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Chapter One

Monday Morning

 


Hollis Morgan, senior probate
attorney. It had a nice ring to it.

She turned on the lights in George Ravel’s
office and placed her box of personal items on the credenza under
the window that overlooked San Francisco Bay. No, not George’s
office; it was her office now. She could feel the smile of
accomplishment play on her lips. She’d earned it. George had been
gone for almost three months, but he’d made sure that she, as his
protégée, would move up into his spot on the status pole of Dodson,
Dodson and Doyle, or Triple D, as its employees referred to
it.

Even with the sun barely peeking over the
Berkeley hills, from her position on the Seventh Floor, she could
see the East Bay Bridge toll plaza already backing up with
commuters slowly edging into San Francisco. She was glad she worked
in the East Bay.

If there had been any internal political angst
over her promotion to senior attorney after only a year as an
associate, she hadn’t picked up on it. Everyone seemed unfazed. But
then, with George gone, she was the only probate attorney in the
firm. Triple D was a well-established law firm in downtown Oakland.
Small in size, it specialized in nurturing its clients and caring
for their every legal need.

“Want some help?” offered Tiffany,
receptionist and all-around ace employee. She stood in the doorway,
carrying an armful of law books. Though wearing a sleeveless,
charcoal-gray dress and pearls, she had blonde,
high-school-cheerleader looks that belied a sharp, intuitive
mind.

Hollis looked up and smiled. “Yes, thank you.”
She brushed a lock of thick auburn hair out of her eyes. “You’re
here early.”

She rubbed at a patch of dust on her black wool
pants. Though no match for Tiffany’s tall, shapely frame, Hollis at
five-foot-three could hold her own in the looks department. Still,
fashion was not her forte.

Tiffany put the books on the floor in the
corner of the office. “Like I said, I came to help. I woke up early
and couldn’t get back to sleep, and I knew you’d be here.” She
looked around the room. “It doesn’t take long for an office to take
on the character of its new occupant, does it? Pretty soon we’ll be
betting each other over whether we can remember who occupied the
office before you.” She sighed.

Hollis frowned at the receptionist’s dismal
expression. “You okay?”

Tiffany looked puzzled. “What? Oh, yeah …
yeah, I’m fine.” She turned back onto the hallway. “Come on, let’s
keep going. You’ve got a busy day.”

Hollis fell in step behind her, and for the
next thirty minutes they spoke little as they shuttled boxes back
and forth from her old office. She paused a moment, remembering the
first day she came to Triple D as a paralegal. After serving
eighteen months in prison, she was distrustful of the system that
put her there, and yet she had wanted nothing more than to finish
law school and get her life back. Triple D and the Fallen Angels
had been her rescue.

She smiled to herself. Once a Fallen Angel,
always a Fallen Angel. She, Rena, Gene, Richard, and Michael
comprised the Fallen Angels Book Club. The group was more than just
a book club, it had been a lifesaver for all involved. The name
said it all: they had fallen—flouting the rules of law-abiding
society—been punished, and were now white-collar ex-felons. They’d
overcome society’s stigma as well as their own guilt to redeem
themselves and earn a second chance. It still surprised her that
after several years, the club was still going strong. They’d
skipped meeting this month, only because the majority couldn’t make
it. But the members had already chosen the next book for
discussion. Hollis was looking forward to getting
together.

The phone rang, and Tiffany dashed out into the
lobby to answer. Hollis went back to arranging files in the
cabinet.

“Hollis,” Tiffany called from her
desk, “it’s for you. I put the call through to your line. That
blinking light is yours.” Hollis picked up the phone.

“Ms. Morgan,” she heard, “this is
Odelia Larson. I work for Matthias Bell as his personal secretary.”
The voice was stern and clipped.

“Yes, Odelia, I recognize your
voice.” Hollis smiled to herself. Odelia Larson refused to give up
the formality of using her full name, even though they had met
several times. Odelia insisted on calling her “Ms. Morgan,” and
feeling contrary, Hollis insisted on calling Odelia Larson,
“Odelia.”

“I called to inform you that Mr.
Bell passed away on Saturday.”

“Oh.” Hollis leaned back in her
chair. “What happened?”

