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Chapter One

Hollis was
going to be late getting into the office.

She bent over to give John a light
kiss on the forehead. His snoring stopped momentarily and then
continued on. She smiled. She no longer complained of his snoring,
or his corny jokes, or his yelling at the 49ers quarterback through
the TV screen. He was home, and he was safe.

It had been almost seven months
since he’d returned from a Homeland Security undercover assignment
that left him at death’s door. He’d spent a month in the hospital
to recuperate from his burns and broken bones, and did yet another
month of rehab. Finally, after a third month of departmental
psychological assessments and debriefings, he was finally released
for return to duty. Thank goodness it was desk duty.

She gave his sleeping figure one
last look, then tiptoed down the stairs of their townhouse and out
to the garage. The sky was just beginning to pale and the sun to
rise as she merged onto the freeway.

 


Dodson, Dodson and Doyle, or Triple
D, as it employees referred to it, was one of the oldest law firms
in the Bay Area. It was small, well regarded, and fit her purposes
perfectly.

As usual, Hollis was the first to
the office. She turned on the firm’s lobby lights, and quickly made
her way to her office. She checked her calendar for the week. Other
than today’s lunch with Stephanie and Rena, it was back-to-back
client meetings and preparation for a court hearing.

With single-minded determination,
she took the top file off the stack and began making notations for
Penny to follow.

When Hollis looked up again, Penny
stood in her doorway. The middle-aged woman was a force to be
reckoned with. Dealing with her no-nonsense personality was a small
price to pay for availing of her sharp mind and analytical skills.
As a paralegal, she was unsurpassed.

“You’ll be late for your lunch if
you’re going by the courthouse first,” Penny said, bringing in two
more files.

Hollis glanced at the wall clock.
“You’re right.” She stood and picked up her purse and briefcase.
“Time got away from me.”

“Well, it’s the same time for
everybody.”

“Yes, thank you, Penny, for
your … your keen observation.”

 


After John, Stephanie Ross and Rena
Haddon were Hollis’s best friends, and their regular lunches helped
keep her grounded. Stephanie had come to her aid during a few
life-threatening incidents, and Rena was a member of the Fallen
Angels Book Club. A fellow book lover as well as a white-collar
ex-con, Rena shared with Hollis the nightmare of having to slowly
regain society’s trust, and even more gradually their own
self-respect.

Hollis was silent as Rena and
Stephanie chatted on about a recent celebrity break-up. Her
thoughts drifted to that period of time, not that many years ago,
when she thought she would never get her footing back. When she
doubted that her life would be anything but an uphill battle just
to break even.

Prison life had definitely soured
her, but as she thought it through, it wasn’t prison life that had
cast her into a tail spin; it was her ex-husband’s betrayal that
made her lose confidence and trust. Back then she had built up such
a thick shell around her that after almost nine years it had become
a self-made prison. But cracks started to appear. She could thank
Jeffrey Wallace, her parole agent, for the first chink. He’d
believed in her unconditionally, and introduced her to the Fallen
Angels Book Club.

She took a bite of salad.

The Fallen Angels Book Club had been
the key to her emotional resurgence. They still met monthly and
knew the members of their group would always have their backs. It
was where she’d first met Rena.

She lifted her gaze and looked into
two pairs of curious eyes.

“Hollis, where are you?” Rena asked
gently. “You zoned out on us.”

She felt a sheepish smile cross her
face. “Sorry, I guess I did drift off. It’s not that I don’t think
the exploits of Hollywood stars make for fascinating conversation,
but I’d rather hear about your exploits. Stephanie, any
interesting cases?”

Stephanie shook her head. “Oh, no,
Hollis, we came here for a girls’ lunch, not a serious work
re-hash.” She took a sip of her iced tea. “But now that you’ve
asked, I do have this strange autopsy file—the body of a young man
without any signs of trauma or physical ailment. He just
died.”

“You mean his heart just stopped
beating?” Rena asked.

