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Chapter One

The sudden vibration in her
purse caused Hollis to jump. Glancing down, she noticed she had
received a text, but she couldn’t make out from whom. It would have
to wait. Judge Morris’s probate court was notorious for taking a
short docket and stretching it out to fill a day.

She checked the time and took a deep breath. If
things didn’t speed up, she was going to miss lunch with John. At
this rate her afternoon office appointments were in jeopardy as
well. The attorney in the case ahead of hers was still plodding
through Morris’s questions, even after he pointed out they’d
already been addressed in the file sitting before the
judge.

She’d been looking forward to sharing a midday
break with Detective John Faber, but he would understand. Her
boyfriend had broken enough lunch dates with her. She reached for
her phone, but before she could read the text, the bailiff’s voice
boomed out over the room, calling her matter. She slipped the phone
into her briefcase and rose to speak.

Five minutes later she paused in her
presentation. “Your honor, in summary, this is a routine probate
matter with no one left to contest. I have located the single
beneficiary, who could not travel to the court today, but is aware
of these proceedings and has no objection.” She came forward and
handed the court clerk a sheet of paper. “I have an affidavit from
the beneficiary stating such.”

The court clerk stamped it in and passed it to
the judge.

Morris painstakingly turned the pages of the
filing, stopping to take a sip from a mug on top of the dais.
Hollis leaned back in her chair, counting to ten. She made it to
twelve.

He peered up at her as if he wore glasses
balanced on his nose. It had to be a carryover habit, she thought,
since he now wore contacts.

“Very well, Ms. Morgan, everything
appears to be in order,” he said. “Probate in the Matter of the
Estate of Abner K. Johnson is approved and may proceed for filing
with the County Clerk.”

Hollis’s smile was sincere. “Thank you, your
honor.”

She scrambled to get her briefcase and files
out of the way for the next attorney, a young man who misguidedly
felt he had to rush up to the table. She jogged down the steps to
the parking lot and decided to make a run for lunch. If all the
traffic signals were in her favor, she’d only be ten minutes
late.

Closing her car door against the chill, she
took out her phone to text John that she was on her way. The phone
vibrated in her hand and her eyes caught the brief message waiting
for her: Sorry, babe, can’t make it. c u at home.

Clearly lunch wasn’t in the cards.

She pulled out of the parking lot and headed
for the office. Fortunately, Dodson Dodson and Doyle—or Triple D,
as its employees fondly referred to it—was located in downtown
Oakland a few blocks from Jack London Square, and a couple of
blocks from the courthouse. Moments later, she was entering the
firm’s lobby.

“No calls, but George wants to see
you as soon as you get in,” Tiffany, the receptionist, whispered as
she removed the ear bud from her ear. She motioned she had a client
on the other end.

Hollis gave her a tiny wave and headed to her
supervising attorney’s office.

“Good morning, George, Tiffany said
you wanted to see me?”

George Ravel was aging badly. Despite his trice
weekly workout at the gym and daily morning meditation, he carried
a small paunch and his face had a pallor that screamed stress.
Self-consciously, she smoothed back her shoulder-length auburn
hair. She’d been running around all day, and for all she knew she
had mascara smudged under her eyes.

“Have a seat. How did it go this
morning?”

“Piece of cake.” Hollis chose the
high-backed red leather chair in front of his desk. “I sat around
for an hour longer than it took for my ten minute item to be
heard.”

“Morris?”

Hollis smiled and nodded, waiting to hear why
she’d been summoned.

“I want to talk to you about a new
client.” He reached across his desk to a stack of folders and
removed a sheet from the one on top. “Zoe Allen is a
seventy-eight-year-old widow who has a travel consulting business.
She also teaches a seniors’ yoga class and volunteers at an animal
shelter.”

“Impressive,” Hollis
said.

George ran his hand over his thinning hair.
“Yeah, she sounds like a marvel all right. Evidently, she and her
husband came to Triple D about seven years ago to revise their
trust and update their wills. Avery Mitchell handled the paperwork.
I wasn’t at Triple D, and you were … you
were ….”

“In prison?” Hollis
offered.

