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CHAPTER 1

I’d been off the force and out on my own for a year when I got a call from Peter Franchette.

We met in downtown Oakland, at the same sushi restaurant where I’d last left him on a rainy afternoon, sitting across from a sister he’d never met. I’d tracked her down for him—a bit of extracurricular activity that was part of why I was off the force and out on my own.

The summer sun was harsh as he stepped in from the street. “Sorry I’m late.”

“Not at all. You shaved your beard.”

“And you grew one.”

I’d grown my hair out, too. The extra length masked a scar running from temple to nape.

“My wife likes me better this way,” I said.

We took a booth, put in our order, made conversation. Peter told me he’d kept in touch with his sister, closely at first. Then less so.

“She has her life, I have mine.”

I nodded.

“And you?” he asked. “Charlotte must be—what. Four and a half?”

“Good memory. We have a son now, too. Myles.” I showed him my phone.

“What a bruiser. Am I wrong, or does he look like you?”

“Yeah, he’s a clone.”

“Cute. So how’s life as a private citizen treating you?”

“Can’t complain.”

“Thanks for meeting on short notice.”

“No problem,” I said. “What can I do for you?”

“This kid I mentor, Chris Villareal—super-bright guy. His company does interesting stuff with AI and traffic grids … Anyhow. He showed up to a recent meeting looking pretty distraught. His grandmother passed and named him executor of her estate. Without warning him.”

“Always a fun surprise.”

“From what I gather, there’s not much in terms of dollars. It’s just disorganized, and he’s run across some things that don’t feel right.”

“How so?”

“You’d be better off hearing it from him.”

“Has he spoken to an estate attorney?”

“I set him up with my person. She thinks it’s not worth the trouble, Chris should drop it.”

“Sounds like good advice.”

“I think it’s a matter of principle. He and his grandma were very close. The lawyer was the one who suggested a private investigator. She had a name but I thought of you.”

“Appreciate it.”

The server approached with our food.

I split a pair of chopsticks and sanded them together. “Have him call me.”

“Great.”

Toward the end of the meal, he said, “You know, you never cashed my check.”

The check in question was made out to my daughter for $250,000—a reward for my efforts. At the time I was still a county employee, sticking to the rules. Most of them.

Crazy money for the job. Peter’s venture capital success had earned him more than I could imagine, but mega-rich isn’t necessarily mega-generous.

“I tried to,” I said. “The bank wouldn’t accept it. They said it was too old.”

“When?”

“Last year.”

“What’d you wait so long for?”

“I didn’t want to get fired.”

He shook his head. “What I get for using paper … Well, look,” he said, digging out his phone, “at some point I decided you weren’t going to deposit it. So I made an end run.”

He began tapping at the screen. For a moment I thought he might zap me the money electronically, a quarter of a million dollars in a quadrillionth of a second.

Instead he turned the screen around as if to show off pictures of his own kids.

I saw a banking app, with one account, labeled CHARLOTTE EDISON—529 PLAN.

“Technically it’s in my name. I didn’t know her Social. Happy to transfer it whenever you’d like. You can see for yourself, it’s done pretty well.”

The balance was $321,238.77.

“What do you think?” he said.

“I think I should remind you,” I said, “I have a son now, too.”




CHAPTER 2

I met Chris Villareal at his grandmother’s house in Daly City, a suburb of San Francisco also known as Little Manila. Her neighborhood, scaled with postwar tract housing, was walking distance to the Asian bakeshops and markets along Mission Street.

He’d arrived early. Boyishly handsome, he leaned against the door of a silver BMW coupe with a laptop pinned under his arm, tapping a sneaker and straining to smile beneath a crest of black hair.

Branded start-up T-shirt: the Bay Area’s tribal signifier.

He removed his sunglasses and hung them on his neckline to shake hands.

“My condolences,” I said.

“Thank you. She lived a good life. But it’s still hard.”

I nodded.

“All right,” he said. “Let’s get it over with.”

The house was a stucco box, pastel pink, jammed between pastel neighbors. Concrete steps rose to a decorative security gate. Chris slipped off his shoes and left them on the doormat. I did the same.

He shut off the alarm system and led me past an entryway altar crowded with Catholic figurines. Everything was old but cared-for, living room furniture polished to a dull glow, sofa and chairs upholstered in a vivid floral pattern. The extended family was large and well represented on the walls, as were members of the Holy Family and various saints. A crucifix loomed.

“She’d be mad if I didn’t offer you something to eat or drink,” he said.

“I’m good, thanks.”

He’d commandeered the dining room for his workspace. Accordion file folders labeled in black marker covered the table: B OF A, CHASE, CITI, VA, LIFE INSUR (LOLO JOHN), MEDICARE, SOC SEC, 81-2 TAXES, 83 CAMRY, 09 CAMRY, UTIL, RECEIPTS.

Wrinkled cardboard boxes brimming with loose paper lined the baseboards, awaiting their turn. More boxes and folders piled on the chairs. It looked like an all-you-can-eat buffet for goats.

“She kept everything.” He tapped his temple. “Immigrant mentality.”