“It was a heart attack; he went into
the hospital on Saturday afternoon. It … it didn’t take long.”
Odelia lowered her voice. “I have the death certificate from the
hospital. What time can we expect you?”

“Pardon me, expect me for
what?”

Odelia hesitated, and for the first time since
Hollis had known her, she seemed uncertain how to
proceed.

“He … he left a note for you.
Well, not for you. He left a note for me to tell you where to find
his instructions for carrying out his … his
wishes.”

Her words were halting. She took in a full gulp
of air.

Hollis glanced at the wall clock. “I can be
there at eleven. Does that work for you?”

“Yes, yes, that will be
fine.”

Hollis’ brow wrinkled. Matthias Bell wasn’t one
of her favorite people. She’d inherited him from Avery Mitchell, a
senior attorney she’d been assigned to when she first came to work
at Triple D. He’d been passed on to George Ravel when Avery left,
and now, she realized, he was her client. As a paralegal, she’d met
Bell a few times. His secretive manner had amused her but irritated
her bosses. She’d only spoken with him briefly since she’d become
an attorney, and that was to prepare an amendment to his trust.
He’d been transferring a small parcel of real estate, but he’d
bombarded her with questions filled with such suspicion, it was
only after she reminded him that he’d come to her that he backed
down. The last time she’d seen him was almost two years
ago.

Within a few minutes, Hollis was able to pick
over the moving boxes and locate his client folder. Matthias Bell
was eighty-four years old. He was a wealthy man as a result of a
modest inheritance from his parents, who both died when he was
forty. Successful investments, since they appeared to have given
him the financial security and cushion to own a mini-mansion in San
Francisco. Then there was a condo in Chicago, a house in the
Caymans, a small yacht, and miscellaneous land holdings scattered
throughout the states. He wasn’t frail, but his history of a bad
heart had slowed him down, and lately he’d mostly stayed at
home.

She flipped through the file to the pages of
the trust. It wasn’t a complicated document. Bell left the bulk of
his estate to his remaining relatives, a much younger sister in
Iowa, and a niece who resided in the Bay Area.

She noticed the time in the Midwest and pulled
out the contact sheet to get in touch with his sister. After
several rings, a woman picked up.

Gloria Bell Haver’s response to her brother’s
death was cool.

“Matt and I weren’t close. I haven’t
seen him in … gee, I guess ten years. His heart, huh? It was
never good.” There was a rustle of what sounded like the newspaper.
“Fortunately, I have my own money, because I would hate to have to
count on him. Is there a lot of paperwork? Can my attorney handle
things?”

Hollis was used to all types of beneficiary
responses, and while Bell’s sister seemed more callous than most,
she wasn’t shocked.

“Absolutely,” she said, “Give me
their contact information and I’ll work through them.” Hollis
paused, then asked, “And the funeral arrangements?”

“Damn, that’s right,” Haver
muttered, and then said, “I’m supposed to visit friends in the
Bahamas day after tomorrow. I can’t change my plans now. Like I
said, Matthias and I were not close. We didn’t get along well, and
if you knew him at all, you’d know he hated hypocrites. Let me get
you my lawyer’s name.” She put the phone down.

A moment later, she came back on the line and
read off the information. “Er, can attorneys set up
funerals?”

Hollis shook her head in amazement. “I’m sure
your attorney can handle things. What about your
daughter?”

“Yes, I should tell my daughter,
Constance. I think she had a marginal relationship with her uncle,
formed by their mutual love of money. But I doubt she’ll want to be
bothered with a funeral, either. Is there anything
else?”

“Nope,” Hollis said. “I can take it
from here. Just have a nice trip.”

She turned back to Bell’s file, adding notes
from her conversation with his sister and the phone number of
Haver’s attorney. She’d picked up the phone to call when her phone
rang in her hand.

It was Odelia.

“Ms. Morgan, I’m … I’m sorry to
bother you again. I know you said eleven o’clock but …
but ….”

“Odelia, what is it? What’s the
matter?” Hollis urged.

“Can you come
now?”