Her time in Chowchilla Women’s Facility in
Central California was memorable for a number of reasons. It was
undoubtedly the second lowest point in her life—the absolute lowest
being when her ex-husband shrugged and turned his back on her as
she was escorted to prison for a crime he’d committed. As it was,
it took years to get over the betrayal, but now she was grateful
for the character-building time served.

“Uh, yes, anyway, they moved to
Southern California and retained the Coronado Legal Group in La
Jolla near San Diego, and it was that attorney who contacted me
personally about three weeks ago, indicating that the husband had
died some months before and she wanted to return to our firm. Zoe
Allen had moved back to San Francisco and changed her will to
recognize a new beneficiary.” George gave a light cough into his
fist. “Then, this past weekend I was asked to meet with her
because … because she was dying and wanted my … help with
implementing her will. Because there could be a perceived conflict
of interest, I couldn’t help her. In fact, I’d like you to handle
the particulars.”

“Okay, but a conflict? Who’s the new
beneficiary?”

“Me.”

“Er … you?” Hollis blinked
surprise. “Just how large is this estate?”

“Large.” George grinned sheepishly.
“Millions large.”

“Oh, my God, George. You’re kidding
me. How did you know her? No, wait, can you adopt me?” She
laughed.

George waved his hand. “Very funny. I’m sure
it’s clear to you why I can’t work with the Allen
estate.”

“Sure, that I understand. I
take it she’s a distant relative?”

George handed her the file. “She’s my birth
mother.”

“Birth mother,” Hollis repeated and
opened the folder. “You were adopted? When did you find each
other?”

George said nothing but stood and walked over
to the window. From where she was sitting, Hollis could see the
scattered sailboats on the bay. Not wanting to interrupt his
thoughts, she for once waited patiently for him to provide the
story. He finally turned back toward her.

“I was fourteen when my parents told
me I was adopted.” He reached under his credenza to a small
refrigerator, pulled out two bottles of water, and put one in front
of her. “The teen years are not the best time to hear that your
birth mother gave you up. But my parents loved me, and they waited
for me to … to get my head around the idea. Meantime, they had
to put up with me acting out throughout high school.”

Hollis opened the bottled water. She had to
resist the urge to take notes.

“When I was getting ready to start
my junior year in high school, my dad told my mom that he and I
were going on a camping trip. You’d have to know him to understand,
but he is the kindest, gentlest man on earth. I knew he’d had
enough of my ways, but at the time I didn’t care. Well, instead of
camping in Yosemite, we went to the worst streets of Oakland and
San Francisco. One night we stayed in a homeless shelter where he
read me the riot act, and then he took me to Santa Rita Jail where
one of his friends was a deputy sheriff. Scared me straight. It was
the four-day ‘camping trip’ from hell.”

Hollis gave a small laugh. “I know it’s not
funny, but George, I cannot see you at Santa Rita at
all.”

“And you won’t see me there.” He
grinned. “After that, I got my life together in a hurry. Fast
forward almost thirty years, and like I said, a few weeks ago I was
contacted by her attorney with the Coronado Legal Group. He said he
represented my birth mother, she was very ill and was anxious to
meet me.”

“That must have been a
shock.”

George raised his eyebrows. “You have no idea.”
He ran his hand over his head. “You see, I never had any interest
or curiosity about finding her. As far as I was concerned, Bill and
Kathy Ravel were my parents.”

Hollis looked at the clock on George’s desk and
grimaced.

“George, can you stay late tonight?
I want to hear the rest of the story, but I’ve got a two o’clock I
need to get ready for. You can finish bringing me up to date
then.”

He waved at her. “Go. There’s not much more
left to tell,” he said, composing himself. “I can stay until six,
and then I have to go. I’m babysitting the kids so my wife can go
to class.”

“I’ll see you at five if not
before.” Hollis grabbed the trust file and dashed out of the
room.

 


She finished with her last client by four, made
herself a cup of tea, and proceeded to go through George’s file.
While there were a few pages provided by Triple D, including the
original trust, the majority of the paperwork was supplied by the
Coronado law firm. She scanned through the birth certificate, the
formal adoption papers, and the client correspondence.