Stephanie nodded.

“Well, didn’t it have to stop
beating for a reason?” Hollis said.

“Yes,” Stephanie agreed. “That’s why
it’s my puzzle for the week.” She pushed her plate away. “But
enough of him. What about you, Rena? Now that you’re managing buyer
for Barney’s Pacific region, what’s your
challenge?”

Rena shook her finger. “Oh, don’t
think I didn’t hear the tone of condescension in your voice,
Stephanie. You think that you and Hollis have the corner on life’s
grittier issues, that my work world is fashion fluff. Well, I still
have to deal with real people and real problems. Which brings to
mind, Hollis, my other half, Mark, wants you to give him a call
about a possible new client—she needs to probate a trust. And
that reminds me, are you coming to the book club meeting
Friday night? You haven’t been to a meeting in months.”

Hollis hesitated before
answering.

“Hmm, I’ll give him a call later on.
It must be a good one. He usually doesn’t come across routine
matters.” She paused. “I’ll try to make the club meeting, but I
promised John we’d have a quiet evening at home.”

Stephanie and Rena exchanged
looks.

Rena cleared her throat. “How’s he
doing since he’s been back? You guys don’t seem to socialize much
anymore.”

“Of course not. He needs to rest,”
Hollis snapped. She folded her napkin in a small square. “My God,
he was almost killed; it’s not easy for him to get back to
normal.”

“Not easy for him, or for you?”
Stephanie averted her eyes to the remnants of her
sandwich.

Hollis could feel her face flush
with heat. “What are you two trying to imply?”

Rena tapped her mouth with her
napkin. “We’re not implying, honey, we are telling
you that you appear to be taking on the role of mother tiger. A
role, I might add, that must be terribly difficult for you to keep
up. Where do you think you’re compensating?”

“So now you guys are amateur
psychologists?” Hollis said, failing to suppress a frown. “I don’t
know what you mean.”

Stephanie reached across the table
and placed her hand on Hollis’s arm. “You’re afraid of how you felt
when you thought you’d lost John. You were vulnerable and exposed
and you hated it, so now … now you’re trying to keep him close
so you never have to feel that way again.” She squeezed her arm.
“But it’s not like you, so you’re clinging to work and dumping your
irritation on the rest of the world … and your
friends.”

“Because that’s where you still have
control,” Rena added, putting her hand on Hollis’s shoulder. “But
you’re still off balance because you’re really angry with John, and
you know that’s even crazier.”

Hollis looked from one to the other,
and she could feel her eyes moisten. She gruffly shook off both
their hands.

“Enough, I’m out of here.” She stood
and gathered her purse. “It’s you two who are making me nuts …
and … and angry. I think you’re both way off base.”

Hollis walked briskly to her car
parked out front, but not before she caught the high-five exchange
between her friends.

 


 



Chapter Two

Returning to
her office, Hollis looked at the messages Penny had left for her
and punched a number into the phone.

“Mark, hey, how are you?” she said.
“I’m sorry I didn’t get right back to you. My caseload is really
active now and you know what a glutton for punishment I can
be.”

Mark Haddon had started with Triple
D not long after she had and was fired about a year after that. A
co-worker had set him up for a speedy departure when he realized
that Hollis and Mark were about to reveal the co-worker’s illegal
transactions. Mark had literally saved her life, and she’d
introduced him to the love of his life, Rena.

They went way back, if not in years,
then certainly in intensity of experience.

“No problem,” he said. “Rena told me
you were real busy.” They chatted for a few minutes before Mark
said, “I thought you preferred probate because you didn’t have to
deal with live people.”

She chuckled. “I know, I know, but I
always find myself trying to right some wrong and … and that’s
somewhat gratifying.”

“Your clientele are quite, er,
diverse. I can attest to that.”

The both laughed,
remembering.

“It’s never boring,” Hollis said and
then she glanced at the time. “I can’t talk long. What did you want
to discuss?”