 


 



Chapter Two

Monday Afternoon

 


The Bell mansion—because as
Hollis stood in front of its wrought-iron gate, she could not think
of it as a house—was located in San Francisco’s Pacific
Heights District. She’d only been there once before to drop off
papers for his signature. The tall, narrow, white-stone edifice had
surprisingly few windows. The ones that did open onto the street
were covered in dark drapes. The residence stood as the man had,
aloof and overbearing. Its landscaping might have been the work of
a still-life painter—pruned and contrived.

Hollis paused to steel herself and rang the
bell.

Odelia immediately opened the door.

“Ms. Morgan,” the older woman said,
“thank you for coming so quickly.” She pointed her to a large
living room to the right of the oversized entry.

Odelia Larson had aged well. From Bell’s file,
Hollis knew her to be in her late sixties. She had let her hair go
totally gray, but it was cut in a modern style and complemented her
blue eyes. Medium height, she always stood as if at attention.
Hollis had never seen her in a relaxed slouch.

They entered the tastefully furnished,
rose-colored living room. Its high ceilings were encircled with
white molding, where small cherubs cavorted among grapes on twisted
vines. It was a large room with an oversized marble fireplace. A
huge portrait of an imperious-looking man dressed like an
eighteenth-century lord stared out into the room. Her former boss,
Avery Mitchell, had told her that it was Bell’s father, who died in
1950.

She’d stopped in the doorway when she spotted a
young man sitting in a chair in the corner. Hollis turned to Odelia
with a questioning look.

“Oh, Ms. Morgan,” Odelia said, “this
is a reporter from the San Lucian Daily. He came after I
spoke with you, and honestly,” her voice dropped to a whisper,
“he’s been snooping around here for a story, and I didn’t know what
to do with him. Could you …?”

Hollis looked closely at the man, dressed in
jeans, a white polo shirt, and a black linen sports coat. He
appeared to be in his thirties, with thinning brown hair gelled
into short spikes on the top of his head. He stood.

“Hi,” he said, “my name is Kip
Lyles. I’m a reporter for the Daily. I was in the emergency
room when they brought Bell in, and I heard about his death.” He
came toward her with his hand outstretched. “Are you his
attorney?”

Hollis shook his hand. “I didn’t know the
Daily was so on top of things. My name is Hollis Morgan, and
yes, I’m Bell’s probate attorney. Why are you here?”

He chuckled. “I’m the only reporter for the
Daily. Mike Piper is the new editor. He was hired after Tony
Nyland retired. Fortunately, I’m a trust fund baby, and I can
afford to work for a small-town paper.”

She waited without speaking for him to finish.
He had said a lot without answering her question. He eventually
caught on.

“Oh, I’m here to get background.
Matthias Bell was a prominent citizen.”

Hollis smothered a snicker. The Daily
was four print pages long, with slightly longer online news
content. In fact, it wasn’t a daily, and hadn’t been since the
recession. It came out once a week on Wednesdays. They kept the
name Daily on their masthead because they claimed to be on
top of the news every day. She could imagine that Bell’s death on
their front page would be the equivalent of the collapsing of the
upper deck of the Bay Bridge during the Loma Prieta
Earthquake.

“Well, Mr. Lyles—”

“Kip.”

“Well, Kip, I’m not sure what kind
of background you’re looking for. He died of a heart attack, and he
was eighty-four years old. He’s survived by a sister and niece. The
rest of his life and business story you can probably Google.”
Hollis spoke with a little impatience. She was ready to move
on.

“Okay.” He nodded. “How large is his
estate? Did he own a lot of assets? How did he make his money?” He
grinned. “See, if I’m going to do a story, I have to get it in by
tonight to make the Wednesday issue.”

Hollis glanced at Odelia, so pale she might
have been on the verge of a heart attack. Hollis walked over to her
and led her to a nearby chair. She sat and gave Hollis a grateful
look.

“I think you and I should speak
later,” Hollis said to the reporter. “Ms. Larson was a long-time
employee, and this is a shock for her. I’m sure you understand.”
She led him firmly by his elbow out into the vestibule and gave him
her business card. “Call my office tomorrow and make an appointment
for us to talk.” She didn’t want to take the time for a meeting, so
a call would be the compromise.

He took the obvious hint and let himself out
the front door. Hollis saw him get into his Toyota and drive away.
Taking a breath, she returned to the living room, where Odelia was
staring off into space.

Hollis looked around. She had never been past
the first floor. “Odelia, there will need to be a formal appraisal.
How large is the house?”