Zoe, now living in San Francisco, had been
married for fifty-two years to Howard when he died seven months ago
in Southern California. The money was largely Howard Allen’s, and
he left it all to his wife. Upon the death of her father, she’d
also inherited a modest sum that had been kept as her separate
property. According to the attorney’s letter to George, Zoe never
told her husband about her youthful indiscretion that had produced
a child. But after he was gone, she’d asked the Coronado firm to
locate her son so they could reconnect.

The lawyers hired an investigator who did the
research and located George Ravel.

Hollis put the file down and thought about
George’s numbed recounting of his reaction when he heard from his
birth mother … and the details of her bountiful estate. She
smiled at the irony of it all. She’d always preferred to think—no,
hope—she was adopted rather than accept the reality of her
cold and judgmental birth family. Sighing, she wondered how
George’s life would change and headed to his office to find
out.

“Listen, I had a great family.” He
leaned back in his chair. “My real mother and father raised me to
be the man I am today.” He paused with a slight frown. “To finish
up our earlier talk, I’ll give you the short version; I was
contacted by Zoe Allen’s attorneys. I met with her three weeks ago,
and then again last weekend, and we … we visited some more.”
He paused, pointed to the phone and continued, “I just got a call
that she passed away last night.”

“George, I’m so sorry,” she mumbled
and shifted in her chair.

He was silent for a long moment.

“Yeah, well, at least I got a chance
to meet her before … before she died.” George cleared his
throat. “I can’t judge her. She did the best she could; she
said … she said her husband would never have married her if he
knew … if he knew about me. So ….”

To put him at ease, Hollis asked, “How was it
to meet her for the first time?”

He shook his head like a dog shaking off water.
“It was like a chapter was closed. I don’t have to wonder anymore.”
He looked down at his watch. “I’ve got to get going. Do you have
enough background to start the process?”

She matched his curt, all-business tone. “Not a
problem. I’ll contact Mrs. Allen’s attorneys and get it
done.”

George retreated to the paperwork on his desk.
He looked up as if he were going to say something else but changed
his mind.

 


Back at her desk, Hollis opened her cellphone
to retrieve messages that had piled up over the day. There were at
least a half-dozen.

She scrolled back to the beginning. Gene
Donovan had called to say that he was going on vacation and not to
call back. Hollis smiled. Gene was a fellow ex-felon and a founding
member of the Fallen Angels Book Club. His abrupt manner turned off
some people, but she enjoyed goading him. Three of the remaining
calls were from potential clients, and one was from a current
client who just remembered he hadn’t told her the complete truth
about his assets.

But it was the last message, a text from a
“Private Caller” that caused her to swallow deeply. “I got
her routine down. She’s in my sights. She’s dead whenever you
say.”

Private Caller.

Was the message meant for her to read? Or was
it about her? She scrolled through recent messages for clues:
nothing. She hit reply.

Caller Unknown.

She shivered and stared at the
phone.

 


Hollis was relieved to see John’s car parked in
the driveway when she got home. The text message had shaken
her.

He kissed her hello and was getting ready to
turn back to a stack of papers on the kitchen table he’d been
working on.

“John, I need to talk to
you.”

He frowned up at her. “You look upset. What
happened?”

She held up her hand to reassure him. “It may
be nothing, but I got a text today and it’s pretty alarming if it’s
what I think it is.”

She could see his shoulders release some of
their tension. But he still wouldn’t take his eyes off
hers.

“Tell me. No, show me the
text.”

Hollis reached into her purse and pulled out
her phone. After a moment of scrolling she handed it over to him.
He read the message.

He scowled and slowly shook his head. “I know
where you’re going with this, but it doesn’t necessarily mean dead,
dead—human dead. Maybe they’re hunters and they’re talking about an
animal. You know the sender?”

“No, not at all.”

“I know it’s a private caller, but
they have your cellphone number. They could have dialed
blind …” Handing the phone back, John responded to his own
suggestion, “… but that’s going to be a long shot. It’s more
likely that you’re on their call list and they clicked the wrong
name.”

She puckered her forehead. “I don’t know any
hunters.”

