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PRAISE FOR


The Setup: A True Story of Dirty Cops, Soccer Moms, and Reality TV


“Journalist Pete Crooks has very carefully reported a tale of people who believed that reality television was the fastest pathway to the fame they so desperately wanted. In many ways, this book is a cautionary tale to all those who believe fame is so important to obtain . . . You will be given a unique insight into a house of cards constructed to lead to media fame—and to discover more sinister behavior that was occurring just behind the curtain, when the cameras weren’t shooting.”


—JOE KENDA, retired police detective, subject of Discovery Television’s Homicide Hunter: Lieutenant Joe Kenda


“I am an incurable reader of thrillers—and The Setup is most certainly a riveting real-life thriller. But the book is also much more than that: It’s an inside-out look at the manipulative allure of reality television and a telling tale about what people will do for fifteen minutes of fame. This deeply layered crime and corruption story is the ultimate ‘truth is stranger than fiction’ scenario for a celebrity-obsessed culture. Once I started reading, I could not put The Setup down.”


—LOUISE FLETCHER, Academy Award–winning actress, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest




“I ate this book up. A true crime story about a delusional suburban detective trying to sell a reality show about soccer moms? Yes, you are going to laugh a lot, but because Crooks treats his subjects respectfully and like the fallible humans we all are, the absurdity isn’t mean spirited. Only a true noir fan could have done such a bang-up job.”


—BETH LISICK, New York Times bestselling author, Everybody into the Pool


“The Setup takes you on a rambunctious ride-along through some ugly terrain. Not the faux paradise of the Bay Area’s affluent suburbs, but the delusional, desperate, duplicitous, and thoroughly despicable lives of miscreants who will do anything for a shot at fame—as long as it’s televised. Pete Crooks’ wild tale is a valuable cultural exposé, detailing how America’s cult of celebrity can actually breed sociopathic criminals.”


—EDDIE MULLER, author, Dark City: The Lost World of Film Noir and founder of the Film Noir Foundation
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INTRODUCTION


FAME IS A VERY CURIOUS THING.


Many of those who have it wish they didn’t. Many of those who desire it have no real understanding of what it means. But there are a very few who desire fame at any cost. Those few will lie, cheat, steal, sell narcotics, whatever they think they must do, with no consideration of the consequences. Fame is what they seek. They will have it no matter what.


Journalist Pete Crooks has very carefully reported a tale of people who believed that reality television was the fastest pathway to the fame they so desperately wanted. In many ways, this book is a cautionary tale to all those who believe fame is so important to obtain.


You, the reader, will be taken along on Crooks’ wild ride covering the bizarre story of reality TV’s “PI Moms,” and observe as Crooks transforms from a writer of pop culture profiles into, as he puts it, an “accidental investigative reporter.” You will be given a unique insight into a house of cards constructed to lead to media fame—and discover the more sinister behavior that was occurring just behind the curtain, when the cameras weren’t shooting.


As an experienced criminal investigator, I have seen this behavior on more occasions than I care to recall. During my years as a homicide detective in Colorado Springs, Colorado, I have interviewed all forms of liars—from simple charlatans to sociopathic killers. There are those among us who possess a certain moral flexibility that permits one awful thing to happen after another to reach the desired outcome.




As a result of my career, I was relentlessly pursued by television producers, and I finally agreed to do a show based on some of the 387 homicide cases that came across my desk. I am truly amazed, but Homicide Hunter: Lieutenant Joe Kenda has done very well on the Investigation Discovery network. As a result, I have accidentally achieved a small degree of fame. Which is meaningless to me.


But for the people in The Setup: A True Story of Dirty Cops, Soccer Moms, and Reality TV, the desire to achieve fame overcame their judgment, their common sense, and in some cases, led to conspiratorial and criminal behavior.


I think you, the reader, will find the story fascinating.


—JOE KENDA


Colorado Springs police detective, retired


Subject of the Investigation Discovery show Homicide Hunter:


Lieutenant Joe Kenda
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THE RIDE-ALONG
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Have We Got a Story for You


THE BIGGEST STORY in my career as a journalist started as a puff piece.


When the story showed up—for me, at least—I was working as senior editor for Diablo, a monthly lifestyle magazine that covers dining, shopping, and society events in the suburban towns of the San Francisco Bay Area. Diablo is big and glossy and focuses on lifestyle stories in a very affluent area. It’s a very cheerful magazine.


My beat has always had a heavy emphasis on entertainment. I write most of the magazine’s pop culture pieces and guides to the local arts scene. Any story about a local personality chasing the contemporary American Dream of celebrity is likely to fall on my desk.
 

And that’s exactly what happened on August 23, 2010.
 

A Beverly Hills–based publicist contacted me about an East Bay client—a retired cop named Chris Butler. Butler ran a private investigation company out of the suburban city of Concord, California, and he had an interesting angle to his business. Butler staffed his PI firm exclusively with soccer moms.


I’m a huge fan of detective novels and film noir, so I was immediately interested, imagining myself tagging along with some private eyes on 



a stakeout. The story was both voyeuristic and empowering—I’d write about these suburban moms catching unfaithful husbands and deadbeat dads, insurance frauds and workplace injury liars. Thanks to their mandatory martial arts training, the PI Moms could even employ the occasional chokehold or knee to the nuts, if the guy was really asking for it.


The piece was writing itself!


Clearly, these PI Moms didn’t need Diablo to turn them into a media sensation. By the time I got the pitch, they already had plenty of press. From March through July 2010, Butler and his PI Moms had enjoyed a tsunami of national media hype, with publicity from People magazine, the Today show, and Fox News. The PI Moms’ biggest media conquest had been the Dr. Phil show, which had invested an hour in Butler and his sexy, skilled investigators.


Regional lifestyle magazines like Diablo love to celebrate any kid from the neighborhood who has made it big. Diablo’s area of coverage claims Tom Hanks and Green Day as backyard celebrities, as well as Markie Post from the 1980s sitcom Night Court.


The PI Moms pitch landed squarely in our celebrity sweet spot. In addition to the celebrity hook, the story was a great fit for Diablo’s readership demographic: East Bay women in the same age range as the PI Moms.


And then the story got even better.