We sat beneath a giclée print of The Last Supper, and he ran me through the basics.

Marisol Santos Salvador, born 1938 in Manila, arrived 1957 in the United States along with husband John (deceased 1995). Five children, of whom Chris’s mother, Asuncion, was the youngest. For most of her life Marisol had worked as a health aide.

“When did she pass?”

“April 6. She had a stroke so it was fast.”

“You didn’t know she’d named you executor.”

“No. Maybe she meant to tell me. She had another stroke, about fifteen years ago, and it affected her. I don’t get why her lawyer didn’t say something sooner, though.”

“Who’s he?”

“Mr. Pineda. He’s a family friend. At the wake he came up to me. ‘We need to talk.’ I go to his office and he hands me lola’s will. Like: Tag, you’re it.”

“Is he helping you?”

“Not really. He’s almost as old as she was. I don’t think he’s completely with it, either. Basically I’m having to figure it out on my own.”

“Do you know why she chose you?”

Chris shrugged. “I’m the only one who’s not married with kids. She used to ride me about it. ‘You’re thirty, I had four kids by thirty.’ I told her I’m building a business, that’s my baby.”

“I’m sure she found that very persuasive.”

He laughed. “She also thought I was the smart one. She called me Henyo. It means ‘genius.’ ‘Look at Henyo, he can talk to computers but not to girls.’ Or, I don’t know. Maybe she wanted to punish me. Whatever. Lucky me.”

“What does the will say?”

“Sixty percent to her kids, thirty percent to the grandkids, ten percent to the church.”

“Pretty straightforward.”

“Yeah, till you look a little closer. The house is the main asset. But she’s got money squirreled away all over the place. Not just multiple bank accounts. I found three thousand dollars in cash under the bathroom sink. I’m trying to be fair, and everyone’s calling me up all mad. ‘What’s taking so long? Why haven’t you finished?’ Why? Because look at this mess.”

Bright young guy applying artificial intelligence to traffic grids but struggling to wring meaning from piles of paper.

“Peter said you noticed some irregularities,” I said.

He nodded. He opened the laptop. “I started itemizing her bank statements.”

“Is that necessary?”

“Peter’s lawyer said the same thing.”

“I admire your diligence. It just seems like you have enough on your plate as is.”

“I wanted to make sure there’s no huge discrepancies. It’s how I roll. For all I know she has a million bucks buried in the backyard. I’m seeing all these payments I can’t figure out. Look.”

He showed me a QuickBooks entry from March 17, a check for $135 to SFRA.

He scrolled back to February 17. Another $135 check to SFRA.

January. December of the previous year. November.

One hundred thirty-five dollars, SFRA.

Identical entries appeared monthly for the previous two years.

“That’s as far back as the online accounts go,” he said.

He drew over the B OF A folder and began taking out sheaves of paper, secured by alligator clips and bristling with tape flags. “So then I started going through by hand. Same deal.”

Each flag indicated a $135 check to SFRA.

“Do you know what it stands for?” I asked. “San Francisco something?”

“I tried googling it. I get so many hits it’s useless.”

“How many payments are we talking about?”

“The earliest I could find is from 1996. All in all it works out to around forty-seven thousand dollars. It might not seem like much, in the grand scheme of things, but she wasn’t a rich woman. She wasn’t poor, either. I gotta say that or she’s going to descend from heaven and scream at me.”

I smiled. “Understood.”

“She was a kid during the war. She and her sisters were living on the streets, eating from the gutters. She knew what it meant to have nothing. She bought day-old bread until my mom made her stop. She kept the same car for twenty-five years. It died and she got another just like it. This,” he said, placing a hand on the bank statements, “isn’t like her.”

I said nothing.

“You don’t agree,” he said.

“I didn’t know your grandmother. I get that it seems inconsistent with her behavior.”

“But.”

“Inconsistency is human. And the payments could be innocuous.”

“Then what the hell is SFRA?”

“Maybe a membership fee? Or a subscription.”

“She didn’t belong to clubs. She bought the National Enquirer once a week.”

“Something to do with her church.”

“I asked the priest. He said no.”

“A mortgage or a loan.”

“The house was paid off in 2007. I’m not aware of other loans. It’s possible. I haven’t finished with everything yet. All I know is I’m seeing a pattern. It reminds me of when I get recurring charges on my credit card, stuff I signed up for without realizing.”

“Okay,” I said, “but this is analog. Your grandmother’s physically writing checks. She must’ve believed she was paying for something. What does the rest of your family think?”

“They’re clueless. My mom gets so emotional it’s hard to have a conversation. My uncles, too. They’re like, ‘It’s your job, you deal with it.’”

“Can you access her bank account? I’d like to see an image of the most recent check.”

He logged in and clicked open the March 17 payment, filled out in Marisol’s tidy handwriting. SFRA. One hundred thirty-five dollars and 00/100. The back bore an illegible scrawl but no account information, suggesting a mobile deposit. Likewise for the remaining online images.

“What about canceled checks? Do you have any of those lying around?”

From the B OF A folder he removed a manila envelope stuffed to bursting.