“Do you know any
killers?”

“Very funny.” Hollis flashed him a
weak smile. “But just supposing it is a murder in the making—who
should I contact?”

He folded his arms across his chest. “I would
start with the San Lucian Police. They’ll take a report and handle
it themselves or refer you to the right agency.”

Hollis sat down and leaned over the table.
“John, can you call? After that matter with Jeffrey Wallace’s
death, they think I’m crazy. One of the officers called me the
Typhoid Mary of San Lucian.”

John started to laugh heartily and didn’t stop
until he reached for a paper towel to wipe the tears from his brown
eyes. “Oh, that’s a good one.”

She was serious; over the past months she’d
been pulled into enough homicide investigations to make her wonder
if she was becoming a murder magnet. Fortunately, the police
grudgingly gave her credit for assisting them.

John ran his fingers through his thick wavy
hair and took a deep breath. “But sorry, hon, I can’t. Besides
they’re going to want to talk with you.” He patted the papers on
the table. “As it turns out, I got home early because I’ve been
given a special assignment, and I have to leave first thing in the
morning.”

Hollis suppressed the urge to whine and pulled
herself together. Ever since John had started a new career with
Homeland Security, these ‘special assignments’ were becoming less
special and more common.

“Oh, John, not again. When will you
be back?”

“This time it shouldn’t take more
than a few days.” He reached for her hand. “I’ll be back in time
for our dinner with Mark and Rena.”

“You better, or Rena will kill me. I
promised we would go over the details for the wedding.” She
chuckled. “It’s amusing seeing Rena with her sophisticated air and
aloof model looks giving in to commonplace panic.”

“I like them both; they make a good
couple.”

“Just see that you’re back on
Friday.”

Hollis was grateful John would be gone only
until the end of the week, but she wasn’t ready to let go of her
request. “Well, then you would be doing me a big favor if you would
just make the first contact with the police,” she
insisted.

Although his face showed sympathy, he wouldn’t
budge. “You know, whoever I talk to now won’t be the person you
have to give the report to later. You’ll still have to meet with an
officer.” He leaned back in the chair and smiled mischievously.
“Besides, I heard that Mosley’s gone.”

Hollis cocked her head. Mosley had been her
chiding nemesis during Jeffrey Wallace’s murder investigation. He’d
treated her like a nuisance and whenever possible tried to
discredit her findings. It wasn’t until she forced him to
acknowledge her contribution to a case solved that he muttered a
“thank you.” But John was right; Mosley was the reason she didn’t
want to contact the police.

“Gone, where?”

John’s expression held a glint of deviltry. He
evidently could hear the relief in her voice. “He took a position
in San Jose. His mother is elderly, and the family wanted him to be
close by.”

Mosley has a mother? Hard to
imagine.

“That’s great news.” A smile crept
across her face. “I’ll contact Stephanie. Even though she works in
the forensic lab, she’ll know a good person in the department for
me to approach.”

“I thought that might cheer you up,”
John said.

 


 



Chapter Two

Since John had left at the
crack of dawn, Hollis got to the office early, but even so, she
wasn’t the first one there. One of the attorneys—head bent over his
computer keyboard, sheets of paper and open books on the floor—had
clearly been at work for some time. She wondered if he’d ever gone
home last night. Triple D had a way of drawing out the high
achiever gene in its attorneys, almost to a negative.

As she passed through the lobby, she caught
just the barest hint of light as the sun eased over the Oakland
hills. She usually took the time to pause and reflect, but this
morning she hurried past the beauty of the San Francisco Bay to her
office. She and Stephanie had agreed to meet at ten this
morning.

She flipped through the work in her in-box.
George had given her a couple of cases with impending deadlines;
she would get them out of the way before she had to leave for her
meeting.

 


Clearing the cases took a little longer than
she anticipated, making Hollis almost fifteen minutes late for her
meeting with Stephanie.

She slid into the booth a little breathless.
“I’m sorry, I had to finish—”

Stephanie waved her hand. “No need to explain.
You’re always on time and I’m usually the one who’s late, so I
figured something held you up. Besides, I brought reading with me.”
She pointed to a small stack of reports.