“What?” Odelia broke out of her
reverie. “Oh, there are twenty-seven rooms,” she replied. “And
besides me, there is a full-time cook and a housekeeper. That’s one
reason it was important for you to come as soon as possible. I
wasn’t counting on that young man being here. He’s been a
pest.”

“He’s gone. I’m meeting with him
later. And Odelia, I’ve already met the other staff.”

In fact, she’d enjoyed the other staff much
more than she had Odelia. Angie, the cook, was from the South and
served the best shrimp and grits Hollis had ever tasted. During her
last visit, while she waited for Bell to finish a call so they
could continue their meeting, Angie hadn’t minded Hollis’ visit to
the kitchen. The cook had chatted amiably and let her sample a
bread pudding that must have been delivered from heaven.

Hollis took the chair next to an end table and
closest to a window that provided the single source of light. “I
have to admit, I’m curious. What’s the urgency?”

Odelia Larson slipped her hand into a pocket in
her skirt and retrieved a beige envelope. She offered it to Hollis,
who could see her firm’s name on it. But before Hollis could take
possession, Odelia pulled it back.

“Wait, before you read it, let me
explain the circumstances under which I’m presenting it to
you.”

The familiar note of formality in Odelia’s
voice caused Hollis to resist her mounting impatience. She lowered
her outstretched hand.

“All right, what is it you’re
supposed to tell me?”

Odelia straightened up to her full height. Even
seated, she towered over Hollis.

“Mr. Bell was a very precise man. He
could be demanding, but he was fair. He required the upmost loyalty
and—”

“Odelia, I knew Matthias Bell. He
left instructions with us years ago in the event of his death.”
Hollis patted her briefcase. “What are these other circumstances
you need to tell me about?”

She sighed. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry for
drifting, but this has all come so sudden, and Mr. Bell wanted you
to be contacted immediately in the case of … in the case of
his death. Of course, you would have your own instructions.” She
held the letter in her lap. “We … the staff don’t know where
we stand. I mean what provisions were actually made to ….
Well, Mr. Bell always assured me that we would be taken care of,
but—”

“I think I understand your
concerns.” Hollis leaned back in her seat and counted to five
before she spoke. “Perhaps if you could just give me his note, I
could reassure you there is no need to worry.” She pointed to the
letter.

Odelia nodded, ignoring Hollis’ hand. “Yes,
yes, I’m being silly.” She straightened her shoulders. “First, I
will show you to the library, where you can read this letter
containing his instructions and where you will be directed to the
location of a box. Oh, and Mr. Bell wanted me to assure you that I
have no information whatsoever to provide about his instructions.
In fact, once you have been given his directions, I will be going
home, and in a few weeks, I’m going to visit with my daughter and
son-in-law in Chicago. The other staff members have also been
informed and are prepared to leave immediately. So … there it
is.”

Her trembling hand still gripped the letter.
They both rose and Odelia led her to an adjacent room, the
library.

“I’ll leave you to read it alone.
But I’ll be close by,” Odelia said. One hand held the doorknob; the
other held out the envelope.

It was all Hollis could do not to snatch the
letter out of her hand.

“Thank you, I shouldn’t be
long.”

Odelia bowed her head and backed out of the
room, shutting the door with a loud click.

Hollis took a typewritten sheet out of her
briefcase and placed it in front of her. She quickly read through
Bell’s original instructions for the second time; they were fairly
straightforward. Then she reached for the most recent envelope and
pulled out two sheets of paper, covered in Bell’s almost
unintelligible handwriting.

 


November 3, 2014

 


Dear Ms. Morgan,

I’m not sure when you will be reading this
letter. Years, months, or days from now. It is ironic that I must
rely on a young female attorney to settle my affairs and put things
right. You see, I find working with ambitious females distasteful,
but here you are. To your credit, had we been given enough time to
know each other properly, I think I might have liked you. I like
straightforward people, male or female. And more importantly, I
find you trustworthy. But enough of this preface. Let me get to the
substance of my instructions.

 


Hollis looked up and shook her head. Bell had
chosen his words deliberately to taunt her. She went back to
reading.