“Immigrant mentality,” he said.

He hadn’t gotten the chance to sort them. We started in, one by one. Chris was sweating. I was, too. The house had no AC. He told me, laughing, how lola would sit on the living room couch, watching Days of Our Lives at maximum volume and fanning herself with a pamaypay, which she also used to whack anyone she felt deserved it.

“She sounds tough.”

“Oh yeah.”

“I guess you’d have to be, to survive what she survived.”

“Yeah. But whatever she did was out of love.”

“You miss her.”

He nodded.

We found a check, dated December 17, 1998, $135 to SFRA.

I turned it over. In addition to the same indecipherable signature was an account number, a routing number, and the time and date of deposit.

Chris leaned in. “Can you use that to tell who it is?”

“I can try. You mind if I hang on to this?”

“Take it all.” He sat back, rubbing absently at his chest. “The lawyer thinks I’m wasting my time. But I can’t get it out of my head. You know?”

“I do, yeah. In your position I might feel the same way. As to whether it’s a waste of time, that depends on what you expect to get out of the process. Can I be straight with you?”

“Please.”

“I’m happy to look into this for you. I think it’s important to acknowledge that you may have already found everything there is to find.”

“You’re preparing me for disappointment.”

“I’ll run with it as far as you want. But sometimes when people come to me with a request like this, what they’re really after is closure.”

He stared at the pile of canceled checks; fuzzy edges and yellowing paper.

“I don’t have any expectations,” he said. “I just feel like I owe it to her. What if she was stressed out over this, and it contributed to her stroke? It’s fifty grand. It’s not nothing.”

He turned to me. “It eats at me. What else am I missing?”




CHAPTER 3

My office sits behind a Laundromat. What it lacks in ambience, it makes up for in convenience: half a mile from my house, half a mile from my parents, and catercorner to a killer ramen shop. I grew up in San Leandro, and since Amy and I moved back, I’d been getting reacquainted with the city. It fascinated me to see how it had changed and not changed. Prices climbing. More and better restaurants. But the meters still took quarters only.

I ran the canceled check through a specialist data broker. The most they could tell me was that it had been deposited at a Wells Fargo. But they couldn’t specify the branch, and the account was closed, no way to retrieve the owner’s name.

Per Google, SFRA was the Science Fiction Research Association.

Or it was the South Florida Radio Amateurs.

Store Front Reference Architecture. Student Financial Responsibility Agreement. Software Frequency Response Analyzer. School Funding Reform Act. Scottish Flood Risk Assessment.

It was a protein found in E. coli.

It stood for innumerable groups in San Francisco, city and county: Redevelopment Agency; Rugby Academy; Resonant Acoustics.

The California Secretary of State business entity registry returned eleven entries, all of which I ruled out based on filing date: They’d come into existence after Marisol Santos Salvador started making payments.

I checked UCC filings. DBAs. Civil courts. Bankruptcy courts. Liens. Credit records. Regulatory bodies. Telephone directories. Newspaper archives.

Nothing.

Marisol faced no outstanding judgments and was not party to any legal actions in San Mateo County or any of the surrounding counties. Her credit was good, her driving record was clean, and she had no criminal record. She possessed neither watercraft nor a pilot’s license. Her sons and daughters had chosen to settle within a few miles of her. A robust, close-knit clan.

As Chris had said, she owned outright the house in Daly City, having purchased it in 1963 for $14,200. Currently its estimated value stood at $799,000 to $1,000,000. The increase said everything you needed to know about Bay Area real estate.

In 1996 she’d spent $57,500 on another property, 8 Abalone Court, Swann’s Flat, CA. Currently its estimated value stood at six to ten thousand dollars.

Swann’s Flat.

The SF of SFRA?

The date of purchase aligned with the start of her monthly payments.

The decrease in value told a story of its own.

I’d never heard of Swann’s Flat. With good reason: It was scarcely there, a census-designated place, population thirteen, perched at the western edge of unincorporated Humboldt County. The Wikipedia article was brief and read like chamber of commerce copy. Amenities included hiking and horse trails, an inn, a boat launch. The nearest post office was in Millburg, twenty miles to the east, as was the nearest elementary school. The nearest high school was three hours away in Eureka. Notable local events included the annual Queen of the Salmon pageant.

Google Images showed dramatic cliffs, savage waves, black sand, gloomy forest, fog. Isolated houses dotted a tongue of land that poked out into the Pacific as if to taste its salt.

From Marisol’s house in Daly City, the drive was six hours, twelve minutes, the last leg along private and unpaved roads. Street View chickened out well shy of her address on Abalone Court.

I called Chris. “Did your grandmother own a second home? Like a vacation house?”

“What? No. Why?”

“I’m seeing another property in her name.”

“Where?”

“Swann’s Flat.”

“I don’t know where that is.”

“Up the coast. Humboldt.”

“What the hell,” he said.

“She never mentioned it to you.”

“No way.”

“Can you ask your mom or your uncles?”

“Let me call you back.”

I put my new search term to use.