Stephanie Ross and Hollis had been friends for
what seemed like forever, but it had been less than five years.
Stephanie had come to Hollis’s aid any number of times, and would
still recount the time she “took a bullet” for her.

Attractive but not beautiful, Stephanie had a
lively personality that registered in the character lines in her
face and almost made her pretty. Her dark, caramel-brown hair
framed even darker expressive brown eyes that couldn’t help but
reveal her intelligence or her impatience with superficial
people.

She and Hollis ordered coffee from the
waitress, who went away with a promise to return for their order.
Hollis pulled her phone out of her purse.

“Take a look at this,” she said,
handing it over to Stephanie.

Stephanie glanced down and then frowned. “Now I
see why you called me last night. The message looks worse when you
see it on the screen.” She handed the phone back. “I arranged for
you to see Detective Warren at eleven thirty. He said he could take
your report but this type of thing doesn’t come under his
jurisdiction … or expertise. He’s going to turn you over to
one of the sheriff’s tech guys.”

Hollis swallowed. “Will you come with me to
meet the tech guy?”

Stephanie looked at her curiously. “What’s
bothering you? You’ve never asked me to tag along
before.”

Hollis turned her head to glance around the
room. “You know the text could be interpreted as coming from a
murderer who could have me on their call list, or … knows me,
or … or I could be the intended victim.”

Stephanie just looked at her. “So, you want me
there to hear what Warren has to say? You think you’ll be too
overwhelmed?”

Hollis nodded.

“All right, I’ll come with you to
meet the tech guy. I can’t take the time to sit with you and
Warren, but you don’t have anything to be concerned about with him
anyway. You won’t have any problem with him; he doesn’t know
you.” Stephanie smiled pointedly, took another sip of
coffee, and stood. “But now I’ve got to get back to work. Hey, if
John’s working tonight, why don’t we get together?”

“John’s away on assignment but we
could get together even if he were here.” Hollis could hear the
strength returning to her voice. “I’ll have to let you know later
about tonight. I have tons of work in the office and a new case
that looks like it might be a real kicker.”

 


The door opened into Jim Warren’s small and
windowless office about five feet from the front of his desk. He
continued to tap rapidly on a keyboard for a few minutes before
final looking up at her over the monitor.

“Ms. Morgan? Good, you’re on time.
Take a seat; I’ll be right with you.”

Hollis moved the files nestled in the only
chair onto the floor and sat down.

Jim Warren was short and stubby. He wasn’t fat
but his torso reminded Hollis of half a candle or maybe half a
sausage. His face was stubby too, with features appearing scrunched
together like crumpled paper, as if they needed to be smoothed out.
He reached across the desk with a thick hand to shake hers and
turned back to finish an email.

“Now, sorry for the delay,” he said.
“At Stephanie Ross’s insistence I squeezed you in.” He gave her a
slight smile. “First, let me call up the intake form and then you
can tell me your story. Everything is electronic so I can do this
online.”

After a moment he motioned for her to
proceed.

“I appreciate your taking my
incident report so quickly, but I don’t have much to say.” She
reached into her purse and pushed her phone over to him. “This says
it all. It is the reason I’m here.”

He glanced down at the phone and read the
message. “Okay, start from the beginning. Where were you when you
got this?”

Hollis recounted the circumstances and noticed
he entered the time and day in the report and typed in the exact
message.

When he was finished, he said, “There’s not
much I can do. I’ll get this over to the sheriff’s office before I
go to my next meeting. They’ll assign someone to
investigate.”

“Do you know how long it will
take?”

He scrunched his features even more. “Ah, it’ll
probably be today. This doesn’t sound good. They’ll want to get on
it. Give me your information and you’ll be contacted.”

Hollis handed him a card.

“Oh, and you might as well look into
getting another phone. They’ll want to take this one.”

 


It was a little after twelve o’clock before
Hollis got back to the office. Immediately she went to work on the
case files in her inbox. She’d hoped to have heard from Zoe Allen’s
Coronado law firm, but they hadn’t returned her call.