The publicist told me that I was the first to know that the PI Moms were soon to be featured in their own reality show. In the coming months, Americans would follow these East Bay mommy snoops every Tuesday night on the Lifetime cable network. Water-cooler conversations and message-board debates about the PI Moms were sure to follow.


Real Housewives, PI? I thought. That sounds like a hit.


Finally, the publicist offered more than just an interview. He said I could interview the PI Moms while riding along on an actual investigation. I was welcome to tag along with a couple of lady gumshoes on a stakeout, and write all about what happened.


I told the publicist I was in.











[image: image]


The King of Stings


ONE DAY AFTER MY CALL with the publicist for the PI Moms, I received a call from Chris Butler, the man in charge of the operation.


Butler spoke in a cool monotone, heavy on the been-there, done-that authority. He told me a bit about his background, which was not too far off from the bios of renegade cops from the movies—Dirty Harry Callahan and Lethal Weapon’s Martin Riggs. Butler told me he was a former SWAT cop from Antioch, California, and that his police career was cut short when the squares behind the desk couldn’t deal with his envelope-pushing techniques for hooking criminals.


The bio section of Butler’s then-active website, Uncover-Truth.com, summed up his career like this:


[Butler’s] creative, cutting-edge methods of investigating and arresting criminals, coupled with an intense work ethic, was [sic] lauded by prosecutors as extremely effective. Law enforcement administration often had trouble understanding his tactics and drive, as they were well above the standards of routine performance.


Tired of being hassled by The Man, Butler went independent and acquired a PI firm from a retired FBI agent who had been called back 



into government service. Butler told me that, while building his business, he discovered an invaluable (but previously untapped) gold mine of a recruiting pool for private investigators: suburban soccer moms.
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Butler’s website promoted his PI abilities and his national media exposure.


“At first, I hired former and off-duty law enforcement officers, all men, to work on assignments. They were too often competitive, impatient, and difficult to deal with,” said Butler. “Then I hired a mom, and she was the best investigator I had worked with. She was patient and worked well with the other investigators, and she could multitask better than any of my employees, because moms are always multitasking.”


Moms, Butler realized, are natural investigators. Moms have built-in bullshit detectors and a sixth sense for the truth.


Butler said a lightbulb went on, and he started hiring moms exclusively. Instantly, he claimed, the quality of his work product skyrocketed.


Butler’s rap, though catchy, had an infomercial tone. I started picturing ShamWows and Magic Bullet blenders while Butler talked up his newfound celebrity status, acquired from his spring 2010 trifecta of national media stories about the PI Moms.


“After the Today segment aired, I had Al Roker calling me from his dressing room, saying, ‘I have a production company, let’s talk about a reality show,’” Butler claimed. “After we were on Dr. Phil, the phones in our office started to melt!”




Butler said that after Dr. Phil pimped the PI Moms, women from all corners of the country wanted to come out to Concord, California, to enter the official PI Mom training program. Interest was so hot that Butler envisioned an opportunity to franchise his brand and create PI Mom outlets from coast to coast.


Kind of like Curves, but for catching cheating husbands.


All the attention had led Electus, a company run by former NBC Entertainment chairman Ben Silverman, to produce a PI Moms reality show for Lifetime Television, a subsidiary of A&E Networks. Once the Lifetime show hit the airwaves, Butler told me the show’s success was a slam dunk, because he had the goods.


“Lifetime bought the show for the most money it had ever offered for a reality series,” Butler bragged—an absurd claim, I would realize later, when considering that Lifetime had previously purchased the proven hit Project Runway from the Bravo channel.


Butler’s business ambitions and the sizzle of a reality show were important threads in the story I was already writing in my head, but I was equally interested in the cases that Butler and the Moms were investigating. I asked about the ride-along case the PR agent had promised me, quizzing Butler about what kind of investigation I might be tagging along on.


Butler described one of his favorite types of cases: the undercover sting. After the call, I found that his website offered detailed definitions of setups, as well as a general outline of how Butler’s clandestine operations were crafted. The website stated:


When all other investigative methods have failed, or if your problem requires a more proactive approach, an undercover sting may be the last, or only, effective strategy remaining . . . An undercover sting is an intricate illusion created to fool a Subject into thinking that the circumstances that they find themselves in are real.


Which, in Butler-speak, means: Butler & Associates Private Investigations can help you trick or deceive someone. The website went on to wax philosophical about stings:


The illusion created by this designed coincidence is crafted to weaken the professional (or protective) façade we all erect to effectively hide our true base 



desires. The end product of the undercover sting often results in hard evidence that can be used to criminally prosecute or introduce a means of leverage to a preexisting situation.


Translation: If a client were to hire Butler for a sting, Butler could make a significant other or professional adversary believe an illusion was real. Which could really help the client mess up someone’s situation, if need be.


The website also offered a disclaimer:


It is important to note that our personnel NEVER induce a Subject into engaging in activity; we simply create the illusion of a scenario, within which the Subject is free to act as he or she pleases. Our investigators are there to observe, record, and report. Drug dealers, drunk drivers, scam artists, pedophiles, perjurers, thieves . . . all have been caught as a result of our designed coincidences.


Translation: Don’t worry! Undercover stings are never illegal, and Butler & Associates only stings the worst types of subjects: pedos and grifters and losers who drive through school zones while drinking from an open container.


As Butler proudly described his sting success rate, I felt a couple of tremors in my moral compass. Stinging people and setting them up—isn’t that kind of shady? Diablo’s vibe has always been Stay Classy, East Bay.


The sting Butler wanted to take me on was an old classic; noir buffs will recognize it as the kind Dan Duryea pulled on Edward G. Robinson in Scarlet Street.


Butler was planning to set up a horny husband.


The PI pooh-bah explained that he and the PI Moms had a female client who thought her husband might be secretly seeing other women.


“This guy has been frequenting a dating website called Millionaire- Match.com,” Butler explained. The horny husband’s online indiscretions made him a mark, a sucker susceptible to a scam in which he could be easily duped into making a date with a mystery woman who didn’t exist.


Butler told me that he had created his own MillionaireMatch account, and contacted the husband, posing as an available MILF.




Butler described sending the husband pictures of one of the PI Moms to test what virtual eye contact (and a hint of cleavage) would do to the unsuspecting man’s better judgment. Butler was now ready to lure the man in, and ask the dope for a date.


