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CWlat a pity my vintage Maud Frizon pumps didnt
come with steel-reinforced toes. Lace stilettoes are not the
best defense against a case of gourmet cat food moving inex-
orably toward zero-degree gravity. Why on earth did I ever
buy in bulk?

“You okay?” asked my gardener, Javier, who was fixing a
downed sprinkler head on my small but velvety front lawn.

“Im fine, just ignore me,” I moaned, rubbing what was
left of my foot. “What about the snails?”

Javier checked the bowl of beer I had put out last night. I
wasn't being a good hostess (I drew the line at cheese and
crackers), but I had tried everything else, including mail-
order carnivorous snails bred to destroy their herbivorous
cousins. I'd been ready to give up entirely on my ornamental
cabbages when I'd heard the mere smell of beer lured the
monsters to their deaths.

“Sorry. No bodies.”

I kicked the door open with my good foot, greeted Mimi,
the cat indirectly responsible for my suffering, and Buster,
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my teacup poodle, dumped the grocery bags on the kitchen
table, and upset a half-drunk cup of cold coffee. I decided
against wiping it up just then (that would mean finding the
paper towels) and hit the button on the answering machine.

BEEP “Hi, its Lael. You won't believe it—"

Actually, I would. Lael was my best friend in the world
and an extraordinary person, but she had a unique talent for
disaster. I'd listen to the rest after a shower and perhaps
some meditation. I don’t meditate, but I keep thinking I
should start.

Sidestepping the coffee now dripping onto the floor, I
went into the bedroom and took off my favorite suit, a black
Joan Crawford—esque number I'd found at an estate sale
with Lael, who'd zeroed in on an almost complete and barely
chipped set of Wedgwood lusterware. She'd tried to talk me
into removing the suit’s shoulder pads, but I liked the line-
backer/diva effect—not to mention that you dont mess
around with a classic silhouette. But I suppose Lael and I are
different that way. I am obsessed with clothes, and she is the
kind of beautiful woman who doesn’t need to be.

I picked my robe up off the bathroom floor and turned
on the water, which took precisely three and a half minutes
to warm up.

My West Hollywood bungalow, purchased nine years ago
with the proceeds from my divorce settlement, was like a
Stradivarius—the 1932 Spanish had amazing art deco details,
but woe to she disrespectful of its myriad quirks. Like the
temperamental plumbing, for one thing. Or the sloping floor
in the kitchen, which meant that anything heated on the
stove top would migrate to the right side of the pot. Or the
front door’s inlaid brass knob, which pulled off pretty much
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every time you tried to open the door from the inside. Visi-
tors seemed to find this latter idiosyncrasy particularly
unnerving.

BEEP “This is George at Kleiners. The new motor for your
fountain is in. Listen, the old one was really filthy. You have to
clean it our twice a week like I told you, especially when the
Santa Anas are blowing all that muck around.”

What George didn’t know was that my fountain was of
the same vintage as my house, and equally volatile. Also,
that the portentous Santa Ana winds were invented by Ray-
mond Chandler purely for literary purposes.

BEEP “Call your mother.”

BEEP “Please call your mother, dear. I have no idea where
you are.”

BEEP “Cece, its Richie. Call Mom, for god’s sake. Shes
cleaning the attic again, and doesnt know what to do with
your stuff. Do you want to keep your crown? Joanne and the
kids send their love.”

Like all good Italian boys, my brothers, Richie and James
Jr., worshiped their mother. I was somewhat more ambiva-
lent. This the boys understood from an early age, which
meant I'd spent my childhood at the mercy of a pair of pint-
size enforcers. They became cops, just like our dad. I became
a beauty queen. But for the record, my reign as Miss Asbury
Park, New Jersey, was short-lived and utterly lamentable.
Mom could use my crown to plunge the toilet for all I cared.
More likely she'd wear it to a church potluck. She'd always
harbored the belief that shed been switched at birth and was
really royalty, or Frank Sinatra’s sister at least.

BEEP “Hello, I'm returning Ceces call. Listen, Cece, if
you're there, I have a vagabond virgin, a negligent nymph, a
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hesitant hostess, and a borrowed brunette for you. So, are you a
madam or a mystery buff? But seriously, folks, theyre five dol-
lars apiece, paperback reprints.”