Mark cleared his throat. “I’ve got a
client who needs your help. This is a very confidential matter;
exposure could endanger her life.”

“Okay, this sounds ominous. What’s
it all about?”

“Let’s do drinks,” he said, rustling
papers. “I’ll show you the file. We can meet at Petro’s. Not the
one downtown—the one closest to Alameda.”

Hollis furrowed her brow at Mark’s
selection of the out-of-the-way restaurant. “All right, see you at
four. I’ve got a meeting with Gordon first, and I don’t want you to
wait.”

“Four o’clock,” Mark agreed and hung
up.

 


She needn’t have worried. Her
meeting with Gordon was typically a fifteen-minute conversation,
expanded to thirty minutes as he fielded phone calls, texts, and
emails. Gordon Barrett had been her supervising attorney for just
over a year, during which he had surmised that her deductive skills
were better served in the criminal, rather than in the probate
courts she now served. Slightly above average height with a nice
build and a full head of thick brown hair, Gordon had brown eyes
that didn’t gaze—they pierced. When focused on you, they felt more
like X-ray machines than mere organs for vision. He excelled in
bringing in, and winning, the firm’s biggest criminal
cases.

However, since he had no background
in probate law and more importantly, no interest, he and Hollis got
along fine.

“I’ve been looking at your billable
hours,” he said, pointing to a sheet of paper. “You’ve really
improved your record.” He gave her a small smile. “I know you think
I’m always after bigger numbers, but I wanted to tell
you—”

His phone vibrated and he snatched
it up to look at the screen.

“Hollis, I’ve got to take this,” he
said sheepishly. “Touch base with me later.”

“Of course,” she replied, managing
not to laugh until she reached the hallway.

 


The afternoon went by quickly. After
tackling a few last-minute files, she had to scramble to arrive on
time for her meeting with Mark.

Petro’s was a lively old-country
Italian restaurant under the High Street Bridge on the way to
Alameda, an island city in the East Bay. Alameda was only reachable
through Oakland by car and boasted a top speed limit of twenty-five
miles per hour. Upper-middle-class seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century homes graced wide, tree-lined streets. It was a
hidden jewel amid the hustle and bustle of the urban San Francisco
Bay Area.

Her eyes quickly adjusted to the
restaurant’s dim lighting, and she spotted Mark’s wave. After they
exchanged hugs, she slid across from him into a maroon-leather
booth.

“I haven’t been here for years,” she
said, looking around at the half-filled room. She perused the menu.
“I don’t know why not, because I love their food.”

Mark grinned. “It’s too out of the
way and probably easy to forget.”

“Is that why you chose it for our
meeting?”

He coughed. “I forgot how perceptive
you can be. Yeah, that’s one of the reasons.”

He didn’t expand on his comment, and
a server came over to take their drink order.

“I’ll have the Malbec,” Hollis said
to her. She turned to Mark, who was still considering his choices.
“Let’s order now—that way we can talk without
interruption.”

He nodded, and the server was
quickly on her way.

“Okay.” She furrowed her brow. “Now,
tell me what’s going on.”

He took a sip of water. “I have a
client—a friend—who is in the federal witness protection program.
Lindsay blew the whistle on a money-laundering ring about three
years ago. It wasn’t big enough to make the news in California, but
in Chicago, the United States v. Dorn Enterprises case was a big
deal. In exchange for her testimony in open court, the feds gave
her immunity, a new name, a new social security number, and enough
money to start over two thousand miles away.”

Hollis eyes grew wide. “You are
kidding me. This is like in the movies.”

“I don’t know about that,” Mark
said. “She hasn’t had a peaceful day since, always looking over her
shoulder. But ….”

He stopped. The server delivered
their drinks and assured them that their order was coming right
up.

He waited until the server was out
of hearing range and continued, “She did well for herself. First
she opened up a small consignment store; then, when she could, she
opened an antiques store. She’s built a new life and has become
quite wealthy.” He took a sip from his drink.