 


Miss Larson has been told to take you to my
library. Tell her to leave. Go to my desk’s lowest drawer and reach
in the back for a black velvet box. Use the key your firm was
holding for me to open it. Inside you will find three blank
severance checks. Fill in the amounts for each person as shown on
the yellow card at the bottom of the box and distribute them to my
staff with my best wishes.

Also, I owe a special gift of gratitude to the
Cornerstone Church in Daly City. Upon my death, provide them with a
generous check. I will leave the amount to your
discretion.

Now, as to my further instruction, I do not
intend to explain the rationale for my behavior. Your role is to
simply follow my directions. When the house is empty of staff, take
the key and go to the safe located behind my father’s portrait in
the living room. Use the combination in the bottom of this box.
Inside the safe you will find a metal box. Use the key to open it.
Inside are four large envelopes. Each envelope contains a contact
sheet. You are to return the contents of the envelope to the party
indicated. In some cases, there may be a need to disperse cash, in
which case, as I’ve stated in my trust, use the proceeds from my
estate to settle any demands you deem appropriate.

I’m tired of writing. So, I must leave you on
your own to follow my instructions. If you make a mess of things,
then the joke is on me.

 


M.M.B

 


Hollis raised her eyebrows at the abrupt
ending, but she supposed there was little more for him to say. She
was mildly surprised at his bequeath to a church, since he’d always
ranted about the uselessness of religion, but it wasn’t unusual for
the elderly to cover all their bases.

If not for Bell’s advanced legal directive
giving Odelia Larson the authority to provide any miscellaneous
communications in the event of his demise, she would have
questioned the letter. But it was no wonder he and Odelia got along
so well; they both had the same off-putting personalities and tone.
Fortunately, her intuition had told her to bring Bell’s key with
her. She took a small manila envelope out of her briefcase and
shook its contents, a flat gold key, into her hand.

She glanced at the summary page that she’d
retrieved from Bell’s trust files, which was pretty standard. It
required her to ask staff for their keys to the house, then to make
sure that it, and its contents, were readied for sale as soon as
deemed feasible. As executors, Triple D was to liquidate his assets
for distribution to his beneficiaries.

It didn’t take long to retrieve the black
velvet box. It lay on top of a stack of correspondence at the front
of the drawer. She located the blank checks. They were already
written out; all she had to do was date them. Opening the door to
the hallway, she found Odelia sitting thin-lipped and prim in a
hall chair. She stood as Hollis walked over.

“Odelia,” Hollis said, “when did you
say Mr. Bell gave you this letter for me? It’s dated some years
ago.”

Odelia Larson’s brow wrinkled. “Yes, well,
that’s when he entrusted it to me for safekeeping.” She pursed her
lips in thought. “Let me see, it was before he left for New
York … or was it after? No, it was before. I remember because
we were having the carpets cleaned so it was in the spring. So a
few …. No, it wasn’t then. I’m sorry, Ms. Morgan, this has me
all flustered. He just told me to give it to you in the event of
his death, so I did.”

Hollis counted to ten before speaking. “Had he
been ill? The tone of his letter seems to anticipate some health
issue.”

“No,” she said, “I don’t think so.
Although you know Mr. Bell was a very private man, and while he
counted on me tremendously, he may have kept something like his
health to himself.”

Hollis nodded in agreement. Bell was not one to
express any personal feelings, and the state of his health would
likely never be shared.

“Odelia, Mr. Bell left a severance
check for you.” Hollis handed over the six-figure check. “He wanted
me to thank you for your many years of loyal service and to give
you his best wishes.” She added the latter, thinking it would be a
nice touch.

Hollis noticed Odelia’s stern expression and
thin, pressed lips.

“He told me he’d made provisions for
us.” She reached for the check but hardly looked at it. A rush of
red climbed up her neck. “A hundred thousand dollars …
I … I don’t know what to say.”

Hollis smiled. “I can imagine his generosity
has caught you off guard.”

“What?” Odelia’s head jerked up, and
she snapped, “No, you’ve got it wrong. He owed me close to a
quarter million. He promised me. He said he would set me up in a
house in Daly City.” She waved the check in front of Hollis’ face.
“He owed me.”

Oh, great.

Hollis’ brain scrambled to come up with a
proper response, but she could only mumble, “I’m sorry, but this is
all I have for you.”