Everyone’s a comedian.

“I've got a first edition of The Case of the Sleepwalker’s
Niece, but I don’t think you want it. Theres some water damage
on the sleeve, but its still pretty pricey. Ditto The Case of the
Curious Bride, which is one of the better prewar Masons, not
that I'm an expert, like some people. You can order on-line or by
phone. Were here until eight p.y., thanks to folks like yourself.”

I suppose that made it official. Even the bozo working the
desk at the Mystery Manor could see that Perry Mason had
stolen my life. Yes, that would be Perry Mason, the world-
famous and much-beloved attorney-at-law.

To wit: I could tell you under what circumstances Perry
could be persuaded to take a case (a natural blonde in distress
was always a plus); his favorite expletive (“the deuce!”); how
he liked his steak (broiled rare); and what he drank when he
had to drive (soda water just flavored with Scotch)—in
short, as much as Della Street, his perfect jewel of a secretary,
ever could. I go to bed marveling at his courtroom moves
and wake up mulling his situational ethics. Some might say
I'm obsessed. My answer would be it’s purely business.

Ever since I left my sorry excuse for a husband, I've made
my living writing biographies of mystery writers. For the last
twelve months, I've been working on Erle Stanley Gardner,
creator of the brilliant, unflappable Perry Mason. Gardner
wrote eighty-two full-length Mason novels, which have sold
more than 300 million copies worldwide. He also wrote
twenty-four mysteries under the pseudonym A. A. Fair, fea-
turing the PI. Donald Lam and his heavyset partner, Bertha
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Cool (love that name), and nine mysteries about the D.A.
Doug Selby. Plus a whole lot more. Still, to understand Gard-
ner, you have to understand what makes his alter ego tick.
Thus the stolen life to which I alluded earlier and the profu-
sion of Mason books, with their fabulously lurid covers, every-
where I turned: in vertiginous piles on my bedside table;
between the seats of my car; and covering the floor of my
office like pulp-themed linoleum.

The hot water was ready, and it lasted exactly eight min-
utes so I hopped right in. Later, after a good dinner, I could
give my full attention to Lael. Who can think creatively on
an empty stomach? Then I'd settle down on the sofa with
my new cashmere throw, which Buster had thus far spared,
and finish The Case of the Sunbather’s Diary even if it killed
me. I'd been trying to get through it for a week, but it just
wasn't happening. There were too many characters. I spent
all my time trying to keep them straight, which meant that
every time I picked up the book I basically had to start from
scratch. The prewar Gardners were indeed better reads.

I toweled off as I meandered over to the kitchen and riffled
through the grocery bags. Toilet paper, laundry detergent, cat
litter, cocktail peanuts, basil, garlic croutons—a hundred dol-
lars later, and not a thing to eat for dinner. Typical. I couldn
stand cereal after ten A.M., and Buster needed a walk anyway.
I threw on flip-flops and an old cotton sundress and headed
back to the market, which was located just around the corner.

The Gelson’s on Santa Monica Boulevard six blocks east
of La Cienega is the closest West Hollywood gets to a Greek
agora. Despite its prices, it is the place where the citizens of
the republic convene. They make the journey on foot or
by Rolls Royce, armed with platinum credit cards or food
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stamps, in search of bagfuls of stuff or just a Haas avocado
and a Meyer lemon (even the produce at Gelson’s is luxury
branded). But food is merely the pretext. People go to Gel-
son’s to stimulate the senses, to chitchat with the neighbors,
to pay their respects to the all-powerful checkers—in sum,
to reconnect with the world.

Today was Thursday, and Thursdays were special at
Gelson’s. Between five and six, one of the box boys leaves his
station, puts on a white apron and chef’s toque, and stands
up front near the prepared foods, slicing up freshly cooked
turkey and tri-tip roast to order. Even the least sociable
come out of the woodwork on Thursdays.

Tonight there was Melanie, the loquacious PR lady, with
her standard poodle, Scarlett, tied up outside the store and
wailing like nobody’s business (Buster was sequestered in my
purse, feasting on treats I offered every time I sensed a bark
coming on).

Then there was Richard, the retired screenwriter, who
was now directing (very) amateur theater. This fall, it was an
all-male revival of Guys and Dolls.