“Why do I feel that it goes downhill
from there?” Hollis murmured.

Mark twisted his glass on the
napkin. “Because it does. For obvious reasons, after her
relocation, she couldn’t remain in touch with her family. She left
behind her now sixty-seven-year-old mother, a career, and a host of
friends. A short time ago, Lindsay was diagnosed with cancer and
given a year to live. She beat it and the cancer went into
remission, but still, it scared her and now she wants to get her
estate settled in case it returns.”

Again, he fell silent when the
server brought their food. For several minutes, they each tucked
into their dinners.

Finally he resumed his story. “She
is resigned to her future. Her medical diagnosis was a wake-up
call. Lindsay wants to spend the years she has left with her
mother, but she’s afraid that the Dorns will come after them. So,
she’s prepared to live and die alone.”

“Weren’t they able to get
convictions?” Hollis said.

“They got convictions on most,” Mark
said. “But believe it or not, there are still four cases pending,
and a lot of people are uneasy. Lindsay wants her mother to get
access to her money and inherit her estate without drawing a lot of
attention. I’ve convinced her that you are the one to handle the
situation for her.”

“I’d be glad to do it,” she mused,
already starting to strategize. “I just need to make sure that I
don’t leave a trail. Her mother will have to be cautious in her
spending. Otherwise, they’ll suspect she got access to Lindsay and
her money. I’ll meet with each of them separately and design a
trust that addresses their needs.” Hollis straightened in her seat.
“When can I sit down with Lindsay?”

Mark gave her a nervous smile.
“She’s sitting in the next booth, waiting to meet you.”

Hollis raised her eyebrows and
turned around to face a woman looking to be in her mid-thirties.
Mark waved her over.

“Lindsay Mercer, this is Hollis
Morgan, the attorney I spoke to you about.”

Mercer was medium height and build.
Her thick, shoulder-length dark-brown hair complemented large brown
eyes and a generous smile.

She reached out to shake Hollis’s
hand. Mark offered to call the server back to get her
order.

“Mark, don’t.” Lindsay urged. “I’m
not hungry and I am fine with water.”

He looked from one to the other.
“Well, Lindsay, why don’t you tell Hollis in your own words what it
is you want done.” He stood. “Unfortunately, I have another meeting
to attend, so I’m going to leave the two of you to discuss
matters.”

“Not a problem.” Hollis smiled. Mark
would owe her a favor. “We’ll be fine.”

Lindsay put her hand on his. “I’ll
call you tomorrow and we can schedule a time to get that other
paperwork done.”

“Sounds like a plan.” He gathered up
his briefcase and coat, and giving them both a nod, quickly left
the restaurant.

The two women assessed each other
openly. Hollis spoke first.

“I suppose you overheard Mark giving
me a summary of your … situation. But I want to hear it from
you. We can do it now, or perhaps my office would be a better place
to talk.”

“Yes,” Lindsay replied. “I think
your office would be best. Mark spoke very highly of you. I wanted
the chance to observe you, to make sure we’re a good fit, and I
think he was right.”

Hollis found herself re-appraising
her new client. In the full light, she was not as young as she
initially appeared—more likely in her forties. Judging from her
manner of speaking and tone, she was educated and from the
Midwest.

“Good, I have some time tomorrow
afternoon,” Hollis offered.

Lindsay shook her head. “No, I have
to prepare for an important customer who is coming in to view a
china collection. Wait. Let me look at my calendar.” She pulled out
her cell phone and quickly scrolled through the screens. “What
about Wednesday? Say, late morning, eleven o’clock.”

Hollis didn’t need to look at her
schedule. She memorized the coming week every Monday morning to
keep from being caught off-guard.

“That will work. Here’s my
card.”

The young woman glanced at it before
putting it in her purse. “Your office isn’t far from my business.
That’s good. Here’s my card.” She stood and extended her hand. As
they shook, she added, “Well, then, Ms. Morgan, I’ll see you in
your office on Wednesday.”