Odelia took a giant step into Hollis’ personal
space. “You’re a lawyer, right? Well, I can get a lawyer, too.” She
pulled the sweater she was wearing over her chest. “I’m leaving, so
you’re on your own.”

She started down the hallway.

Hollis grimaced. “Er, Odelia … Mrs.
Larson, according to the instructions Mr. Bell left for us, I must
ask you and the rest of the staff to turn in your keys immediately.
He wants us to put the house on the market right away. I’ll need
your keys before you go. All your keys, please.”

 


Hollis wandered around the room, waiting for
Odelia to return. A short time later she did, carting two small
boxes of personal items. Then she abruptly left, tossing her keys
on the hallway carpet. Hollis was on guard with the remaining
distribution of the checks. Fortunately, the other staff had
already packed their things. Angie was tearfully pleased and the
housekeeper appeared to be satisfied. There was no problem
collecting their keys.

“I can tell you why Mrs. Larson’s
upset,” Angie said in response to Hollis’ question about Odelia’s
reaction. “She called herself a professional, and we were the
workers.” She chuckled, “I guess she’s been humbled.”

After waving goodbye, Hollis glanced at her
phone for the time. She had a three o’clock conference call and
about forty minutes to make it back to the office. She went into
the living room and quickly realized that she would need a small
ladder in order to reach behind the portrait over the
fireplace.

The things I do for clients.

She found a stool in the kitchen pantry and
carried it into the living room. Climbing to the top step, she
could only reach the bottom of the portrait frame. She tugged; it
was stuck.

Pulling from both sides of the frame, she still
couldn’t get it to give way. She slid the stool to the opposite end
and repeated her effort.

It wouldn’t budge.

More than a little frustrated, Hollis knew she
would need a ladder or a taller person to help. She gathered her
purse, locked up the house, and headed back to the
office.

 


An hour later, when Hollis pulled into her
parking spot in Triple D’s garage, she was pretty much over her
meeting with Odelia Larson. The day was almost gone, and she tried
not to think of the cases sitting in her basket. When she reached
Triple D’s lobby, she leaned over the reception counter and spoke
to Tiffany.

“Can you come with me on an errand
tomorrow?” Hollis asked. “Penny is at paralegal training, and
you’re the only one here I can think of who might be able to help
me.”

Tiffany turned her head to the right and to the
left. “Are you asking me for help, Hollis?”

Hollis smiled. “Yes, I’ll explain later. I’m
almost late for a conference call, but I was hoping tomorrow
morning you would come back with me to the Matthias Bell estate.
Bell was a difficult man and evidently he went to a great deal of
trouble to put several envelopes in a safe over the fireplace. But
I can’t reach it since I’m height-challenged.” She put a wide clown
grin on her face. “But you’re five feet eight.”

The receptionist mustered a weak smile and said
in a low tone, “Sure, I don’t mind. I’ll get one of the interns to
cover the front desk.”

Hollis’ eyes narrowed. “What’s the matter? You
don’t have to, you know. You’ve been asking if I could find
something different for you to do, and I thought you might like to
see what my world looks like. I should be able to get one of the
guys to come. I’d ask Vince, but he took two days off to finish his
finals.”

“I said I would do it.” Tiffany
waved her hand and almost knocked over her Starbucks Venti,
catching it mid-fall before losing too much of its contents over
her desk. She quickly snatched up a few napkins and contained the
spill. Her cheeks turned red.

“Tiffany, you haven’t been yourself
lately. Come on, tell me, what’s going on?”

Tiffany looked up and opened her mouth as if
about to speak, but she closed it again and shook her
head.

“Maybe later, but not right now.”
Her voice stronger, she glanced at the lobby clock. “You’d better
get to your office. You’re going to be late for your conference
call.”

 


 



Chapter Three

Tuesday

 


The next morning Tiffany
couldn’t get anyone to sit in for her at the reception desk until
nine. Hollis was eager to start out sooner, but she used the time
to put a couple of files on Penny’s desk for processing. At a few
minutes before nine, she was getting ready to leave when her phone
buzzed.

“Hollis,” Tiffany said, “a Mr. Lyles
is here. He said he doesn’t have an appointment, but he just wanted
to pop in.”