If the guy fell for the trap, Butler would send in a PI Mom for a flirt-and-tease meeting in a Starbucks or wine bar. Butler would be parked nearby to provide protection—and of course, to secretly videotape the meeting. He hoped I could be sitting in a van with a team of two PI Moms, all of us observing the operation.


I asked Butler what would happen if the husband didn’t take the bait and ignored or deleted his online come-hithers.


“Then we would move to Phase Two of the sting,” Butler explained, “in which I assign a decoy to approach him in an unexpected place, like his gym.”


I asked Butler for a further explanation of the decoy assignment. Butler said the decoy is a woman, not a PI Mom but a sexy special agent whose job title seemed to be Professional Seductress. Butler told me about a woman whose day job was working late nights in the San Francisco underground club scene, and who was 100 percent smoking hot.


I thought of Linda Fiorentino in The Last Seduction, but in workout clothes.


“This girl is a knockout, Pete,” he told me. “A very sexy girl. She approaches the Subject, she flirts with him, and we observe how he reacts.”


I imagined myself at the gym, being approached by Linda Fiorentino.


Maybe she would wear a combo of Victoria’s Secret and Lululemon, I thought. Maybe she would start doing stretches in front of me, while mentioning how much she liked my receding hairline.


Even in my own imagining, I worried that I might not excuse myself from the decoy to go call my wife.


“Gotta tell you, Chris, I’m not crazy about this scenario,” I said. “If you didn’t put the girl there, who knows if the guy would be cheating?”


Butler said that some of his clients just wanted to see what their partner would do, if tempted with forbidden fruit.


“I get it, Chris,” I said. “But I really don’t want to write about you baiting some dude with a hottie.”




The King of Stings seemed concerned that I hadn’t instantly jumped at the chance to trick an unsuspecting schlub into thinking that a voluptuous maiden wanted to jump his Under Armours.


“I totally understand your position, and the position of your magazine,” Butler conceded, attempting to correct the coarseness of his swing-and-a-miss.


To Butler’s delight, I invited him to keep trying. “If you were following someone who happened to be actually cheating, I’d be OK with that,” I said.


Fortunately, Butler responded, his firm was so busy with cases that it would be no problem to find a case that suited my sensitive ethics. He said he would get back to me shortly, and the very next day, Butler emailed me to tell me about an entirely different case, one that just happened to fulfill all of my ethical requirements. I was so wrapped up in the story that the coincidences lining up seemed like they were just that, coincidences.


Butler explained that his client, a wealthy fifty-three-year-old widow, had recently gotten engaged to a much younger man. As the couple’s wedding date approached, the client began to wonder if there was funny business happening during her boyfriend’s long trips to the gym. The suspicious behavior seemed to occur every other Saturday, when the widow had to spend her days at work.


Butler explained the PI Moms had been working with the client for a while, helping her soberly collect information about the situation before she went through with the wedding.


“The PI Moms have been coaching her to avoid questioning him, as this tends to alert the cheating party to the fact that their partner may be suspicious,” Butler wrote. “The PI Moms are also coaching her to avoid confronting him after she learns the truth; an anti-Cheaters TV show approach.”


I hadn’t ever seen Cheaters, but somehow knew exactly what it was: a late-night reality show about cheating spouses getting caught on camera, looking like sensationally stupid douche bags.


Butler assured me that his case wouldn’t be anything like that.


Butler said the next Saturday that the widow had to work happened to be September 11, and the Moms planned to tail the fiancé that day.


Butler told me that his client was a big fan of Diablo, so she agreed to let me write about her case, with the caveat that I would not reveal her name or any identifying details about her or her fiancé.




That way, her neighbors, who also subscribed to Diablo, wouldn’t gossip.
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On Thursday, September 9—two days before the ride-along—I visited Butler’s office for the first time, located at 1000 Detroit Avenue in Concord.


Butler’s workplace did not measure up to the flashy impression I had formed during the Beverly Hills publicist’s pitch. I expected swankier digs for a business that had received so many accolades in national media stories.


The office was located in a storage warehouse in an industrial area of Concord. Unit J, Butler’s space, was toward the back of the warehouse’s parking lot. The nondescript location just didn’t seem like a place for a guy with a big TV show in the works to be running his business from.


I have a habit of using TV and movies as a reference filter in my life, having spent so much of my life watching screens. The thought that came to mind—Jim Rockford worked out of a rusty mobile home on The Rockford Files—made Butler’s Unit J seem less seedy.


Unit J’s exterior windows and door were blacked out with some kind of reflective material, so anyone standing outside could not see in. There was no sign or lettering on the door to suggest that the space was an office of any kind. Standing in front of the door, I looked up, and noticed a security camera positioned above the upper right corner, pointing down at me.


I looked at my reflection in the door’s shiny darkness, and I thought of the scene from the film This Is Spinal Tap, when the band stares dumbfounded at its all-black album cover for the first time. Guitarist Nigel Tufnel looks at his reflection in the cover and asks, “How much more black could it be? The answer is none. None more black.”


None more black. The line made me laugh.


Instantly, I felt self-conscious and a bit foolish, realizing that Butler and the PI Moms might be a few feet away on the other side of the door, watching me through the one-way window or via the security camera.


I stopped laughing and rang the bell. The door opened immediately.
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Let’s Go for a Ride-Along


UNIT J’S FRONT DOOR was not opened by Chris Butler, or by one of the PI Moms.


The person who opened the door to Butler’s world was Carl Marino. Marino, forty, was clean-cut and gym-fit, with sea-green eyes and Macy’s-model looks. He welcomed me into the office.


As I stepped inside, I noticed that the narrow hallways of Butler’s office space were decorated with photos of classic TV detectives from the 1970s and ‘80s: Columbo; Magnum, PI; Moonlighting; and, of course, Charlie’s Angels. Extra-cheesy fare like Remington Steele and Scarecrow and Mrs. King were also displayed; there may have been a Riptide.


The Rockford Files was noticeably absent.