The card read “Phoenix
Antiques.”

Hollis watched her hurry away. There
was something not quite right about Ms. Mercer. She couldn’t put
her finger on why, but she felt uneasy.

 


 



Chapter
Three

As often as
possible, Hollis tried to arrive early enough at the office to see
the sun rise over the Berkeley hills and cast its first rays over
the shimmering blue of the bay. It was her one superstition; that
moment seemed to set the tone of her day.

Standing in front of her
floor-to-ceiling windows the next morning, she watched as the
lights on the Golden Gate Bridge and the new San Francisco Bay
Bridge blinked off. She smiled; this would probably be the last
sane moment she had that day.

“Don’t get comfortable.” Penny
appeared in her doorway, holding a steaming cup of coffee. “Ed
wants to see you in his office.”

Entering the executive suite, Hollis
looked warily from Ed Simmons to Gordon, who was sitting off to the
side. Ed was the firm’s managing partner, the high man on Triple
D’s totem pole. In his seventies now, he was one of the most
brilliant and respected civil attorneys in the industry.

Something was up.

Gordon, looking quite smug, was
seated in front of Ed’s desk and next to an empty chair. The chair
was obviously meant for her. She sat.

Ed peered at her over his glasses,
his wiry white hair barely tamed by a gel-smoothed side part.
“Hollis,” he said, “Gordon seems to think you’re developing quite a
knack for tackling the penal code. If you had the opportunity to
bring along another attorney to bolster your probate practice,
would you consider shifting your focus to criminal law?”

“He’s convinced that I should expand
my knowledge base,” Hollis said grudgingly. “But, yes, I’m willing
to give it a try.”

Gordon grinned. “Now, Hollis, you
know as well as I do that anyone who can dig up as many deviants,
bodies, and killers as you can simply by preparing administrative
wills and trusts is wasted on probate law. Think of the billables.”
Gordon raised his eyebrows. “You’ve got the inquiring mind of a
true criminal attorney.”

She raised her hand.

“All right, no need for the hard
sell. I already told you that I’d give it a shot,” she said. “I’m
just not as sure as you that I’d be good at it. Besides, I like
probate law, and I’m the only one who can cover the firm’s trust
clients.”

Ed clasped his hands on top of his
desk. “I think a lot of you, Hollis, and I just wanted to make sure
you were comfortable branching out. I’m going to put some feelers
out for a viable candidate who can help carry your probate load.
Criminal law will be a completely different venue for you, but I
think you’ll excel at it.”

Back in her office, she wondered
what she was being dragged into. Though not yet. For the next few
hours, she was occupied returning phone calls and reviewing
emails.

Her intercom rang.

“Gordon wants to see you in the
small conference room,” Eleanor, the new receptionist, said in her
singsong voice. The sister-in law of one of the partners, she had
replaced their long-time receptionist, Tiffany, about three months
earlier.

Tiffany was sorely
missed.

Hollis grabbed a notepad and walked
down the hallway to the windowless conference room. Gordon, who’d
been tapping out a text message, looked up.

“Come on in, Hollis,” he said. “You
heard it straight from Ed. He’s going to get you some help. I’m a
little pressed for time right now; I’ve got a closing statement to
write.” He lifted a file from the table and pushed it across to
her. “I’m recommending that you take this criminal case on your
own.” He tapped the folder as if for emphasis. “Before
you ….”

His phone vibrated against the
walnut table top and he grabbed it.

He glanced at the screen. “I’ve got
to take this.”

Hollis smiled and shook her head.
She was used to Gordon’s constant phone interruptions.

For once, he ended the call
quickly.

“Sorry,” he said. “Anyway, to cut to
the chase, we want you to take on this new client. This is a good
criminal case to get you started. Nobody was killed, poisoned, or
bludgeoned to death. Nothing like you’ve come across with your
probate clients.”