From time to time she stared at her cellphone,
resting on top of her desk. She used it for work as well as
personal calls, but some attorneys in the office had three phones:
work, personal, and backup. Probate law didn’t generate the
clientele who required a lot of conversation and Hollis had felt
comfortable with just the one phone, at least until now.

She worked through the afternoon and was
grateful for the uninterrupted span of time, but by four o’clock
when her phone rang she grabbed it with anticipation.

“Ms. Morgan? I’m Detective Daniel
Silva with the Russell County Sheriff. I’ve received your report
from the San Lucian Police. I was wondering if we could meet today
or first thing in the morning?”

“This afternoon would be fine. Where
are your offices?”

He paused. “My permanent office is near
Livermore.” She could hear him working a keyboard. “But tell you
what, why don’t I meet you at the San Lucian station? I have to
leave shortly for a meeting in San Leandro. The station is not far
from there. What do you say we make it six o’clock?”

When they hung up, Hollis drew in a long
breath. She quickly tapped in Stephanie’s number and told her about
the appointment.

“Not a problem,” Stephanie said.
“I’ll meet you there.”

 


If the station day officer was surprised to see
her twice in the same day, he didn’t raise an eyebrow. Hollis took
a seat in one of the plastic chairs that lined the lobby wall
facing the door. There wasn’t a lot of activity, and after only a
few minutes, a tall muscular man strode purposefully in and walked
over to the reception desk. Hollis couldn’t hear the conversation,
but moments later he walked over to where she was
sitting.

He removed his sunglasses. “Hollis Morgan?
Daniel Silva.” He reached out to shake her hand. “I got out of my
session a little early. Why don’t we get started? I’ve reserved one
of the spare offices for our meeting.”

Hollis rose to her feet. Daniel Silva had a
deep commanding voice that reminded Hollis of a news anchor’s. He
towered over her five foot three frame, and while he didn’t look to
be more than in his mid-thirties, he had a paternal air. He led her
to an office through a secured corridor.

“I … I’ve asked a friend to sit
with me,” Hollis murmured, looking back toward the
lobby.

He smiled. “You mean like having someone sit
with you to hear your medical diagnosis?”

Hollis laughed. “Yes, I guess so.” He’d put her
at ease, and she felt her calm returning. “We can get started.
Stephanie will be along in a few minutes.”

He pointed her to a chair at a small round
conference table. He pulled out a slim file and took the seat
opposite.

“First, why don’t you let me see
your phone? Have you deleted any messages, either text or phone,
since you got the text?”

Hollis handed him her phone. “No … I
didn’t know what to do.”

He gave her a small smile. “Of course.” He read
the message and then began scrolling through her
directory.

The door opened and Stephanie, looking
breathless, was let into the room by a uniformed
officer.

“I’m sorry I’m late. I got caught in
evening traffic.” She slipped into the chair next to Hollis,
putting her tote and jacket on the remaining seat.

Hollis introduced Silva to Stephanie, and she
and Silva exchanged greetings. Stephanie’s demeanor underwent a
subtle change. He was an attractive man, so Hollis wasn’t surprised
that Stephanie had noticed.

Silva returned to scrolling through the phone.
A few minutes later, his head still down, he said, “You were right
to bring this to our attention. Before I comment, what do you
think? Do you know anyone who could have sent this
message?”

He still hadn’t looked up from scrolling
through messages. Hollis realized that it must appear as if she
never cleared her inbox.

Hollis reflected before she spoke. “No,
absolutely not. I don’t have any friends or clients who would be
sending anything like that. I … I don’t know why I got it in
the first place.”

He gave her a protracted look. “Don’t
you?”

“What do you mean?” Hollis heard her
voice rise and after giving him a long look, she forced herself to
take a deep breath. “I guess you mean that it’s likely … or at
least there’s a chance that I know the sender.”

There was silence.

Stephanie cleared her throat. “Detective Silva,
is there a way to find out who sent that message?” She spoke
quietly, giving Hollis time to collect herself.

Silva shrugged. “It would help if Ms. Morgan
could narrow the field for us. That way we could cross-check her
recent call list with calls made to her number.”

Stephanie nodded. “That makes sense. Are you
able to triangulate all her ‘Private Caller’ calls backward to
their source?”