Chris Butler approached from the bowels of the warehouse. Butler was on the pudgy side of stocky, maybe even steroid-puffy. He wore a neatly trimmed goatee and sported silver hair that looked as though it had been purchased from a midrange supplier. He was dressed in tight designer jeans, expensive boots, and a tight black t-shirt with the word “Clout” embossed in biker font. The PI’s overall look was carefully considered— Butler was projecting metrosexual Sons of Anarchy.


We shook hands and Butler gave me a DVD, a burned copy of his Dr. Phil appearance.




[image: image]


Chris Butler poses in his office, next to his wall of TV detective photos. Photo by Sherry LaVars.


“You’re going to want to watch this,” Butler told me.


I could tell he expected me to be impressed, like he was doing my regional magazine a favor after dancing on the national stage with Dr. Phil McGraw.


Then again, our magazine has a lot of wealthy female readers, some of whom may have cheating husbands. A feature article would be a perfect way for Butler to drum up some new business to pay the bills.


Butler led me to the center of the office, where two women (real PI Moms!) were seated at a conference table. Two more Moms appeared from the back of the office and told Butler they were going out on a case. Carl Marino stayed near the front door, and sat down at his desk, presumably to get back to his own work, whatever that was.


I introduced myself to the two PI Moms at the conference table, Charmagne Peters and Denise Antoon, friendly fortysomethings who I recognized from the People magazine story.


Charmagne raved about a recent feature I had written about actor Will Forte, who grew up in the East Bay before making it big on Saturday Night Live. When Forte’s MacGruber movie was ready to hit multiplexes,



Diablo put him on the cover in an Indiana Jones jacket with copy reading, “Will Forte Blows Up.”


“It was a great article,” said Charmagne, who was in the same graduating high school class as Will Forte.


Denise, who lived in the East Bay burb of Dublin, had a BA in criminal justice and a law degree. She came to work for Butler after years as an expert jury selector. She had worked on the Scott Peterson case, one of California’s most sensational murder trials post-OJ.


Charmagne seemed to be the template of PI Mom transformation, from soccer mom to super sleuth. The mother of two lived in the affluent town of Orinda, and had previously been a client of Butler & Associates. Charmagne told me she had hired Butler to investigate her teenage nephew, a young man with psychological problems, who she believed was having paranoid delusions about being followed. The teenager’s behavior, as Charmagne described it, was so intense and erratic that his entire family was in a desperate panic.


Fortunately, Butler and the PI Moms had been able to prove that the nephew’s parallax view was askew. In the end, the nephew’s parents realized their kid was not being followed or phone-tapped, and that strong medication was the most effective way to make the black helicopters disappear.


Charmagne said she had been so impressed by Chris Butler and the PI Moms’ quality of work and concern for the young man, she decided to take the plunge and become an investigator. She came in a concerned client, and transformed into a grown-up Nancy Drew with a minivan.


As I was chatting with the moms, I noticed that Butler was reading and sending text messages rather than engaging in the conversation. Much later, I would discover that Butler was being pinged by Carl Marino, who was sitting just a few feet away.


When Butler wasn’t tapping texts to Marino, he was glancing at a panel of screens near Marino’s desk. The screens displayed closed-circuit feeds from several security cameras, including the one I had noticed above the front door.


I could see my car parked in the lot on one screen. A white Mercedes pulled into the adjacent spot. Butler saw the sedan as well, which prompted him to interrupt my conversation with Denise and Charmagne.




“Pete, I invited my client, who I described to you in the email, to come and meet you today and talk about her case,” Butler told me.


On one of the screens, we watched a woman step out of her Mercedes, walk to the front door, and buzz the bell. Carl Marino let her in.


Butler introduced me to Sharon the Client, a petite, pretty blonde in her early fifties. This was the woman he had described in the email. Sharon the Client was dressed fancy-casual. Her blouse was decorated with impressive, intricate beading, which matched her earrings. Her white jeans looked more Nordstrom than Old Navy.


Sharon the Client shook my hand and told me how much she enjoyed Diablo magazine before explaining why she was hiring the PI Moms. Sharon told me she was engaged to a man named Al, a fun guy who she met a few years after her longtime husband passed away unexpectedly. Sharon had been dipping her toe in the dating pool when she met Al during happy hour at a now-defunct cocktail lounge, Bing Crosby’s.


Al swept Sharon the Client off her feet, which she feared may have been too easy due to her naivety—she had been with her late husband since high school. Smooth-Talking Al quickly proposed, then moved into Sharon’s home in the affluent suburb of Lafayette.


Sharon told me that she had wanted her daughter, currently in high school, to enter college before getting married again, so no wedding date was set yet. As the engagement progressed, Sharon started to notice troubling behavior from her fiancé.


“Al takes these longs trips to the gym. He’s gone for hours and hours,” she told me, her voice quivering. “He came back once and I checked his gym bag, and his workout clothes were in there neatly folded like he hadn’t worked out at all.”


Butler chimed in a few words of tough-guy wisdom.


“In my experience, if you suspect there’s a problem, there probably is,” Butler said. “I’d say it’s true 95 percent of the time. That’s why we’ve been working with Sharon to help her with the situation. If her fiancé is fooling around, we will be able to help her get her ducks in a row.”


Sharon the Client began to cry. I felt badly for her. I had come to Butler’s office expecting to make some small talk with the PI Moms, and did not expect to witness a client baring her soul.


“I just need to know if something is going on,” Sharon the Client sniffled. “I need to know before I marry him.”




The PI Moms sprang into action. Charmagne grabbed a box of Kleenex while Denise asked Sharon if she would like a hug. Sharon the Client nodded sadly and dabbed at her tears with the tissue.


“I’m so glad they’re moms,” Sharon the Client told me softly. “They understand what I’m going through.”
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Two days later was Saturday, September 11: the day of the ride-along.


I returned to Butler’s office to tag along with Charmagne and Denise, and to find out if Smooth-Talking Al was up to no good. I was told to arrive at 11 AM  for some prep time, as the surveillance was scheduled to begin at high noon.


Butler, wearing another outfit of black t-shirt, jeans, and boots, was tinkering with a brightly painted Harley Davidson in the garage half of his warehouse space. Butler was irritated that one of the motorcycle’s mirrors was broken.


“Damn it,” Butler spat. “I loaned this to some law enforcement contacts to use for an undercover drug case. If they are going to break something, they need to fix it before they return it.”