The second hit after Wikipedia was the official Swann’s Flat website. I clicked the ABOUT tab.

We are a private residential community located on the Lost Coast of California, established in 1965 pursuant to the State Public Resources Code Section 13000-13233 …

The rest of the text matched the Wikipedia page, word for word. Impossible to say which had been lifted from which.

The HISTORY, BOARD, and FAQ tabs all read Under Construction!

Returning to the search results, I clicked the third hit, SwannsFlatRealEstate.com.

The name and the feel suggested a real estate agency. But there were no agents, only a list of properties for sale. I scrolled down.

Golden opportunity to own an unspoiled piece of California coastline with fabulous vistas and fresh ocean breezes. Outstanding quarter acre lot a short distance from beach. Seller financing available for qualified buyers. Come join our friendly seaside community!

Photos showed a sunny verdant patch. Pine trees framed a peekaboo view of sparkling ocean. Asking price was $45,995. Contact Diamond Vacation Properties.

I scrolled on.

Hidden gem! Unique south-facing .19 acre lot on a quiet cul-de-sac. Greenbelt in the rear creates privacy and protects your view of the stunning King Range. Qualified buyers ask about seller financing. Find your heart on the Lost Coast!

The photo gallery was so similar to that of the first listing that I had to check to make sure they weren’t the same. Asking price was $21,700. Contact Omnivest Services.

There were about thirty listings in all, every one of them for undeveloped land.

I went back to Google.

Hit number four was SwannsFlatHomes.com.

The color scheme and font differed from SwannsFlatRealEstate.com. In every other respect the two sites were identical.

Same for SwannsFlatProperties, SwannsFlatLand, and SwannsFlatLostCoast.

Same for the next ten pages of search results.

Chris called. “They have no idea what I’m talking about. Could it be a mistake?”

“The databases aren’t perfect, but not likely. Have you run across any property tax stubs?”

“They’re probably mixed up with the other tax stuff.”

“Search for a check. Humboldt County Tax Collector. Something like that.”

I heard him typing and clicking.

“… Humboldt County Treasurer–Tax Collector,” he said. “Two hundred fifty-nine dollars.”

“Do you see a parcel on the memo line?”

The number he read matched the one on my screen.

I said, “Not a mistake.”

Chris said, “Shit. Why didn’t I see this?”

“You weren’t looking. You were focused on SFRA.”

“Do you know what it’s about?”

“I’m not sure yet. Let me poke around a little more. I’ll be in touch when I have something concrete. But Chris? Do me a favor. Resist the urge to stay up all night googling.”

He laughed. “Yeah, sure.”

I’d been squinting at the computer since noon. My eyes were sand, my neck felt permanently crooked forward, and I had to pick up the kids.

CHARLOTTE CLIMBED INTO the car with her usual greeting: “What’s for dinner?”

“My love, it’s polite to say hello.”

“Hi, Daddy. How are you?”

“I’m good, thanks. How was camp?”

“Good.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“Did you play with anyone?”

“I don’t remember. What’s for dinner?”

“I’ll tell you once we’re driving. Can you get buckled, please?”

“I’m buckled.”

“Thank you. Chicken, rice, and green beans.”

“Eww.”

“Charlotte, it’s not polite to say eww when someone cooks for you.”

“I hate chicken.”

“You loved it the last time I made it.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“You told me, and I quote, ‘Daddy, I love this, can you make it again?’”

Myles, facing backward, said, “Eww.”

“See? He doesn’t like it, either.” Charlotte leaned over him. “Myles, can you say eww chicken?”

“Eww tit.”

AT HOME I put her in the bath. The water turned gray.

“Do you just roll around in the dirt all day?”

“Not all day.”

I heard the front door close; the double thump as Amy kicked off her boots.

“Smells yummy,” she called.

She appeared in the doorway. “Hello, everyone.”

“Hey,” I said. “How was your day?”

She smiled tiredly. “There’s only one kind.”

Charlotte said, “Mommy, I had the best time at camp.”

“That’s wonderful.” Amy bent to kiss me and take Myles. “I want to hear all about it.”

Over dinner Charlotte announced that she’d played with Millicent, Ambrose, and Clementine. They had built a fort from sticks and eaten Popsicles for snack.

“Mine was blue raspberry,” she said.

“Why do all your friends sound like they have consumption?” I asked.

“What’s that?”

Amy suppressed laughter and kicked me under the table. “Blue raspberry sounds delicious, sweetie. This is delicious, too, Daddy.”

“Thanks.”

Charlotte said, “Daddy, I looove this chicken. Can you make it again?”

Myles said, “Eww tit.”




CHAPTER 4

At my desk the next morning, I dove deep into Swann’s Flat.

Business registry records supported my initial impression: beyond sketchy.

For a tiny place, it was throbbing with commerce, home to a Finance Corporation, a Development Corporation, a Land Corporation, a Land Development Corporation, a plain old Corporation, a Company, LPs and LLPs and INCs, nonprofits and legacy corporations and stock corporations, and buried among them, the Swann’s Flat Resort Area, LLC.

SFRA?

Formed on January 22, 1991; inactive as of 2007.