Hollis opened the file. “Very
funny.”

Ed stuck his head in the doorway. “I
heard that, but he’s right, Hollis. Based on your case history, it
would be safer for you to take on a criminal matter.” He chuckled.
“And I’ve already started looking for an associate attorney to work
with you on your probate cases. As soon as I get a viable
candidate, I’ll let you know.”

Hollis protested, “Ed, an associate
can’t—”

“I didn’t say you’d abandon your
caseload. Your probate clients are still going to need your
oversight. I’m looking for someone with a solid work background and
substantial recommendations.” Ed waved a dismissive hand. “So, for
now, why don’t we give this re-assignment a try and see if things
go smoothly?” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to catch a flight
for a meeting with Senator Clark.” He patted Hollis on the
shoulder. “Gordon, stay off the phone long enough to give her a
decent briefing.”

He left, and she turned to face
Gordon.

Without looking at her, and texting
with one hand, he muttered, “Let’s go to my office.”

Still tapping his phone screen, he
led her down the hallway.

“Well?” she said, taking the chair
in front of his desk.

He looked up and caught her gaze.
“You know, Hollis, you’re going to remember this as the day that
changed your career.” He placed his phone on the desk.

Hollis smirked and patted the file
in front of her. “Let me guess: you’re giving me a case you
wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole.”

Gordon laughed. “Close.” He opened
his notepad. “But it’s not what you think. Justin Eastland is a
young man with reality issues. His father is my landscaper and a
good one. I’ve only met young Justin once, yesterday, and
he ….”

His cell phone vibrated and slid a
couple of inches on the desk. Hollis stifled a grin as Gordon
sneaked a glance at the screen. He caught Hollis’s look, and with a
grim expression, pushed the phone away.

“As I was about to say, Eastland has
problems living in our world and the one he’s made up in his head.
I think you should consider having him evaluated by a psychologist
to see if he’s a psychopathic liar. It might help his case. From
the initial meeting I had with him, I don’t think he’s capable of
telling the truth.”

Hollis raised her eyebrows. She was
familiar with the ability to lie. She considered herself an expert
liar, and more importantly, an expert in spotting liars. As a child
she’d developed the trait—one her family didn’t always
appreciate.

“What did he do?” she asked with
interest.

“Identity theft.”

Gordon got up from the table to
fetch two bottles of water from the refrigerator in his credenza.
Hollis knew enough about his pausing for dramatic effect to remain
silent. She was rewarded when he returned to his chair and gave her
an appreciative smile.

“Evidently,” he continued,
“according to the police anyway, Eastland was stopped for a routine
traffic violation. In his backseat was a gym bag that had spilled
out numerous credit cards, four passports, and a set of
professional burglar tools.”

At this, Hollis re-opened the file
and scanned the arrest sheet.

Gordon shook his head. “According to
his sheet, if he hadn’t tried to avoid police discovery by trying
to put the bag on the car floor, it wouldn’t have tipped
over.”

“It didn’t help that he had two
driver’s licenses, either,” Hollis said, pointing to a sentence,
“neither of which belonged to him.”

Gordon shook his head. “He’s not the
sharpest pencil in the box.” He glanced down at his phone, which
had just sent out a reminder ding. He spoke rapidly.
“Anyway, I want you to read through the file and make an
appointment to see Eastland. They’re holding him at the county jail
until the arraignment.”

There was the sound of a series of
soft bells. Twitching, he grabbed his phone like an alcoholic
reaching for a drink.

“Yeah, uh-huh, uh-huh, I’ll get
right back to you.” Clicking off, he gave Hollis a sheepish look.
“I’ve got to follow up on this. Let’s talk later this afternoon.
I’ve got something else I want to speak with you about.”

Hollis stood. “Not a problem. I’ll
go to the jail and have a conversation with Eastland.” She walked
to the door.

“Yeah, yeah, sounds good.” Gordon
was already punching numbers into his phone.