No one even blinked at the preoperative transsexual eye-
ing the bear claws. That was just Tina.

Nor did they gape at “the ladies,” white-haired ex-showgirl
twins who live on my corner and make it their business to see
that every stray cat in the neighborhood is properly fed. The
ladies could charge for seminars on how to milk the system.
Most recently, they got the city of West Hollywood to turn
the curb in front of their house into a private handicapped

zone so they'd always have a place to park their ancient white
Mercedes.
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Max was there, too, with the latest of his bodacious girl-
friends. Max was a Sephardic Jewish community organizer
who rented the converted garage next door as his base of
operations.

And of course, the usual assortment of budding soap opera
actors, who always got a little competitive over the turkey
legs, despite their high fat content. Me, I went for the beef.

I got into Brenda’s line.

“Hi, sweetie. Back so soon?”

“I missed you. How’s your son, by the way?”

Brenda’s son wanted to be a rocker, but was working by
day as a substitute teacher for L.A. Unified.

“Looking for an agent. How about Annie? I haven’t seen
her for a while. Is she still living in Topanga Canyon?”

“Yup. Still a Trekkie in Topanga. She’s fine, my son-in-
law, too.”

Like my mother and grandmother before me, I was a child
bride and at thirty-nine had a twenty-one-year-old daughter
who had inherited the family gene. Only unlike me she wasn’t
pregnant at her nuptials and, for the record, has far better taste
in men. She met her husband, Vincent, in art school, where
they discovered a mutual passion for science fiction. He is a big
cheese in the world of alternative comics, the creator of Trush
Pimp, and she works as a set designer for a Str Tiek clone
called 7estament, now in its third season on network TV.

On the way home, Buster and I encountered a gorgeous
Siberian husky, and there was much reciprocal sniffing
(between the dogs).

“Excuse me,” ventured Mr. Handsome’s owner, an elderly
gentleman in a track suit, “is your dog fixed?”
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“Yes, he is,” I answered demurely.

“Not my man Pushkin. I ask because whenever he meets
another intact male, Pushkin gets aggressive. Testosterone,
you know. It’s what makes the male of the species strong, virile.
But we don’t want strong men anymore. We want them to
sit still, to lie there, just to take it, like little girls.”

I had no idea what we were talking about, but I didnt
think it was Pushkin. Buster was enthralled, but I hurried
him along. Some relationships just aren’t meant to be.

Back at home I fed my beasts, arranged my dinner on a
plate, poured a glass of Cabernet, and returned Lael’s call. 1
got the machine.

“Pick up if youre there, Lael. It's me. Where are you?” 1
trilled. “Are you in the kitchen, baking something divine?”

Lael was a master baker, a genius actually, but her handi-
work was decidedly eccentric. This time of year she was
probably making Labor Day gingerbread cookies shaped
like striking dockworkers or something,.

“Cece, hi, don’t hang up, I'm here,” she said, out of breath.

“Sorry, hon, did I drag you away from something?”

“No, I'm just sitting here with your daughter.”

“Annie? What's she doing there?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Annie’s left
Vincent. She says it’s over.”

Damn it.

I leapt up to look for my car keys and banged my knee on
the coffee table. Stifling a scream, I tossed the room, sending
old magazines and dirty laundry flying. A push-up bra landed
on Buster’s head.

“You can stop looking for your car keys.”

“Who said I'm looking for my car keys?”
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“Cece. Please.”

“Lael—"
“Listen to me. Now’s not a good time. Annie will call you

when she’s ready. You know how you are. You'll only make

things worse.”
“But—"
“I mean it.”
As she hung up, Buster trotted over with my keys between
his teeth.
Defeated, I sought solace in my tri-tip. It was ice cold.
Tomorrow, I thought, sighing, had better be another day.



c) or most people the world over, Beverly Hills is a mythic
place, a big-ticket Shangri-La chockablock with diamond-
dripping trophy wives and buxom starlets cruising in convert-
ibles on perennially sun-kissed days. For me, Beverly Hills
meant only two things: parking hell and Raymond Burr.

