to describe other of his clients as African-American men who’d been arrested in a park for the crime of being there. The justice system in Chicago was broken into numerous small, specialized courts—drug court, gambling court, traffic court, and the like. Kosnoff had found himself spending more time on the road than in the courtroom. He’d long had the wanderlust to head west, lured by the promise of something new. California was too complicated. He’d been to Washington and liked it. He liked to hike and fish. Shortly after getting married, he’d talked his way into the only job he could find, as a prosecutor in the town of Friday Harbor, in the San Juan Islands of northeast Washington, accessible only by boat or plane. Mostly, the job consisted of prosecuting drunken citizens for disorderly conduct, but Kosnoff did it zealously. In time, however, he missed a more active law career. Eventually, Kosnoff landed in Seattle and hung out his own shingle, which brought with it the freedom to decide which cases he’d take and how he’d run them, but also plenty of financial headaches and long hours. Certainly, Kosnoff now represented people with money, many of whom were engaged in various aspects of the illegal drug business. But he returned to the pool of lawyers assigned by the court system to defend the indigent, for which he was paid by the state. He’d always seen himself as a kind of equalizer. Working on behalf of thieves, killers, and the like made the system fair; he balanced the scales of justice, in theory, anyway, by representing the accused. This fervent belief had fueled him through the tough cases. And in the spring of 1997, he needed to find it, to tap into it, once again.


A light rain fell as Kosnoff stared at the paperwork piled on his wooden desk, though the weather was not responsible for his dismal spirits. He was defending a man named Shawn Swenson, who, at twenty-five, was facing life in prison for murdering the owner of a small recording studio in north Seattle. Swenson and another man had posed as would-be recording artists in order to get into the studio to steal digital recording equipment. But things had gone horribly wrong. The recording studio owner, who was gagged with duct tape, died of suffocation. Kosnoff presented the argument that Swenson had been interested only in making off with the recording equipment and had been in the car during the owner’s murder. In the criminal justice system, defendants were better off as dim-witted than cold-blooded killers. Given the circumstances, it was also the only available option.


The case was, in all aspects, awful. Every court appearance had been colored by a crowd of heartrending survivors mourning the loss of a father, son, husband, or friend and yearning for justice. They were unlikely to ever make sense of what happened, but their attendance served as an outlet for their rage and pain. Tim Kosnoff was their enemy. He’d taken to referring to his entrances into court as “walking the grief gauntlet.” And though he remained a dedicated advocate for his client, in private moments, he had to admit that the job was wearing.


The criminal defense business in general was getting to be a lot less rewarding than it used to be. Back in 1993, Washington had led the nation in passing the first three-strikes law, an initiative financed heavily by the National Rifle Association. The law prescribed mandatory sentences for most crimes and stripped much of the creative strategy out of defense work. And even without the constraints of mandatory sentencing, Kosnoff was slowly losing his zeal for defending criminals. It takes a certain unwavering enthusiasm for and earnest belief in humanity to stay in the defense game, particularly with clients who are rarely innocent and occasionally evil, but almost always the victim of their own idiotic decisions. Everyone comes in the door stewing in despair, with his future, maybe even his life, resting on a lawyer’s ability to fight as if his own life depended on it. Not surprisingly, the profession is beset by burnout.
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This brilliantly reported, unforgettable true story
reveals how one of the most monstrous sexual
criminals in the history of the Mormon church
preyed on his victims even as he was protected by

the church elders who knew of his behavior.

When Seattle attorney Tim Kosnoff agreed to listen
to an eighteen-year-old man who claimed to have
been molested by his Mormon Sunday school teacher,
he had no idea he was embarking on a quest for justice
on behalf of multiple victims or that the battle would
consume years of his life and pit him against the vast,
powerful, and unrepentant Mormon church itself.

As Kosnoff began to investigate the case, he discov-
ered that the Sunday school teacher, a mysterious
figure named Frank Curtis, possessed a long and vio-
lent prison record before he was welcomed into the
church, where he became a respected elder entrusted
with the care of prepubescent Mormon boys.

‘Through Lisa Daviss deft storytelling, two aston-
ishing narratives unfold. The first shows how Brother
Curtis ingratiated himselfinto the lives of young boys
from working-class Mormon families where money
was tight, and was accepted by mothers and fathers
who saw in him a kindly uncle or grandfather figure
who enjoyed the blessing of the church. Having
gained the families’ trust, Curtis became fiendishly
helpful, offering to supervise trips or overnights out of
the sight of parents, when he could manipulate
his victims or ply them with alcohol.

‘The other narrative is a real-life legal chriller. As
Davis shows, Kosnoff and his partners tirelessly
assembled the case against the church, sifting
through records, tracking down victims, and con-
vincing them to testify about Brother Curtis’s acts.
‘What began as a case of one plaintiff turned into a
complex web stretching across multiple states.
Joined by what would become a team of attorneys

(continued on back flap)
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