I hadn’t noticed that the garage, adjacent to Unit J, was part of Butler’s office during my first visit. The garage was filled with tools, toys, and vehicles. Along with the motorcycle, there was a four-door Cadillac that Butler claimed was outfitted with a bunch of hidden cameras.


The garage also housed a pristine vintage Volkswagen Beetle, which Butler told me he wanted to sell for at least $30,000—because he had restored it to be an exact replica of “Herbie” in the 1968 Disney movie, The Love Bug.


After the tour, I met Charmagne and Denise in the parking lot. They were loading bottled waters and trail mix into a silver Honda minivan. Charmagne made an announcement before we piled into her van.


“Now, I know I’m being a mom here,” Charmagne said, “but if anyone needs to take a bathroom break, do it now. We could be stuck in the van for a while.”
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Butler’s office was in a nondescript warehouse facility in Concord, CA. Photo by Pete Crooks.


An hour later, I was camped out in the back of the minivan, on patrol with the PI Moms.


We were parked in a quiet, shaded neighborhood of million-dollar homes, waiting for Sharon the Client’s white Mercedes to drive past. Al’s MO was to head to the gym at noon every Saturday and, at two minutes past noon, the Mercedes appeared with Al behind the wheel. The car sped down a hill, and Charmagne started to follow in her minivan. The first light we hit turned red, and the Benz disappeared around a bend.


“Shit,” said Charmagne. “Don’t put this in your article,” she said and gunned the minivan through the red light. We caught up to the Mercedes, a mile up the road, and stayed one car length’s distance behind it, all the way to the parking lot of a 24 Hour Fitness club.


Al, dressed in a t-shirt and sweats, got out of the Mercedes and walked very slowly toward the gym. Denise scrambled into the back of the van with a video camera to record his casual stroll.




Al certainly appeared to be headed for a workout. And, given his ridiculously muscled physique, my guess was that Al spent considerable time lifting weights and taking steroids.


Al’s blond hair was crew cut, and he was considerably younger than the woman who started crying in front of me two days before. I silently hoped the surveillance would give Sharon the Client enough evidence to dump her fiancé; this guy had to be a gold digger. Al strutted into the gym.


“Now, we wait,” said Denise. “This might take awhile. Sometimes our day is spent sitting here, just staring at a door.”


Not this time. After fewer than ten minutes, Al came back outside, sporting Tommy Bahamas duds.


“Oh, don’t we look pretty,” said Charmagne. The game was on; we had a cheater in our sights. Denise trained the video camera at the possible lothario, and Al loped back to the Mercedes. He tossed his gym bag in the backseat, and drove away.


Charmagne fired up her van and slipped into traffic behind Sharon the Client’s Mercedes. We followed Al to a freeway, where he headed south toward the ritzy town of Danville, and its even ritzier gated community of Blackhawk. Having covered events in Blackhawk on many occasions, I asked the PI Moms what might happen if that was indeed where the Subject was headed, and we got stuck at a gate guarded by some surly security.


“The guards at the gate can be strict,” I told Charmagne. “If this dude is going to see someone in Blackhawk, he’ll get through the gate if he’s on the guest list. But we won’t.”


Charmagne saw my point, but mentioned that Butler had friends who worked Blackhawk security, so it should not be a problem. Still, she called Butler on her cell phone and told him that Al was wearing Tommy Bahamas and might be headed into the gated community.


Butler responded by biting Charmagne’s head off.


I could hear his voice coming through Charmagne’s phone, sounding like a furious adult’s in a Peanuts special, lecturing the PI Mom about the rules of surveillance.


“Has he driven into Blackhawk?” Butler asked Charmagne, who replied that Al had not yet entered the gated community.




“You know that your job is not to assume what he is going to do,” Butler barked. “Your job is to observe what he does do.”


Charmagne hung up the cell phone, looked at Denise, and rolled her eyes.


About a minute later, the Mercedes pulled up to the security gate at Blackhawk. The guard checked the guest list and let Al right through. We were the next car in line, and Charmagne pulled up to the guard station in the minivan.


“Good afternoon,” said the guard, holding the clipboarded guest list like a VIP nightclub bouncer. “Who are you here to see?”


Charmagne totally choked. “I, uh . . . Can we just turn around?” she asked. The guard nodded and waved a U-turn motion around his station.


We flipped the U, drove twenty yards away from Blackhawk, pulled off to the side of the road, and waited.


I questioned Butler’s “don’t assume, just observe” instructions, because my investigative instincts had been entirely prescient: Al had, in fact, gone into Blackhawk, and we were stuck outside the gate.


Now the Subject was out of sight, doing fuck knows what. And for who knows how long.


“If he’s hooking up at someone’s house, he could be in there for hours,” I said to Charmagne and Denise. “And if we’re out here, we won’t know what’s going on.”


But just a few minutes later, the white Mercedes appeared and rolled past the security guard, and then right past Charmagne’s minivan. As the car passed the van, I got a quick look through the passenger seat window. A female brunette, wearing giant Jackie O sunglasses, now accompanied Smooth-Talking Al.


Denise made a call to Chris Butler with a status update, so Butler could keep Sharon the Client informed of Al’s activities throughout the surveillance. Charmagne pulled her van back onto the road, and followed the Mercedes at a distance of one car length.


[image: image]


We trailed Al onto a northbound freeway; I started asking the PI Moms where they thought the muscle-headed horndog might be taking his



Mystery Date. I fired away questions like a pestering child—an overgrown Red Chief from the O. Henry story.


“Where do you think he is going?” I asked, “Does he have the nerve to take his side dish to downtown Walnut Creek, so close to his fiancée’s house? Does he even care if he gets seen with this woman?”


“We aren’t supposed to assume anything,” said Denise, parroting Butler. “Our job is simply to observe and report those observations.”


The Mercedes stayed on the freeway, passed Walnut Creek, and headed for the Benicia-Martinez Bridge. I had been right about Blackhawk, so I continued to make predictions.


“Looks like we’re going to wine country,” I predicted. “The way that guy was dressed, he’s taking his date up to Napa for a little tasting.”


“Never assume, just observe,” Charmagne and Denise repeated, in unison.