Hollis was amused by the irritation in
Tiffany’s voice. The receptionist hated clients who “popped” in to
see their attorneys.

“I’ll speak with him in the lobby,”
she said and then added, “I’m ready to go. We’ll leave as soon as I
finish with Mr. Lyles.”

Hollis grabbed her briefcase and purse and
strode to the lobby. Lyles leaned over Tiffany’s desk.

“Mr. Lyles,” she said pointedly,
shifting her briefcase to her left hand so she could shake his with
her right, “you must have X-ray vision. I just came into the office
for a few minutes before setting off on an appointment. This is not
a good time. My paralegal told me you called and that she scheduled
a phone appointment for later this week.”

His beaming smile was clearly an attempt at
charm. It was wasted on her.

He laughed. “I thought you were going to call
me Kip. No matter, I was just hoping for a quick quote for this
Wednesday’s paper. Or maybe something more than a
quote?”

Tiffany was motioning that she was ready to go.
The intern covering her desk was already intercepting
calls.

“Look Mr. Lyles … Kip,” Hollis
snapped, “the only quote I have for you right now is: no comment.”
Noticing his flinch, she softened her tone. “Look, why don’t you
make this a two-part story? Keep your loyal San Lucian readers on
the edge of their seats.” She edged toward the door. “This week,
just write about Bell’s background, and next week you can detail
his recent good works and business dealings. And there’s his
funeral. Maybe that will generate some interest.”

Lyles looked skeptical. “Well, that’s an idea
for this Wednesday. Perhaps we can talk about part two when we meet
on Friday? A phone call is not really adequate.”

A weekly paper had to have pretty flexible
deadlines. But rather than extend the conversation, she wanted to
get back to the Bell mansion without this human mosquito following
her.

“All right, I’ll see you Friday at
four.”

* * *

Hollis and Tiffany drove largely in quiet. San
Lucian was a compact community in the East Bay nestled between San
Leandro and San Lorenzo. Its tree-lined streets were clustered at
the base of rolling hills that crested with views of the Golden
Gate, San Francisco Bay, and San Mateo Bridges framing the city.
Hollis glanced over at Tiffany’s stiff figure. She stared straight
ahead.

Hollis honored Tiffany’s silence. She hated it
when people tried to draw her out, particularly when she clearly
wasn’t interested in talking. She respected Tiffany’s preference to
keep what was bothering her to herself, but it was hard.

The Bell living room was just as Hollis had
left it, with the stool standing in front of the
fireplace.

“You want me to pull at it from the
side middle?” Tiffany asked. She could reach from the ladder’s
second step.

Hollis held the ladder steady. “Yeah, tug at
it, but brace yourself in case it pulls open fast.”

Tiffany nodded and yanked at the gold-scrolled
portrait frame. It came away easily from the wall. “There’s a safe
all right. Do you have the combination?”

Hollis took a slip of paper from the pocket in
her slacks and called out, “Okay, it’s not too complicated. Go back
and forth left and right with each number. Left to 12, right to 25,
left to 19, right to 45.”

“Hmmm, that’s Christmas 1945,”
Tiffany offered.

The door gave an audible pop.

“There’s just a metal box.” Tiffany
reached in, lifted out a gray metal document box with a padlock,
and handed it to Hollis. Closing the safe, she pushed the framed
portrait back over the opening and stepped down.

Hollis placed the box on the coffee
table.

Tiffany leaned over her shoulder. “I hope you
have a key. That lock looks like something they’d use at Fort
Knox.”

It was an ordinary legal letter-sized box, but
Tiffany was right, the lock seemed oversized for the container, and
while the box wasn’t particularly heavy, Hollis could tell it was
full. Sitting on the sofa, she pulled it toward her. She dug in her
pocket for the key and inserted it in the lock.

There were four thick manila envelopes, each
with a name across the middle written in black Sharpie. Hollis and
Tiffany glanced at each other in surprise.

“It’s going to take a while to go
through all this,” Hollis said, putting the envelopes back in the
box and locking it again. “I’m going to take the envelopes back to
the office and open them there.”

“Sure,” Tiffany agreed, “they may be
confidential.” Although she worked for a law firm, she had no
problem staying out of client issues. She’d told Hollis that she
tended to think that the less she knew the better.