Every Friday, like clockwork, I headed to the Museum of
Television and Radio on Beverly Drive to watch at least four
back-to-back episodes of Perry Mason. It was the ultimate in
decadence—watching TV and calling it work—especially
since I usually stopped at the Candy Baron across the street
first to load up on Swedish fish and cinnamon bears. But if I
didn’t get there by eleven a.m., especially during the Christ-
mas rush (which in Beverly Hills begins in August), I'd be
punished by having to circle the block for hours.

My horoscope said that today was a good day to travel.
Sure enough, I cruised down Santa Monica Boulevard head-
ing west without hitting a single red light. I turned left onto
Beverly and directly into the city-operated lot equidistant
from the candy store and the museum. It was a hot, hazy
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day and by midmorning the air was already thick with the
intermingled scents of expensive perfume and iced blended
coffee. Everyone seemed to be carrying one of these ostensi-
bly low-fat confections—tourists in search of Rodeo Drive;
secretaries on break; affluent young moms, their babies
immobilized in strollers. With its lunar module—esque bub-
ble lid (to accommodate the standard-issue squirt of whipped
cream), the twelve-ounce to-go cup was a veritable civic
icon.

I got one. It seemed unpatriotic not to.

Slurping determinedly, I popped in and out of the candy
store, then made my way to the museum, a glass-fronted
monstrosity chronically streaked with grime. Catching sight
of my reflection, I wondered if I passed for a local. Poised on
top of my long dark hair, which I currently wore in a sort of
Jaclyn Smith homage, was my favorite pair of Jackie O sun-
glasses, which in and of itself exemplified my fashion schizo-
phrenia. From the neck down, things became yet more
complicated. I was wearing a flowing, circa 1974 Ossie Clark
knockoff that, according to Annie, totally rocked. Better
yet, it was unwrinkleable. And high-heeled Prada Mary Janes
that didn’t hurt. But, alas, no Hermes bag. Even on eBay,
those babies went for triple my mortgage payment, plus some.
Champagne taste and a beer pocketbook, as my mother used
to say.

I sidestepped the gift shop, stuffed to the rafters with
things I could afford but didn't want (/ Love Lucy lunchboxes
and Three Stooges backpacks, for example), and went
upstairs to get my tapes.

On the menu for today were “The Case of the Moth-
Eaten Mink,” “The Case of the Howling Dog,” “The Case
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of the Twice-Told Twist,” and “The Case of the Dangerous
Dowager,” the latter of which—had Gardner’s publisher
had his way—would have been titled “The Case of the Pig-
headed Widow,” which tells you about how much publish-
ers know. Writing as much as he did, Gardner developed a
standard meter for titles: la /zla la /z la la /a. The last word
had to be short and naturally emphasized, unless it was a
two-syllable word, in which case the first syllable was cus-
tomarily slurred over, as in “brunette.” Gardner took a lot of
heat for referring to himself as a “one-man fiction factory,”
but I admired the economy of it all. When everything is sys-
tematized, there is no wasted energy. As the reluctant cham-
pion of the chicken-with-her-head-cut-off approach to life,
I realized I could learn a thing or two from this guy.

There were twenty-four TV-watching cubicles in the
main room, and they were almost always empty. How
depressing it must be to work here, kind of like being alone
in a movie theater. Today there was a man in a Jackson Five
T-shirt two seats over from my favorite cubicle, absorbed in
the Apollo 11 moon landing, and an old lady next to him
watching what I guessed was an early episode of Dragnet.
Everybody loves a mystery.

My daughter had become one, overnight. This was dis-
tressing. Ah, well. Sheld called from Lael’s at the crack of
dawn to tell me I could come over later in the afternoon, but
only if T swore not to talk, just to listen. Listening is not my
best event. But I'd give it a shot. Right now, though, I had to
get to work.

I laid out my pens and pencils in neat little rows. I sorted
and resorted my note cards. I was in the middle of an exqui-
site Post-it note collage when I realized just how nervous I
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was about this project. It was August, the manuscript was
due in three months, and it was full of loose ends.

I had the literary analysis all tied up, having sat for years
at the feet of the master—my ex, the world’s second-most-
renowned James Fenimore Cooper scholar. What a dubious
honor, not that hed see it that way. The great so often go
unrecognized in their own time. Anyway, I will grudgingly
admit that he taught me how to deconstruct a text. And,
yes, our endless fights about feminist theory were inspira-
tional. They made me realize I had to dump the misogynist
bastard, for one thing. Also, that what had been left out of
the Erle Stanley Gardner literature was any discussion of the
centrality of women in his books.