 


The jail was located in the hillside
just west of Interstate 580 to the rear of two busy suburban areas
in Russell County. As Hollis descended from the top of the hill
separating Livermore Valley from the East Bay, her eyes sought a
distant building with a guard tower and an entry gate. Surrounded
by a rectangular wall of cyclone fencing, it was settled in the
middle of the basin like a boulder in a pond. Multiple layers of
barbed wire, set off a few feet outside the wall, enclosed the
structure like shrink wrap. The jail, isolated in a field of
rolling green meadows and copses of trees, gave the impression of
peace and menace at the same time.

Gordon had told her he’d been there
so often visiting clients that the guards had teased him with his
name printed on a mock “Reserved For” sign, assigned to a distant
parking space.

Hollis had only been there once
before, but it was to accompany a client visiting his son who had
just received a major inheritance from his grandmother. They’d met
in a small interview room. The twelve-month stint in the county
jail, accompanied by the generous gift of money, turned out to be
just the incentive the young man needed to turn his life around. He
now had a practice as a life coach.

The entry’s metal detector opened to
the jail’s public area. The swirl of shades of gray tint in the
concrete floors suited the cold sterility of the space. Muted
pale-blue walls and high-placed windows added to the sense of
isolation and bleakness. A counter the width of the room stood at
one end, supported by a wall of doubled Plexiglas. It faced a
roomful of chairs arranged theater-style. A small round table off
to the side was meant to serve those unfortunate enough to have to
bring small children. She turned her eyes away from the
disheartening sight of faded storybooks and mismatched building
blocks.

Hollis walked up to the counter’s
sole occupant, gave the woman her client’s name, and handed over
her identification through the small opening in the
Plexiglas.

The middle-aged woman at the
reception desk appeared to have been squeezed into her deputy
uniform. The buttons on her shirt screamed escape, and Hollis
wondered vaguely what would happen if she had to sneeze. The woman
looked at her picture and then peered at her.

“Take a seat,” the receptionist
said. “Another deputy will be out to escort you to an interview
room so you can see your client in private.”

With a nod, Hollis turned to face
the half-filled waiting room of visitors occupied with their own
thoughts. Most were professionals, probably lawyers, since regular
visiting hours were over. Sitting in the front row, she took out
her cellphone; she’d only gone through a few emails when her name
was called from a door opposite.

Hollis walked briskly, trying to
keep up with the tall thin deputy sheriff who led the way. “This is
my first time here to visit a client,” she said. “Any procedure or
whatever I should know about?”

He looked down at her with a
searching glance then smiled. “Nah, your guy is okay. You’ll be all
right.”

Hollis shook her head. “No, I don’t
mean from danger. I’m not afraid. Are there any rules I need to
follow.”

“Oh, sorry,” he said. “No, it’s
pretty much your show. Just tap on the door when you’re through.
The sheriff is generous with visitor time for first offenders and
their attorneys.”

He opened a beige door with a small
window.

“This is your stop. I’ll be back
with Eastland in a few minutes.”

Hollis walked into the small
room.

Just like in the movies. There was a
metal table with two chairs on either side. Light came from two
small windows about a foot from the ceiling, and overhead
fluorescent light fixtures were centered in the room. She’d just
taken out her notebook and pen when the door opened and her client
was escorted in.

Justin Eastland didn’t look old
enough to drink. From his file, Hollis knew he was twenty-four and
a native Californian. He was of medium build, with light brown hair
and hazel eyes. Raised in a modest San Lorenzo home by both
parents, he was a high school graduate with average grades.
Actually, there was nothing outstanding about him except that he
appeared to be a professional hacker.

She held out her hand.

“I’m Hollis Morgan, Justin. If you
agree, I’m going to be your defense attorney.”

He shook her hand firmly and gave
her a shy smile.

“My mom told me she’d hired a
lawyer, but I guess I was expecting a dude—your name and
everything, no offense.”