My prediction about Napa turned out to be dead-on, which made me wonder if I should open my own PI business.


Al and Mystery Date drove to the Napa Premium Outlets, a Diablo-friendly destination of designer discount stores. Al parked, got out of the Mercedes, and opened the door for his Mystery Date: a twentysomething, wearing a green dress that exposed copious cleavage.


“Are you getting this?” Charmagne asked her PI partner.


“Got it,” Denise acknowledged, pointing her large video camera through the windshield.


Al and Mystery Date kissed, right next to the Mercedes, confirming all the fears that caused Sharon the Client to start crying in front of me in Butler’s office.


“Got that as well,” said Denise, who videotaped the kiss, and kept the tape running as the couple walked arm in arm into a jewelry store that advertised 80 percent discounts.


After a few minutes, the couple came out of the discount jewelers, with Mystery Date carrying a purple gift bag. They strolled through the mall to the Coach store.


Charmagne called Butler to check in and confirm that Al was, in fact, a cheating douche bag. We had already logged nearly three hours of surveillance and prep time, and Sharon the Client had booked the minimum requirement of four hours, for a fee of somewhere around $1,000.




Since Al had obviously lied about spending the day at the gym, I assumed we would head back to the East Bay, let Sharon the Client see the video of her lunkhead fiancé on a date with a floozy, and let the poor lady pull the plug on the engagement.


But first I wanted some lunch. I had not eaten anything all day, and it was almost 3 PM. I was getting a headache and the smell of the vinyl seats in Charmagne’s minivan wasn’t helping.


Instead of instructing his PI Moms to head home (or to the nearest In-N-Out Burger), Butler said that Sharon the Client insisted we continue following her fiancé. Sharon had even approved a backup team of investigators to join the surveillance party. Charmagne told me the backup PIs were driving to Napa from their home in San Francisco.


“What the hell do you need another team for?” I asked the PI Moms. “You’ve got video of the guy out on a date. Case closed. Let’s get lunch.”


Charmagne and Denise told me Sharon the Client wanted more dirt, a demand that fell under the company’s customer-is-always-right policy. I suspected that the second team was a way for Butler to run up Sharon the Client’s bill, taking advantage of her emotional distress.


Minutes later, the backup team arrived, driving a newish Mustang GT. A couple got out of the muscle car, looking as if they were stepping out of a Guess ad. I recognized Carl Marino, the guy who had opened the door at Butler’s office two days before. He was with a slim brunette, who turned out to be his newlywed bride. Ilona Marino (née Gugan) had married Carl exactly two weeks prior to my ride-along. Chris Butler attended the wedding but the PI Moms did not.


Carl Marino approached the minivan. Charmagne showed Marino a picture of the man we had been following and described the brunette’s big tits. Marino barely glanced at the Subject’s photo, but did lean in the driver’s side window to look at me and give a cool-guy nod.


I thought Butler only hired moms, I thought to myself. What’s up with Mr. Macy’s Model?


The Marinos headed back to the Mustang and zoomed off into the afternoon. Then, Al and Mystery Date came out of the Coach store, carrying another gift bag. Al opened the door for his date and gave her another kiss, which Denise documented on video.


The couple drove down a Napa highway and pulled into the parking lot of a popular wine-country restaurant called Rutherford Grill. 



They parked and walked arm-in-arm toward the restaurant, stopping point-blank in front of Charmagne’s minivan to smooch some more, apparently unaware that the woman in the passenger seat was pointing a giant, handheld video camera at them. They sauntered into the restaurant.


I hoped Al and Mystery Date would have a long, leisurely lunch; at least long enough for me to order an appetizer.
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Once Al and Mystery Date entered the restaurant’s outdoor patio area, Charmagne, Denise, and I piled out of the minivan and stealthily followed the couple. Rutherford Grill was packed, and Al and Mystery Date had taken a spot at a patio table for quick service. There was a forty-five-minute wait in the restaurant, and the only open seats on the patio were at the same table, an eight-top, located right next to the bar.


“That sucks,” I said to Charmagne, nodding at the empty seats at their table. “I am starving.”


“They have no idea we’re watching them,” said Charmagne. “We do this kind of thing all the time.” She marched right over to the table and sat down with Al and Mystery Date. Denise and I joined her.


I sat down across from Mystery Date, smiled, and said hello. The midtwenties brunette reminded me of the actress Megan Fox—if Megan Fox’s entire right arm was a tattooed sleeve.


Charmagne sat down and put a large leather purse on the table. The purse had a cell phone case, which housed a small video camera, attached to its exterior. Since Al and Mystery Date were in a public place, it was legal to record video of them. Recording their conversation without permission, however, was illegal—a misdemeanor and a civil rights violation.


I was sitting so close to the couple that I could hear every groan-inducing line Al was trying.


Smooth-Talking Al: You look beautiful today. Did I tell you that already?


Mystery Date: You did. Ugh, I’m sweating.


Al: I’d like to lick all that sweat off of you.




Mystery Date: I’d like that, too. I want to go horseback riding tomorrow at my friend’s stables out past Tassajara.


Al: Is that near where we got that hotel room that time? That was a wild night.


Smooth. Talking. Al.


Al sipped a beer and Mystery Date ordered an appetizer of artichoke dip and a grilled artichoke entrée. Charmagne, Denise, and I ordered hamburgers and a Flintstones-sized plate of ribs, which we scarfed down as Al and Mystery Date flirted and lingered. We paid our check and hustled back to the minivan.


Al and Mystery Date came out a few minutes later, again stopping right in front of the van to kiss, then got into the Mercedes and drove to the acclaimed Peju winery off Highway 29. Charmagne called the Marinos and gave them the location.


Minutes later, the Marinos pulled the Mustang into the parking lot and went inside the winery. Charmagne, Denise, and I stayed in the van.


Al and Mystery Date were inside the tasting room for about an hour, during which time Charmagne received text messages from the Marinos, which she read aloud:


TEXT 1: Made contact with subject


TEXT 2: We r talking to them and taking pics 2gether


TEXT 3: They r drunk


TEXT 4: Just invited us back to their hotel!!


Charmagne called Butler again, who reported that Sharon the Client was furious and wanted to see her fiancé and Mystery Date for herself. Butler told Charmagne that he and Sharon were already en route, headed to Napa.