The initial filing consisted of a single typewritten page. There were no officers listed. The business address was 134 Monkeyflower Drive, Swann’s Flat, CA 95536. The registered agent for service of process was ML Corporate Solutions, located next door at 136. The purpose of the limited liability company was to engage in any lawful act or activity for which a limited liability company may be organized under the California Revised Uniform Limited Liability Company Act.

Didn’t get much vaguer than that.

No website. To be expected, given that they’d gone out of business almost two decades ago.

Why was Marisol still paying them?

Who was she paying?

A disgruntled person is a private investigator’s best friend. If you want dirt on someone, talk to the folks they’ve pissed off.

I ran a docket search.

Since 1995, Swann’s Flat Resort Area had been sued twenty-four times. The specifics varied from case to case, but the themes were consistent.

Land and lies.

Petitioners David and Mary Walsh purchased a lot at 17 Wildrose Run, paying installation and connection fees for water, power, and sewer lines. The complaint noted that this had to be done for every new home; the existing grid did not cover the peninsula but went in piecemeal. Four years later, the Walshes put their lot back up for sale without having broken ground, receiving one offer, well below their original purchase price. They accepted. During the inspection period, however, it emerged that the local utilities body was refusing to honor the previous connection fees, requiring the prospective buyers to pay an additional $27,825. The buyer subsequently dropped out. No more offers had been forthcoming. The Walshes sought $87,341 in damages from the utilities body, the Swann’s Flat Board of Supervisors, Does I-XX, and Swann’s Flat Resort Area ($12,980 in resort fees). After much wrangling, they’d settled for an undisclosed amount.

Petitioner Joseph Hui Lee purchased a lot located at 21 Elkhorn Court. After two years he had yet to receive title. He was suing the title company, the broker, and—for $7,767 in resort fees—Swann’s Flat Resort Area. Years of motions and countermotions came to an abrupt halt with Lee’s death in 2001. His heirs had elected not to continue the fight.

Every case led to five more, the number of search terms growing exponentially.

I spent the next few weeks tracking down plaintiffs. Many were presently deceased. Those I managed to reach tended to fall into one of three categories: They were elderly, were military, or lived out of state—in some cases, overseas. All had bought their properties sight unseen, after reading an ad or receiving a cold call. They recounted a sales pitch that resembled uncannily the online listings.

An exclusive piece of the California coast at a bargain price, plus a low-cost, no-hassle loan.

Who could turn that down?

The nightmare began before the ink was dry.

Soaring HOA fees. Hidden resort fees. Assessments, twice a year or more.

Any attempt to begin construction ran into permit hiccups, materials holdups, labor shortages, problematic site conditions, inclement weather. Eventually the buyer would lose heart and try to sell, only to be informed by a real estate agent that they had little chance of recovering their full purchase price on the open market in any reasonable amount of time.

At that point, with the situation seemingly beyond salvage, they’d receive a call from a corporate buyer, offering to assume their debt in exchange for signing over the deed. Almost everyone agreed. A few refused, abandoning the property and ceasing to pay taxes. The county then repossessed the lot and auctioned it off to the very same corporations, who then relisted it for sale.

Same result either way. The buyer ended up with nothing and the cycle began anew.

ELVIRA DELA CRUZ said, “I was stupid and lost my money.”

In 1998, she’d bought a lot in Swann’s Flat that proved unusable. Acting as her own attorney, she filed suit against Swann’s Flat Resort Area ($6,015 in resort fees) and the salesman, a man named William C. Arenhold. The case was dismissed in summary judgment.

Now she was in her late fifties, with microbladed eyebrows and Barbie-pink lipstick. For lunch she’d chosen a hot pot restaurant in the St. Francis Square shopping center, across the parking lot from the dental office where she worked as a hygienist.

“You’re being a little unfair to yourself,” I said.

“Oh no.” She dunked a slice of pork into the bubbling broth. “I was stupid.”

I’d asked to meet, prompted by the parallels to Marisol Santos Salvador. Both women lived in Daly City and belonged to the Filipino community. They’d bought their plots within eighteen months of each other. What really caught my eye, however, was the attorney representing Arenhold.

Rolando Pineda, Esquire.

Mr. Pineda. He’s a family friend.

Elvira surprised me further by informing me that Pineda had started out as her lawyer.

“I had a slip and fall against the city. He got me thirty thousand dollars and took half. He asked me, ‘What are you going to do with the rest of the money?’ I said, ‘Pay my bills.’ He said, ‘You need to think about the future. Let me introduce you to a man.’”

“William Arenhold.”

She nodded. “He came to my apartment and showed me pictures. The beach, the sunset, dolphins jumping. It was so pretty. He said I can build my dream home for when I retire. ‘I’m twenty-five, what do I need that?’ He said, ‘It’s an investment. Wait a few years and sell, you make ten times the money. But you have to move fast or someone else will buy it.’”

“Slick.”

“Oh yes. He was tall, like you. Very handsome. He wore a fancy suit. And he had nice teeth.” She smiled. “I liked that.”

“How much did the land cost?”