After reading a dozen or so, I had become convinced that
with the Perry Mason series Gardner had pioneered a new
kind of soft-boiled pulp written specifically for a female
audience. Which is to say the prurient appeal of all those
sulky girls, leggy vixens, and glamorous widows throwing
themselves at Perry Mason was merely a ruse. In fact, those
dames in distress almost always served to undermine his
mastery, in subtle and interesting ways.

No, what was hard-going was not analyzing the work.
Nor was it figuring out Mason’s place along the continuum
of amateur gumshoes, cops, and spies skulking their way
across the American mystery landscape. Thatd been my turf
since I'd turned eleven and discovered Nancy Drew. Nope,
what was causing all the trouble was Gardner himself.

Descended from Colonial New Englanders, his parents
were members of the Sons and Daughters of the American
Revolution. When he was a boy of ten, the family moved out
West and he commenced a long and distinguished career as a
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troublemaker. Erle was suspended from high school; got
involved in prizefighting at a time it constituted a felony in
California; was shipped off to law school in Indiana and took
part in a bottle-smashing incident in the dorm; ducked the
cops trying to serve the warrant; took a train to Chicago, then
Oregon, then California; apprenticed himself to an Oxnard
lawyer who needed help with his two-bit cases; fleeced the
D.A. with his legendary ingenuity; and wound up the lawyer
of choice in Ventura County, “of all classes except the upper
and middle classes,” as he once so winningly put it. To make
some extra money, he started writing for the pulps. The rest,
as they say, is history.

It was thrilling stuff, admittedly, but the bad-boy antics
took you only so far. I needed to humanize him, and the
key, I had finally decided, lay not in Gardner’s writing per
se, but in the Court of Last Resort.

Let me explain. With the success of Perry Mason, Gardner
had become a magnet for hopeless cases. The letters poured in
from prisons nationwide. And every last one of Gardner’s pen
pals claimed to be innocent: framed by an ex-lover, tripped up
by circumstantial evidence, victimized by a prison grapevine.
In every single case, the jury had been biased, the D.A. up for
reelection, the judge senile, whatever. Gardner was a sympa-
thetic ear, having firsthand experience with the fallibility of
the legal system and a weakness for the underdog.

And so, in 1948, he conceived of the Court of Last Resort.
Its sole purpose was to persuade the authorities to reopen
criminal cases in which men and women had been wrongly
convicted of capital offenses. Gardner put together a panel
of volunteer experts in various aspects of criminology who
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reexamined case files, performed polygraphs, and inter-
viewed witnesses, looking for flaws in the evidence. Over the
period of a decade or so, he wrote seventy-five articles for
Argosy magazine in which he described the process and put
his findings before the public, whom he deemed the ultimate
Court of Last Resort.

In April I had taken a research trip to the University of
Texas in Austin, where the Erle Stanley Gardner archive is
maintained (unbelievably, nobody in California thought to
ask until it was too late). The archive was a beautiful thing
to behold. Gardner was a stickler about correspondence and
kept every last shred, which was not a problem given that
his convoy of secretaries was made up of legendary organiz-
ational fiends.

For an entire week I focused on the Court of Last Resort. 1
had a jolly old time going through the “heartbreak files,”
Gardner’s term for each prisoner’s correspondence, trial tran-
scripts, parole board reports, and so on, being extra careful
not to spill the coffee I smuggled daily into the fourth-floor
library. They made good coffee out there in Texas. Nice and
strong. As for the barbecue, no thank you. Too sweet. North
Carolina barbecue, now that’s the real deal.

Anyway, it wasn't working. The whole thing. I wasn't get-
ting much more of a sense of Erle Stanley Gardner. Not until
that magic moment when I stumbled across a dog-eared letter
from 1958, handwritten on lined paper. It caught my eye
because it had been misfiled, and Gardner’s team of obsessive-
compulsives just didnt make those kinds of mistakes. Then I
read it. It had been written by a man recently convicted of
killing his wife. And I read it again.
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May 12, 1958

Dear My. Erle Stanley Gardner,

You do not know me, but you did know my grandfather,
William Albacco of Ventura, California. You represented
him briefly in the fall of 1916, when he was accused in an
assault case. He was innocent, and you got him off. Thank
you. My grandmother always spoke kindly of you. She also
remembered how you came to the aid of the many Chinese
people in Ventura when they were harassed by the police,
including Mr. Wu Chen of Sutton Avenue, who was the
husband of one of her oldest friends.