Silva smiled. “Very good Miss … I’m sorry,
Miss …?” He paused.

With a blush, Stephanie replied, “Miss
Ross.”

“Miss Ross, that’s exactly how it
works, except that in the interest of time, if Ms. Morgan could
reduce the numbers we have to research, it would save time and
money.”

Hollis shook her head. “But I don’t
know—”

“Ms. Morgan, as a matter of
procedure, I ran a check on you. You’re an ex-con and before
you protest,” he went on, raising his hand to avert her response,
“I know you received a pardon. But not only did you spend time in
prison, you continued to associate with other
ex-felons.”

“It’s a book club, for God’s sake.”
Hollis didn’t even try to modify her volume. She ignored
Stephanie’s hand on her arm.

He looked down at his file. “Yes, a book club
of ex-felons.”

“Are you telling me that you can’t
help me because my pool of friends is suspect?”

“No, what I’m telling you is that
I’m going to obtain warrants to access the phone records of your
friends. I want to eliminate your ex-con acquaintances first. I
would appreciate it if you didn’t give them a heads up.”

Hollis slumped back into the chair.

Great.

Stephanie cleared her throat. “Detective,
here’s my contact information in case you can’t reach Hollis. Can
you tell us what comes next?” Stephanie slid her business card
across the table.

“I’d like to keep the
phone.”

“I’ll need to get another phone,”
Hollis protested. “And I’ll need to transfer my call
list.”

Silva said, “It would be better if you went to
the phone store and told them your phone was stolen. Or that you
simply want a new phone. I don’t know what kind of access you
have.”

Hollis straightened. “But my contact
list … there’s no way I can re-create it. My clients …
friends, and family.”

“I’ll remove the SIM card but I
would still like to have the phone to review your call histories.”
He looked at her. “Tell you what, I’ll do a data dump of all the
numbers with names on your SIM card. You can pick up the printout
in a couple of days. You’ll have to re-enter everything, but it’s
better than nothing.”

Stephanie leaned in. “Does she have a
choice?”

Silva gave her a small smile. “No.” He took out
a pen and scribbled something on a piece of paper that went into
his file. “This is now an official investigation. I’ll be getting
back in touch with you as soon as I start delving into your
contacts list.”

Hollis and Stephanie gathered their things.
Hollis turned back to Silva as he held the door open for them to
pass.

“If it’s me—I mean if the intended
victim is me—then what happens if … if ….” Hollis
couldn’t finish her sentence.

Silva’s expression was stern. “Then I had
better find the murderer before he or she finds you.”

 


Hollis and Stephanie finished giving their
pizza order then turned back to their drinks.

“You were shameless, Stephanie.”
Hollis shook her finger in reproach.

“What?”

“Here I am facing a possible death
threat and you’re flirting with the detective.” Hollis took a sip
from her wine. “ ‘Will you be able to triangulate the
calls’ …. Please, give me a break.”

Stephanie smiled sheepishly. “You’re right,
maybe I did get a little carried away. But you have to admit he’s
cute.”

Hollis shrugged and grinned. “Yeah, he’s not
bad looking at all.” She twirled her glass on the cocktail napkin.
“It was a good thing the phone store was still open. I couldn’t go
a day without a cellphone. As it is, I’ll be scrambling trying to
remember phone numbers.”

“It’s only for a day or two.”
Stephanie reached over and patted her hand. “Once you get the
contacts printout ….”

Hollis pulled her hair back. “I know. I know
that. But there’s the bigger picture that someone I know might be a
murderer. Ace Detective Silva thinks it’s one of the Fallen Angels,
just because we’re easy suspects.” She looked around the busy
eatery and turned with a worried look to a silent Stephanie.
“There’s one thing he’s going to find out real
quick ….”

Stephanie looked up, waiting for her to finish
her thought.

Hollis continued, “All of the Fallen Angels
block their identification information and have the readout of
‘Private Caller,’ even me.”

 


 



Chapter Three

Since all her client files
contained contact information, the next morning Hollis was able to
begin the task of entering the data into her phone. She had just
put in the last number when her desk phone buzzed.