“Fifteen thousand.”

“The same amount Pineda won for you.”

“Pretty funny, huh? I told Bill, ‘I can’t spend everything, I need to save some.’ ‘Don’t worry, you put in what you can, I’ll get you a loan.’ Every month I paid sixty dollars plus interest. They also charged for the water, for electricity, the sewer, maintenance, security. See? Drip, drip, drip.”

“How long did this go on?”

“Four years. One day I decided to go see what it looked like.”

“You hadn’t seen it before?”

“Just pictures.” She chortled. “You think I’m over-the-top stupid.”

“I really don’t.”

“You’re being nice,” she said. “I am. I was. I didn’t know what I was doing. I trusted Pineda. He was a lawyer.”

“That seems like the worst reason to trust someone.”

Elvira cackled. “I like you.”

“What happened when you got there?”

“Oh, it was terrible. That road—have you seen it?”

I shook my head.

She mimed puking. “Like a roller coaster. It took hours, my car was overheating. I get to the town and there’s no houses. There’s no buildings. It’s just trees and trees and dirt and trees and dirt, and everywhere plastic signs sticking up, with numbers. I drove around in circles till I found it. Sea Otter Lane. Eighty-one, seventy-nine … Seventy-one, that’s mine. But there’s nothing.”

“Was there supposed to be something? I thought it was an empty lot.”

“Yeah. But this is nothing. It’s a big hole. Like there was an earthquake.”

Arenhold, in his deposition, had stated: The disclosures explicitly indicate that heavy seasonal precipitation poses an erosion risk and that the buyer is therefore advised to conduct an independent soil survey.

“It doesn’t look like the pictures,” she said.

I further made explicit to Ms. Dela Cruz that those images are meant to give a sense of the geology and biodiversity of the region as a whole, rather than referring to any plot in particular.

“I was in shock,” she said.

“I bet.”

“I had my camera with me. I brought it to take a picture to put on my wall at home. Instead,” she said, giggling, “I took pictures of the hole.”

“I’m amazed you can laugh about it.”

“I wasn’t laughing then, I was crying. When I finished taking pictures of the hole, I got in my car. It won’t start.”

“Oh no.”

“Oh yes,” she said gleefully. “I didn’t have a phone, either. So I walked.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know, I just started walking and crying. I got lost. I wanted to lie down and die. A truck comes by and a man rolls down the window. ‘What’s wrong, miss?’”

“Who was he?”

“He didn’t say his name. But he was handsome, too. I told him there’s a hole in my land and my car won’t start. He smiled and said, ‘Hop in.’ It was stupid, to go with a strange man.”

“You were stuck.”

“Yup. He drove me to my car. He couldn’t get it to start, either. He said he would take me to his friend who’s a mechanic.”

I said, “There are no houses but there was a mechanic.”

“Well, when he started driving, then I saw some houses. They’re in another part of town, close to the water. The mechanic tows my car to his garage, puts coolant in. Four hundred dollars.”

“For a bottle of coolant.”

“And to tow.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Oh yes,” she said. “But he had my keys, what was my choice? I wrote him a check and drove away as fast as I could. When I got home I showed the pictures of the hole to my sister’s husband. He’s an engineer. He laughed at me. ‘Elvira, you can’t build here. They cheated you.’ I went back to Pineda. ‘You need to sue them and get my money.’ He said he can’t do that, he’s Bill’s lawyer, too. It’s a conflict of interest. He told me he can’t be my lawyer anymore.”

“Did you try to find another one?”

“I couldn’t afford it. Everyone I talked to told me to forget it. But it made me so mad. So I did it myself. More stupid. I lost and I had to pay Pineda even more.”

“I’m so sorry you had to go through this.”

She swirled a piece of bok choy in broth. “Boo-hoo.”

“Ms. Dela Cruz, do you know a woman named Marisol Santos Salvador?”

“I don’t think so.”

“This is her,” I said, showing a picture.

Elvira popped the bok choy into her mouth, chewed. “Okay, yes.”

“You do know her?”

“She was a patient of Dr. Quinio,” she said. “I remember her teeth.”




CHAPTER 5

The Law Offices of Rolando Pineda and Associates occupied a second-floor suite above a bakery on Mission Street—the same bakery, perhaps, where Marisol used to buy her day-old bread. I climbed the steps through a heady aroma of butter and toasted coconut.

The door displayed Pineda’s name in gilt. No word on who the associates were.

As I entered, the receptionist whirled around in her chair, as though I’d caught her napping. She was in her sixties, wearing a leopard-print blouse. Big-bodied, with a big blond bouffant.

“Can I help you?”

“My name is Clay Edison. I’m a private investigator. I’m here to speak with Mr. Pineda.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No.”

“What is this regarding?”

“Marisol Santos Salvador.”

“Have a seat, please.”

She went through an interior door, returned. “I’m sorry, Mr. Pineda isn’t available.”

“It’ll only take a second.”

“He’s out of the office.”

“Then who are you talking to back there?”

She tried to look authoritative but fell far short. “You’ll have to make an appointment.”

“How about tomorrow?”