Now 1 find myself in trouble. I, too, am innocent of
any crime. Perbaps you could help my family again. My
wife, Jean, was killed last year. I do not know who is respon-
sible. I was convicted because I had no alibi for the time
of her murder. I cannot say where I was at that time
because to do so would complicate someone elses life, per-
haps even destroy it. It would be wrong. So I sit here, and
the person who killed my wife is free. I am frustrated, but
powerless. Will you find out who the wrongdoer is? Will
you help me? I await your reply.

Sincerely yours,

Joseph Albacco Jr.

California Correctional Institution, Tehachapi

I knew Gardner had read the letter because he'd appended
a note that read, “L.P: follow up. Rings a bell/ESG.” But
there was nothing further in the files. I could find no record
of the case ever having been written up in Argosy. And Gard-
ner had left the Court of Last Resort not long after the letter
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had been received. Had he ever investigated? Why had this
case rung a bell? Had the real murderer ever been found?

Maybe it was the writer’s humility. Maybe it was his willing-
ness to suffer to protect someone else, the unnamed person
who could have provided his alibi. So many of the other letters
had been so hostile. Joseph Albacco seemed more befuddled
than brutal, and convinced, somehow, that Erle Stanley Gard-
ner, a perfect stranger, could straighten everything out. What
touched me was his faith. He trusted Gardner enough to place
his life in the man’s hands.

And then, sitting at that old oak desk in Austin, after a
long slug of that good Texas coffee, I had a great idea. When
I got back home and laid it on her, Lael thought it was
insane, but we always thought each other’s great ideas were
insane (I tried like the dickens, for example, to dissuade her
from helping the father of her youngest child, baby August,
with his doomed feng shui business. No one shed tears for
him when he hightailed it back to Dusseldorf, except maybe
the IRS).

Anyway, I decided on that day that I was going to find
Joseph Albacco. Yes, I know it would’ve made more sense to
try to track down one of the people Gardner had actually
written about in Argosy, someone he'd actually gotten out of
jail. That person would be guaranteed to have stories, great
ones. It would have been the logical way to proceed. But
sometimes you have to go with your gut. Joseph Albacco’s
letter had spoken to me. And if he was still alive, I wanted to
meet him. If Joseph Albacco couldnt put a face on Erle
Stanley Gardner, I had a feeling no one could.

Weeks, then months of wrangling with the good people

at the California Department of Corrections ensued. Inter-
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estingly, not one of them much liked my great idea. Yes, the
prisoner in question was still in their custody. But as I was
neither a lawyer nor a family member, it seemed that I had
no business visiting him or anyone else at any of their facili-
ties. True enough, if you wanted to get technical about it.
Three weeks ago, I managed to get the warden on the phone.

“Your name, how do you pronounce it exactly?” he asked.

“Like the opera singer.”

“I'm a bowling sort of guy myself.”

“Ca-Ru-So, as in Kaboom, Rude, So What,” I said, sigh-
ing. “It’s Italian.”

“I’'m Polish,” he volunteered. “Tam-Row-Ski, as in Tam
O’Shanter, rowdy, the winter sport.”

I thought I might be getting somewhere when he said he
had a nephew living in West Hollywood.

“How fabulous!” I chirped. “Maybe I even know him!
West Hollywood’s such a friendly place, and what a Hal-
loween parade, my goodness!”

He harrumphed. It seemed said nephew’s “lifestyle” had
broken the kid’s mother’s heart.

I was fresh out of ideas when someway, somehow, the
chaplain got wind of our conversation and interceded on
my behalf, arranging everything with the warden. The chap-
lain, it seemed, had come to know Joseph Albacco quite well
over the years, and had something important to say to me
himself. We agreed to talk right after my meeting with
Albacco.

Which, I realized as I popped the last cinnamon bear into
my mouth and the first videotape into the VCR, had been
scheduled for tomorrow.



ut before I picked up where Erle Stanley Gardner had
left off, I had Annie to deal with. And maybe this whole
thing with Vincent was just a big misunderstanding. The
girl did have a wicked habit of outfoxing people. This had
been true from the very moment she'd come into the world.