This struck me as an extraordinarily strange decision, as well as a complete contradiction to everything Butler told me about not confronting the cheater. The point of the infidelity surveillance was supposed to provide Sharon the Client with information that she could use to her advantage. There was no need to risk a potential confrontation with the emotional client, her horndog fiancé, and his much younger mistress.


“That’s a horrible idea,” I told the PI Moms, imagining a revenge-fueled climax from any of a thousand old noir movies. “What happens 



if she seems him with this younger woman and pulls a pearl-handled pistol out of her purse and starts shooting?”


Charmagne nodded, but said it was too late: Butler and Sharon the Client were on their way.


Denise fired up the video camera as Al, Mystery Date, and the Marinos came out of the winery. The foursome exchanged hugs and kisses before heading to their cars.


Al and Mystery Date appeared to be buzzed. Al groped at his date before opening the passenger door of the Mercedes.


“Get a room, you two!” yelled Carl Marino, across the parking lot.


“You know we have one!” Smooth-Talking Al yelled back, cackling.


Charmagne started up the minivan, and we pulled right behind Al and Mystery Date, who took advantage of every red light to make out. Al even campaigned for a blow job, clumsily pushing Mystery Date’s head down toward his lap before the light turned green.


Just south of Napa, the Mercedes pulled into the Holiday Inn Express. Charmagne parked across the street, and Denise videotaped the couple moving the shopping bags they had acquired from the Napa Premium Outlets into the trunk. Then Al and Mystery Date headed toward the hotel.


Butler and Sharon the Client arrived soon after, accompanied by a female intern from Butler & Associates. Butler approached Charmagne’s van and got an update about the gifts. Sharon was fuming and demanded to examine the trunk of the Mercedes.


“I want to see what he bought her,” screamed Sharon the Client. “I want to look in the trunk of my own fucking car!”


Denise suggested that Butler let his client check the trunk of her Benz. Butler had a better idea. Like a flag-football quarterback, he sketched out a plan on his palm, showing the team how he would drive away with Sharon the Client’s car. Sharon gave Butler her spare key, and Butler hustled over to the Mercedes and drove away.


The intern and Sharon the Client followed in Butler’s Chrysler 3000. Charmagne, Denise, and I trailed behind them in the minivan. The caravan pulled into a parking lot less than a mile down Highway 29.


Sharon the Client jumped out of Butler’s car, opened the trunk of her Mercedes, and found an empty jewelry box and a Coach bag. She went from furious to heartbroken, shrieked through tears, then collapsed into the spacious trunk. Butler and the Moms tried to comfort her.




Awkward.


I excused myself and headed for a Starbucks in the shopping center.
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As I waited in line at the coffee shop, I tried to evaluate what I had just witnessed.


Sharon the Client now knew that her fiancé had been lying to her. She had to imagine that Al and Mystery Date were, at that very moment, gleefully sportfucking at the Holiday Inn Express, just a few hundred yards up the highway.


That couldn’t feel very good.


But what really confused me was Butler’s plan to take the Mercedes and leave Al and Mystery Date without a ride back to the East Bay. What was Al going to do when he came out of the hotel and realized the car was missing? Would he report it stolen? If so, would he say it was stolen from wine country, or from the East Bay, where he was supposed to be working out this entire time? So many plot holes!


A more serious concern was how Al would react if he realized he had been set up by his fiancée. My eyeball estimate of the guy was that he was a steroid user. Once he realized she had him followed—and humiliated him in front of his mistress with the stolen car snafu—who’s to say he wouldn’t blow up with ‘roid rage and bash in her head with a barbell?


I suspended this internal Q&A when the barista announced that my latte was ready. I walked back to the parking lot where Butler and the PI Moms—and a somewhat subdued Sharon the Client—were waiting for me.
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While this melodrama was unfolding, Carl and Ilona Marino were returning Chris Butler’s black Mustang GT to the parking lot of Butler’s office back in Concord. The Mustang was one of Butler’s favorite toys, tricked out by a ton of horsepower, racing stripes, hood locks, and a killer stereo full of hard-rock music.


Butler had purchased the vehicle with the investment capital of a former client. In fact, with the savings of the woman who originally 



came up with the concept of “PI Moms,” i.e., caring, sympathetic, and savvy women who could help keep other women from being exploited by manipulative men.


Butler had the Marinos drive the Mustang up to Napa that day not because Sharon the Client needed a second team of investigators, but because he wanted the couple to be featured in the Diablo article. Carl Marino clearly wanted to get some press for his part in the ride-along, as demonstrated by the texts he had sent to Butler throughout the day:


TEXT 1: Hope Charmagne is talking us up . . . Ilona had her game face on.


TEXT 2: It was a good day. Talk us up. [image: image]


TEXT 3: I officially love that car.


I would find out much later that Butler and Marino hoped that once the PI Moms show was a hit on Lifetime, they could spin off a series featuring Carl and Ilona opening a satellite private investigations office in Los Angeles, this one staffed by hungry actors instead of soccer moms. The actors would go to auditions by day and work cases at night.


Butler and Marino imagined that the show would be called The Real Mr. and Mrs. Smith, a riff on the hit action movie starring real-life couple-to-be Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie. At Carl and Ilona’s wedding two weeks before my ride-along, the couple made sure Butler was seated next to a young filmmaker who had cast Carl in his first acting role, a low-budget thriller called Sedona’s Rule. Butler spent the wedding dinner pitching the filmmaker about shooting The Real Mr. and Mrs. Smith pilot.
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Back in wine country, Chris Butler gave instructions to his team about how the last hour of my ride-along would play out. He said he would drive Sharon the Client back to her home and make sure she was emotionally stable after the day’s traumatic revelations.


He instructed the PI Moms to take the minivan back to his office and upload all the video information to his office hard drive. He also told his 



intern, Tracy, to drive his Chrysler 3000 back to the office, and all three women to await his return for a debriefing on the day’s events.


I was free to go back to business as usual, after being adhered to Charmagne’s vinyl minivan seat for nearly ten hours. That Saturday night, business as usual meant taking society pictures at a fundraiser for a local nonprofit, the Ruth Bancroft Dry Gardens of Walnut Creek.