“We don’t have any openings.”

“You’re not even going to check the calendar?”

“It’s a very busy day.”

“What’s the first available?”

“I’m afraid we’re not taking new clients.”

“I’m not a client.” I shouted over her head: “Mr. Pineda, I need to talk to you.”

“Please keep your voice down.”

“Tell him it’s about Swann’s Flat. Tell him William C. Arenhold sent me.”

She blanched and disappeared again. When she came back she didn’t say anything, just held the door.

CHRIS HAD DESCRIBED Rolando Pineda as not totally with it. To me he appeared perfectly sharp: younger than his eighty-five years, with dyed-black hair and a pencil mustache, eyes set deep in a vaguely saurian face. Framed photos, taken over decades of evolving fashion, showcased his longevity.

Pineda, shaking hands with a mitered bishop.

Pineda, cutting the ribbon on a baseball field.

Receiving an award for civic leadership.

In full-dress uniform, waving from a Veterans Day float.

An enlarged copy of a check for $2.2 million hung beside diplomas from Loyola Law School and Cal State Fresno and his license from the State Bar of California.

“You gave my girl quite a turn.” He folded his hands over a concave belly. “She has a heart condition. You should be more careful.”

“My apologies.”

“May I see your license, please?”

California PI licenses are embarrassing. They look like they were made on the teachers’ lounge copy machine by an unambitious third grader, especially compared with the august license on Pineda’s wall. He scanned briefly and returned the card as if doing me a favor.

I said, “Marisol Santos Salvador was your client.”

“I can’t comment on that. Privileged information.”

“She owned a property in a town called Swann’s Flat.”

Like most lawyers, Pineda knew how to use dead air to his advantage. He said nothing, let me stand there, my statement deteriorating.

“For thirty years she’s been making payments to an entity called Swann’s Flat Resort Area,” I said. “It adds up to around fifty thousand dollars.”

“Who hired you?”

“In 2002 you represented William C. Arenhold in another suit over Swann’s Flat land.”

I slid him copies from the case file: letters on his professional stationery, signed by him.

He smiled but didn’t look at the page. “My eyesight isn’t what it once was.”

“The petitioner’s name was Elvira Dela Cruz. You were her lawyer, too.”

“I’ve been in practice for fifty-six years. Do you know how many clients I’ve represented?”

“You introduced Ms. Dela Cruz to William Arenhold and encouraged her to invest with him. Is that what you did for Mrs. Salvador?”

“I’m not qualified to make such recommendations.”

“You’re not qualified to practice law, either, but that’s not stopping you.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You were disbarred,” I said. “Eight years ago.”

Pineda laughed. “Chris is getting his money’s worth with you, isn’t he.”

“What you’re doing is punishable by a fine of up to a thousand dollars and up to one year in jail.”

“Nobody goes to jail. They pay the fine.”

“How do you think your other clients would feel if they found out?”

“They don’t care. They only want me to write angry letters to Comcast.”

“Should we start again?”

He sighed and gestured go ahead.

“Did you advise Marisol Santos Salvador to purchase property in Swann’s Flat?”

“I am always concerned about my clients’ welfare.”

“Is that a yes?”

“I may have. It was a long time ago.”

“Did you introduce her to William Arenhold?”

“I may have.”

“How many other clients did you introduce to Arenhold?”

“I can’t recall the specifics.”

“When Mrs. Salvador bought her property, did you receive a finder’s fee?”

“I worked for Bill on retainer.”

“What about the monthly payments? Did you receive a cut of those?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Were you aware that Mrs. Salvador was writing checks up until her death?”

“I urged her to sell. More than once.”

“I thought you didn’t give financial advice.”

“I was speaking as a friend,” he said.

“Is that how you’d characterize your relationship with her?”

“Young man, you watch your mouth, please.”

“Why didn’t she listen to you and sell?”

He shrugged. “The ways of women are inscrutable.”

“What’s Swann’s Flat Resort Area?”

“As I said, it’s been a long time, but I seem to recall they were in charge of maintaining the grounds. Grooming trails, things of that nature.”

“That’s what she was paying a hundred thirty-five bucks a month for? Trail grooming?”

“They don’t groom themselves.”

“What’s at the address? Is it a house? Acreage?”

“I couldn’t tell you. I’ve never been there.”

“I’m going to ask you again. How many people did you introduce to Arenhold?”

“My answer is the same. I don’t recall.”

“How did you meet Arenhold?”

“He was an accountant. I hired him as an expert witness on a case and we got to be friendly. Eventually he required representation of his own.”

“He had you on retainer,” I said. “You must have been doing a lot of work for him.”

“He was a busy man, with many business interests.”

“Do you still work for him?”

A flicker in the eyes.

“Unfortunately not,” he said.

You gave my girl quite a turn.

I’d taken Pineda to mean that I’d startled her by raising my voice. But it wasn’t the shout she’d reacted to; it was the name. William C. Arenhold sent me.

“He’s dead,” I said.

“Unfortunately.”

“Since when?”

“About twenty years ago.”

“How?”

“He was crossing the street and got hit by a car.”