“Congratulations!” Dr. Berger had trumpeted, hefting all
nine pounds, six ounces of her into my arms. “You have a
healthy baby boy ... oops, I mean, girl”” I swear, Annie
cracked up.

It’s been like that ever since.

Her first word was da-da. Annie’s father felt vindicated.
Only she was talking about the family dog, not him.

As a child, she looked just like Shirley Temple, all dimples
and ringlets. My mother was in seventh heaven. A movie
career! Broadway! Greater glory for Grandma at her Friday
afternoon haunt of thirty-five years, Sheila’s Beauty-to-Go!
But I hid the tutu she sent on Annie’s third birthday. And
the tap shoes she sent on her fourth. Just a reformed beauty

queen doing her duty. The kid helped out. She tucked her
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curls into a baseball cap, pitched like nobody’s business, and
sent the boys home crying, tails between their legs.

The title of that old Jimmy Cagney movie Angels with
Dirty Faces always reminded me of Annie. But I didn't really
know angels until Vincent came into her life.

So he writes a comic book about a garbageman in the future
who recruits spies for alien regimes; it sounds a lot more sub-
versive than it is. So he plays drums in a slash metal band; he
wears earplugs during practice. So he’s a card-carrying member
of PETA; I, too, am willing to boycott leather goods—except
for those made in Italy.

Youd never pick Vincent out of a crowd. His hair is long
and shaggy, and I'm not sure I could even say what color it
is. He wears a big T-shirt, baggy pants, and huge construc-
tion boots, the latter even in summer, with equally enor-
mous shorts from the army-navy surplus store. But he has a
kindness that radiates around him like a halo. And he makes
Annie feel safe without smothering her. When Vincent
walks into a room, you can feel a light somewhere inside her
turn on. And if that isn’t love, I don’t know what is.

I wouldn’t let them mess this up.

Perry Mason had distracted me for a few hours, but I
was getting itchy. At the end of the fourth episode, when
the big guy winked at Della after having tricked good ol’
Paul Drake into picking up the dinner tab, I was out of
there.

With no traffic, I could make it from Beverly Hills to Lael’s
in less than half an hour. But of course there was traffic. This
was L.A. Ducking red lights and the occasional overzealous
guy in a Hummer, I zigzagged my way to La Brea and Foun-
tain, where things started to ease up.
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When asked for advice by a struggling young actress,
Bette Davis had replied, “Darling, always take Fountain.”
Thatd been good enough for me, apocryphal or not. But I
could see a nasty accident coming up just past Highland, so
I cut up and over to Franklin, cruising past the candle shops,
the little theaters, and the coffee shop offering the LasT cap-
PUCINO BEFORE THE 101. Turning left onto Beachwood
Canyon, I got a perfect view of the Hollywood sign. It was
no longer illuminated at night (too alluring for would-be
suicides), but it glowed nonetheless, Tinseltown’s very own
North Star.

It was actually a misnomer. The fifty-foot-long sign had
originally read HOLLYWOODLAND, advertising five-hundred-
acre parcels to the droves of Midwesterners who came to L.A.
in the 1920s in search of orange trees and sunshine. The
“land” had fallen off in the forties, but the fairy-tale gates to
the development were still standing. Likewise the tiny En-
glish cottage that was its original real estate office.

Lael lived halfway up Beachwood, just past the REINDEER
CROSSING sign, on a hillside laced with meandering vines,
wild vegetation, and mysterious stairwells cut directly into
the rock.

On one side of her was a Moorish fantasy; on the other, a
nicely maintained Craftsman. Lael had a French Norman
cottage with a small tower attached to the hillside garage,
but you'd never have guessed it since you could barely see
the place from the road. The front yard was overflowing with
junk—rusting tricycles, deflated plastic pools, hoses, buck-
ets, terra-cotta pots bearing miscellaneous plant remains, a
dented filing cabinet, scattered liter soda bottles, and piles
and piles of old newspapers.
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The inside was pretty much the same. Nina, Lael’s ten-
year-old daughter, once said shed like to turn the house
upside down and let everything fall out the windows.