I told Butler I would check in with him again soon about the story.


As exciting as the ride-along had been, I still needed information about the Lifetime show, including an airdate so Diablo could schedule the story. I was curious about what kind of logistics and infrastructure would be required to film the wild events I had witnessed for a reality show.


Charmagne drove me and Denise back to the office. When we parked in front of Unit J, part of me was sorry to have the adventure come to an end. I had enjoyed the PI Moms’ company and stories all day long, as weird and wild as the experience had been.


When we reached Butler’s warehouse, Charmagne rigged up the hidden purse camera to a monitor so we could watch a bit of the footage shot at Rutherford Grill, which did not seem quite as a lurid without the talk of sweat-licking and horseback riding and hotel room hookups.


“It’s too bad you didn’t get video of him coming out and seeing that the car was gone,” I said to Charmagne and Denise. “That would have been the money shot.”
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The Dr. Phil Sizzle Reel


IF THERE WAS ONE MEDIA APPEARANCE, more than any other, that helped land a reality show deal for Butler, it was Dr. Phil.


The Dr. Phil episode featuring Butler and the PI Moms aired in June 2010, and the program served as a sensational sizzle reel for Butler’s business—which is exactly why he handed me a burned copy of the show when I visited his office to begin reporting this story.


I went home that night and popped the disc in to watch with my wife, Tamara, and my father-in-law, Jaap. “That’s the private investigator I met today,” I told my family, seeing Butler on screen with Dr. Phil McGraw. “He’s a really interesting guy.”


Dr. Phil introduced the PI Moms to his viewers as “gun-packing, hard-hitting, undercover PIs,” then paused for an applause break. The studio audience ate it up.


Butler was in fine form on Dr. Phil. The PI was cool and authoritative, talking about his intense six-month training program that all PI Moms had to endure before going out into the field.


“We hit them with everything during that six-month period,” Butler claimed. “If they don’t make it, they wash out. And the wash-out rate is very high.”




Charmagne and Denise, and a third PI named Michelle Allen, all sat on stage with Butler and Dr. Phil, talking about their busy lives, balancing their kids’ baseball practices with bad guy surveillance details.


“We are cross-trained in everything,” Charmagne claimed. “One of the assets of being a mom is that we are multitaskers. We always have our heads above water.”


Dr. Phil also sent cameras to Concord to film the PI Moms taking a self-defense training class at the UFC Gym. The footage screamed: Gun-packing! Hard-Hitting! Undercover Moms!


“I think this is really interesting!” a grinning Dr. Phil told his audience before tossing to a commercial.
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The bulk of the hour-long episode featured Butler and the PI Moms on the case, or, catching men being naughty. There were three cases featured: an infidelity surveillance, a business scam setup, and a hidden camera sting.


In the first case, Butler described sending a team of investigators off to Hawaii, at the behest of the client, to see what her husband would do if tempted with some cheater elixir. Butler produced video evidence of the husband (whose image was fogged) kissing a blonde decoy named Sharon Taylor, who would later be cast on the PI Moms show.


Butler’s client appeared as well, wearing a wig, and told Dr. Phil how upset she had been when she first saw the footage.


“I needed to know that it wasn’t just in my head,” said the client, “Laura.” “He wasn’t just cheating on me; he was cheating on his kids. He was cheating on all of us.”


The second case sent the PI Moms chasing after an unlicensed private investigator who had been advertising services on Craigslist. The Moms met with the man outside a Starbucks and got him to offer surveillance work, which is against the law to do in California without a state-issued PI license. As soon as the PI Mom handed over a check for $1,500, Butler appeared with a local police officer. The Dr. Phil camera crews filmed the unlicensed PI being issued a citation and receiving a lecture from Butler about the rules of private investigation.




“You’ve committed a misdemeanor,” Butler told the unlicensed PI, who looked dumbfounded. “Had you lied, and said you had a license, you would have committed a felony.”


The unlicensed PI turned out to be a former high-tech worker who had been downsized during the recession. He had been unemployed for a full year and was grasping at straws for income. He claimed he had no idea he had been breaking any laws by offering PI services without a license.


“That’s in violation of state law, ‘cuz you gotta have a license and there’s gotta be something like six thousand hours of supervised training (to be a licensed investigator),” Dr. Phil told his audience. “There’s a lot that goes into this, so we don’t have a bunch of untrained yay-hoos getting in trouble, or doing something they shouldn’t be doing.”


Dr. Phil had a good point.


The show’s final case was the most interesting, or at least, the most titillating. Butler told Dr. Phil that a biotech company had hired him to see where a certain employee was spending his lunch hours. Butler had obtained a copy of the employee’s cell phone records and found a phone number that also showed up in the “erotic services” section of Craigslist.


Then, Butler sent an undercover male decoy—carrying a hidden camera briefcase—to get an erotic service massage at a hotel in San Ramon. As soon as the masseuse touched the decoy’s dick, she was officially a prostitute, which would apparently have been valuable information to the biotech company that had hired Butler & Associates.


This case provoked giggles from the Dr. Phil studio audience, but confused my father-in-law, who is Dutch, and believes prostitution and drugs should be legal.


“I don’t understand why they are investigating the prostitute,” said my father-in-law. “She’s just doing her job. They were hired to investigate the biotech employee.”


Jaap had a good point.


The show’s final segment featured Chuck Latting, the retired FBI agent and former Marine captain who had handed over his private investigation business to Butler in the late 1990s. Latting was presented as an advisor to the investigators, and he often teleconference with the PI Moms about cases.




Dr. Phil showed video of such a call, with Latting’s disembodied voice coming through a speakerphone as the PI Moms sat around a conference table, beaming.


“Hey, Charlie!” the PI Moms said to the speakerphone. Just like on Charlie’s Angels! Cue studio audience applause.


As the episode ended, Dr. Phil gave a shout-out to Butler’s contact information on his website, DrPhil.com, so any of the millions of viewers watching the syndicated show could learn more about the PI Moms and their fearless leader.


The Dr. Phil episode was a perfect PI Moms sizzle reel, served up on a syndicated silver platter. Within a few weeks, Butler had his coveted reality show deal.
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The Dr. Phil episode wasn’t Butler’s first sizzle reel.
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