Hollis smiled as they both sat down.
“None taken. Our firm has a pretty diverse group of attorneys. I
have to let you know that I’ve been in practice for a few years, in
Probate not Criminal Law, but after reviewing your case, I feel
comfortable that I can help you.”

Eastland folded his hands on the
table and leaned forward. “How does it look?”

“To be honest, not good.” Hollis
observed him. “Why don’t you tell me what happened?”

He squirmed in his seat. “Okay,
well, I was driving through this intersection. The light had just
barely turned red when I saw the cop car’s lights—”

“No, not how you got caught,” Hollis
said. “Tell me about the gym bag.”

He averted his eyes. “Oh, that. Why
don’t we just say that I got in with a bad crowd. They threatened
me and forced me to steal people’s IDs.”

“Why don’t we just say the truth?”
She smiled. “What crowd? What did they have on you?”

He blinked several times. “These
guys I know from work. They work for the Mafia. Anyway, I borrowed
money from one of them, and I couldn’t pay it back, so they forced
me to do a job.”

He was lying.

Hollis leaned back in her chair and
let the silence hang between them. Eastland shifted, as if to get
comfortable. He finally looked her in the eyes.

He frowned. “Why are you looking at
me like that? Don’t you believe me?”

“No, I don’t,” Hollis said. “Want to
try again?”

He ran his fingers through his hair.
“All right, you got me. I was covering up for a friend.” Eastland
rubbed the back of his neck. “I didn’t think you’d believe I’d be
so dumb as to trust someone who told me to hold their bag for
them.”

She sighed and shook her
head.

“It’s true,” he insisted. “This
friend of mine … well, he’s not really a friend, more like a
good customer I was trying to help out. Well, anyway he asked me to
hold onto his sports bag until he came back from his ex-wife’s
house. If she knew he had money for a gym membership, she’d haul
his butt back to court for—”

“Really, Justin?” Hollis broke in.
“That’s the best you can do?” She leaned across the desk. “I work
for you. There is nothing you tell me that I can tell anyone else.
There is nothing so bad that I would walk away and leave you
without representation. That said, I know when you’re lying—call it
a gift of mine. I have neither the time nor the inclination to
listen to your wild tales. Now, let’s start over. Yes, or no, did
you steal the IDs?”

“But you don’t
understand—”

“Yes or no.”

He got up, walked in a little
circle, then sat back down.

“Yes, but—”

Hollis shook her head and scribbled
a note. “Good, now that I believe. We have a starting point.
The police file shows that there were numerous victims. You tell me
how many.”

He clasped his hands and scowled.
“That’s what I wanted to tell you. I only snagged the gym bag in
Putnam Park. I’m just a hacker, not an identity thief. I work with
computers, not the real deal.”

She frowned. “I’m sorry, I’m
confused. Aren’t you stealing identities when you hack
computers?”

“Yeah, but you don’t see the people.
You don’t have their stuff,” he insisted. “I didn’t know
what was in that bag.”

Hollis couldn’t hide her disbelief
that Eastland had never looked in the bag he’d snatched. He went on
to say that it had been late, and he’d been looking down and
texting a message when he caught sight of a black Nike bag under a
hedge near an apartment building. He didn’t see anybody around, so
he took it.

Hollis furrowed her forehead. “You
know that raises a few questions. First, do you usually take things
that don’t belong to you, and second, how did you see the black
Nike bag in the dark?” She gave him a hard look. “I still don’t
think you’re telling me the whole truth.”

Eastland looked over his shoulder as
if expecting to see someone listening in. “Yeah, you’ve probably
seen my record. I’ve been convicted once before for burglary, but I
was a juvenile.” He shrugged. “I couldn’t get it together after
high school, so I was caught breaking into this old couple’s house
in San Leandro. I didn’t know their son who was visiting was a
cop.” He shook his head. “My mom used to say, if it wasn’t for bad
luck, I wouldn’t have any luck at all.”
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