In a few minutes, they had made sure the house
was secure and were driving back to the office.

“Now, do you want to tell me what’s
been bothering you?” Hollis ventured, sneaking a quick side glance
at the stoic-looking receptionist.

Tiffany sighed but said nothing.

Hollis said, “I’m not one for sharing, but I’m
willing to listen, and you know it won’t go any
further.”

Tiffany turned to face her. “How old do you
think I am?”

Hollis frowned. “Ah … I never thought
about it. I’m not very good at guessing ages.”

Tiffany continued to stare at her.

“Well, I’d guess, er,
twenty-four?”

Tiffany’s lips tightened, and she slammed her
back against her seat and said with exasperation, “Point
made.”

Despite Hollis’ urging, she refused to engage
in an explanation of what point had been made, and when they
returned to the office, she acted as if nothing had been
said.

Tiffany nodded at the intern to let her know
that she could return to the administrative office. Slipping her
purse into a bottom drawer, she sat down in the chair.

“Hollis, do you want me to log those
envelopes in?”

“Er, yes.” Hollis placed the box on
top of the counter and lifted out each envelope for Tiffany to
time-stamp and log in.

It didn’t take long, and Hollis was ready to
move on to her office. “You know, Tiffany, about the other …
we can always talk and—”

“Of course.” Tiffany gave her a
forced smile and pointed to the ringing phone line before picking
it up.

Hollis nodded and went to her
office.

She saw the small stack of pink message slips
sitting in the middle of her desk and quickly pushed them aside.
Her curiosity was piqued. Placing the security box on the floor,
she took out the first envelope. The name on the outside wasn’t
familiar: Anthony Cantone.

The envelope had a simple clasp, and she dumped
the contents. On top was a sheet of paper with an address and phone
number. Behind that was an accountant’s log sheet with a list of
dates and associated dollar amounts. The entries dated back four
years.

She focused on the dozen or so black and white
prints of canceled checks, airline tickets, and hotel receipts and
frowned. The dates on the documents varied, but the most recent was
three years prior. Turning to her computer keyboard, she clicked on
the firm’s PeopleSearch icon and typed in Anthony Cantone’s name.
The PeopleSearch database was the firm’s answer to background
checking using public information. Education, vital statistics,
law-enforcement encounters, and in some cases links to newspaper
articles would spill out and provide a snapshot of a person’s life.
After a few moments of searching, fifteen records scrolled down the
page.

Born in Long Beach, California, Cantone was
forty-six years old and currently lived in Piedmont, California. He
owned an architectural firm located in Carmel Village that had been
in operation there for the last eight years. He and his wife of
nine years, Constance, had two children: a son, Noah, nine and a
daughter, Frances, seven.

Tapping on her door jamb diverted her
attention.

“Excuse me, Hollis.” Her paralegal
Penny approached, holding two appeal volumes. “Can I see you about
the Irving case you gave me to research?”

Hollis glanced up. “I thought you were in
training.” She went back to her screen.

“I was. The class is over.” She
tilted her head. “You do know it’s almost six o’clock? Everybody is
gone for the day.”

Hollis noted the time in the corner of her
computer monitor.

“What? Oh, great! I was supposed to
get home early.” She chewed her bottom lip. “Look, I have to finish
going through the items in this envelope. In fact, I’ll likely need
your help with some other filings. Why don’t we get together in the
morning first thing, and we’ll go over the Irving case and a new
matter I just received.”

Penny gave her an “okay” sign and left. Hollis
went back to the envelope.

Other than a few parking tickets and a couple
of minor moving violations, Cantone had no other law enforcement
contacts. She was surprised to see that the largest section of
information came from a series of newspaper articles about his
wife, Constance Cantone, who was the daughter of Matthias Bell’s
sister Gloria, and her husband, a Silicon Valley guru. She stopped
reading.

Constance Cantone was that Constance.
Hollis replayed her conversation with Gloria Bell
Havers.

Gloria’s husband had died of a heart attack
fifteen years ago. Their daughter Constance was a popular socialite
and supported several national and international charities. An
article included a photo of her at Lincoln Center, standing in for
her father, who had received an award for his support of artists
from low-income neighborhoods.
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