“Any context you’d like to add? Before you answer, I was a sheriff-coroner. I can look it up. But you’d be saving me some time.”

“You’re a little young for an ex-cop, no?”

The door opened and the receptionist put her head in. “Mr. Abayon is here.”

“I’ll be right with him,” Pineda said. He stood up. “My clients need me. Best of luck.”

Out in the waiting room, an older Filipino man in orthotic shoes leaned on a four-footed cane, clutching papers in one trembling hand.

Pineda flashed teeth. “Manuel! Good to see you, my friend. Please.”

The older man moved past me with a hopeful, easy smile.

BACK AT MY desk, I studied up on the late William Collins Arenhold.

Like Marisol Santos Salvador, he had possessed neither a watercraft nor pilot’s license.

That was the extent of their overlap. His history included two bankruptcies, two DUIs, and a drunk in public. He’d spent most of his adult life in San Francisco and at the time of his death was residing in Potrero Hill with his wife, Pamela, and their teenage daughter.

A friend at the San Francisco Medical Examiner’s office emailed me a copy of their report. On the afternoon of September 6, 2007, Arenhold left his apartment for a business meeting at the Sir Francis Drake Hotel. Pamela told the investigator that she didn’t know who the meeting was with or what it concerned. A server at the hotel bar recalled waiting on Arenhold and another gentleman of about the same age; they ordered a screwdriver and a glass of bourbon, respectively. The server did not recall hearing them argue, but when she came to the table to check on them, she found both men gone and a pair of twenties trapped under a glass.

After leaving the hotel, Arenhold had stopped at a Starbucks on the corner of Powell and O’Farrell to purchase a cup of coffee. He then walked two and a half blocks south to Market Street, where he stepped off the curb and into the path of an oncoming Muni bus.

His death was ruled an accident.

Having read—and written—thousands of similar reports, I sensed the ambiguity hiding in a plainspoken narrative. The investigator noted that Arenhold was under considerable strain, facing multiple lawsuits and the possibility of a third bankruptcy.

But the stigma of suicide is so severe and scarring for next of kin—as one of my former colleagues says, it taints the family tree—that some coroners will do everything they can to avoid the ruling, absent conclusive physical evidence or clear indication of intent.

Arenhold had not left a note.

He was struck while crossing a busy street.

The bus driver stated that he had no time to honk.

It happened so fast.

For her part, Pam Arenhold was adamant her husband would not have taken his own life.

Why would he buy coffee if he meant to … That doesn’t make any sense. That’s silly.

I looked her up. She was sixty-seven years old, currently residing in La Jolla.

I called her.

Someone answered on the first ring but didn’t speak.

“Hello?” I said.

“Yes?”

“Hi, I’m looking for Pamela Arenhold.”

“Yes?”

“Is this Mrs. Arenhold?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Mrs. Arenhold, sorry to disturb you like this—”

“No, it’s wonderful to hear your voice.”

“Um … thank you. Would you be willing to talk to me about your late husband William?”

“Who?”

“William Arenhold.”

“He’s my Billy boy,” she said.

“Pam, what do you remember about Billy’s job?”

“He’s a rascal. My Billy boy.”

“Did he ever mention people he worked with, or things he was working on?”

“He brings me flowers,” she said.

In the distance I heard a different voice, younger, female. Mom? Who are you talking to?

“What about Swann’s Flat?” I asked. “Pam? Did he tell you about that? Can you try to remember?”

“I … What?”

“Swann’s Flat.”

Mom. Give that to me.

The younger woman came on the line. “Who is this?”

“Sorry,” I said, “can you just put her back on for one second?”

“Don’t call here again.”

“Ma’am, I’m not trying to—”

“Did you hear me? Don’t ever fucking call here, ever again.”

If getting hung up on was an Olympic sport, all the competitors would be PIs.




CHAPTER 6

I invited Chris in to discuss my findings, outlining some of the other cases and using them as a framework to understand Marisol’s.

“Your grandfather passed in 1995,” I said. “She bought the property the following year. My guess is Pineda approached her right after she’d collected the life insurance. He’s uniquely positioned to know who’s come into money, who’s emotionally vulnerable.”

“Piece of shit. What does he have to say for himself?”

“I think that’s about as much as I’m going to get. I went back and his receptionist threatened to call the cops on me.”

“Give me ten minutes alone with him. I’ll make him talk.”

“I’d like to state for the record that I don’t recommend that.”

He snorted a laugh. “All right. What do you recommend?”

“I’m not an attorney. Unlike Pineda, I’m going to stay in my lane.”

“I’m not asking for legal advice. I just want to know what you think.”

“I agree that he’s unethical. That doesn’t necessarily make him liable.”

“Who knows what guarantees he made to her?”

“She’s not around to testify. Neither is Arenhold. That gives Pineda the last word.”

“We have this other woman. Elvira.”

“Her case was dismissed with prejudice. A competent attorney would eat her for lunch.”

“Pineda’s not even supposed to be practicing.”

“We could try holding his feet to the fire,” I said. “But I don’t recommend that
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