It was Tiffany, Triple D’s young
receptionist.

“Hollis, you have a caller on the
main line, a Charles Allen,” she said with her usual competence and
clicked off.

Hollis reached from near the top of the stack
of files in front of her and opened the Zoe Allen file. She hit the
key to connect the call.

“Mr. Allen, this is Hollis Morgan.
You’re calling about your mother’s trust?”

“Stepmother, and that’s right. The
family wants to meet with you. My stepmother was a fool, and
judging from this recent shot, she might have been crazy as well.”
He paused and lowered his voice. “That said, we want to meet with
you to discuss the matter.”

Hollis took a deep breath. She’d have to remind
George that nothing was ever really simple. “Mr. Allen, you sound
upset. Your stepmother just passed away and you may need time
to … to grieve. If you want to talk about the trust, the
Coronado Legal Group are the ones—”

“Look, those attorneys just want to
charge us by the hour. Besides we already met with them yesterday,”
Allen growled. “We would rather meet with Ravel, but he just gave
me some bull about having to speak with his attorney, and he gave
us your name.”

Hollis looked up to the ceiling just as George
popped his head in her door. He mouthed “Allen?” And at her nod he
took a seat in front of her desk.

Hollis turned to her wall calendar. “Mr. Allen,
when would you like to meet?”

“Do we have to come
there?”

I don’t make house calls.

She tried to keep the snap out of her voice.
“Yes. Do the family members live in the Bay Area?”

“Half do, and half live in the San
Diego area. Even though we told him we weren’t going to pay for him
to sit around, our attorney wants to come and listen,” he muttered.
“And we were hoping you could come to San Diego.”

Half … how many are
there?

“No, I can’t come to San Diego,” she
repeated for George’s benefit, “but I can arrange a Skype call in
an affiliate’s law office in San Diego for those members who live
there. The rest can meet here in our offices.”

Charles Allen hesitated. “Well, I guess so, if
you make all the arrangements.”

Hollis and Allen agreed that the following
Monday would be suitable. He gave her the name of their attorney
and agreed to contact her if there was a problem. She would contact
him with the location of the Skype call.

She hung up the phone and looked at
George.

“Thanks.”

He shrugged. “I tried to get here before Allen
got you on the phone.” He crossed his legs. “I should have guessed
that she … my … my mother had more family. It’s clear
they don’t want to share.”

“George, I’ve got a message from Zoe
Allen’s attorneys. We’re supposed to speak later this morning. How
big is her estate? You said millions, but how much
exactly?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t think to ask
for an accounting,” he said grimly. “I’d just met my birth mother,
and now she’s gone. Besides I’m that much of a lawyer to know that
once I heard I was a beneficiary I didn’t want to engage the Allen
attorneys in a conversation until I had all the
information.”

Hollis sighed. “Good idea. Let’s get together
after I speak with Simon McDermid. He’s a managing partner with the
Coronado Legal Group. It must be a big account if he’s sitting
in.”

“I read it the same way.” George
stood. “We’ll talk after your phone call.”

 


Hollis’s phone rang right on the hour. She
waited for their firm’s receptionist to connect her.

“Ms. Morgan? This is Simon McDermid.
How are you this morning?” His voice was booming and crisp. He had
her on speaker phone.

“Fine, thanks, and yourself?” Hollis
smiled. She could play the socially correct game.

“Well, actually not so good. I’m
here with my colleagues Tim Hallinan and Kevin Larkin. They’re the
senior attorneys who oversee the Zoe Allen estate. It appears we
may have a problem.”

Hollis stiffened. “What problem is
that?”

“Your client is claiming he is the
sole beneficiary to the Allen estate.” McDermid gave a harrumph.
“Mrs. Allen has stepchildren and grandchildren who also deserve
beneficiary consideration. It is a problem that will need to be
dealt with because right now the situation is unsatisfactory to all
parties.”

Hollis hesitated. The battle lines were
starting to take form.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
R. FRANKLIN JAMES





OEBPS/tmp_8390495a208a874a704a842e43a37694_KswDC8_html_316e9841.png
PRESS