I rang the bell. Ninas fourteen-year-old half brother,
Tommy, opened the door.

As usual, my nose went into overdrive. Tonight the dom-
inant note was nail polish, sharp and acrid, mellowed some-
what by the aroma of caramel wafting from the kitchen.
Then the merest soupgon of Play-Doh, finished off by a
whiff of Crayola crayon. Perhaps also a stray diaper, ripped
off in the heat of the moment.

“Hey, Tommy,” I said.

“Hey, Cece,” he replied. “She’s in my room, sitting in that
old beanbag chair she gave me. Mom gave her a piece of

»

pie.
I headed toward the back of the house. Years of neglect

followed by some haphazard remodeling had preceded Lael’s
arrival. But she was entirely responsible for the add-ons and
the add-ons to the add-ons, a string of converted closets,
enclosed porches, and strange lean-tos patched together with
plywood and nails in a fashion that not only defied L.A.s
stringent housing codes but was guaranteed to make a city
inspector feel faint. And those guys were hard to impress.

Tommy’s room was at the end of the line. I knocked on
the door. Annie opened it.

“Hi, Mom,” she said, looking down at her bare feet. Her
toenails were each polished a different color.

“Hi, baby,” I answered, wrapping her up in a hug. I could
feel my shoulder getting wet, but I didnt think I should be
the one to talk first. I waited for a long time, quietly staring
at the skateboard decals on the window.
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“I like your shoes, Mom.”

“Thanks, honey.”

“They're really pretty.”

“I like your toenails.”

“The Hello Kitty pastel palette. Nina did it.”

“What's going on?”

“I know what 'm doing even if you don’t think so. I
made a mistake and I have to fix it.” Annie started to pace,
something she always did when she was nervous.

“What mistake? Honey, please. Sit down and we can talk
this through.”

“You always want to talk it through. Why didn’t you and
Dad talk it through before you screwed everything up?”

“Where did that come from? We're not talking about me
and your dad.”

“Exactly how many men have you slept with?”

She was as matter-of-fact as an H&R guy tabulating tax
deductions.

Stalling for time, I dropped my purse and went to retrieve
it. I considered crawling out of the room while I was down
there, but that would have been counterproductive. Time to
face the music. Honesty is the best policy. I made my bed,
now I had to lie in it.

“Nine.”

“Nine! How is that possible?” Annie demanded. “You
weren't with anyone before Dad, and after him, there was
only Joshua, right?”

“Well, not exactly,” I said slowly. “There was somebody
before your dad, and there were a few before and after
Joshua, but no one significant. Well, not really significant,
except maybe for Peter Gambino, but that sort of fizzled.
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Oh, and Alex. But he moved back to Milwaukee before we
had a chance to find out if there was anything there.”

Alex, 1 reminisced. Thick, curly hair. Muscles in all the
right places. The man who loved to spend the weekend in
bed. Who loved to laugh. At anything. At Howard Stern.
At Family Circus. Uproariously. Oh, god, it all comes back.
He ran a chain of semisuccessful tanning salons. At the time,
the differences between UVB and UVA light seemed far
more thrilling than James Fenimore Cooper’s use of the sim-
ile. What did I know? I'm sure I gave myself melanoma as a
result of that relationship.

“You are unbelievable! I cant believe this! Everybody’s
slept around except me. Even my own mother! Mom, listen
to me. [ am twenty-one years old. 'm not ready to throw in
the towel. I've had only two lovers my whole life—"

“Two!” I interrupted. “You were sleeping with someone
in high school?”

“Of course not. You know I could barely speak to anyone
without breaking out in hives.”

“Well, that’s what I thought.”

“Aren’t you going to ask me when?”

“Fine. When?”

She stared me right in the eye, defiant.

“Last week.”

“Is that what this is all about?”

“No.”

“Does Vincent know?”

“Yes.”

“And what does he have to say about it?”

“That he loves me. That he wants to work it out.”

Relieved, I said, “Annie, you have to get a grip here. This
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isn’t a game. Having sex doesn’t turn you into a grown-up.”
Then it all became clear.

“Not your father, please. Please say it wasn't him filling
your head with this garbage.”

Annie was quiet.

“Oh, this is perfect. Your father, the world’s leading
expert on screwing around. Getting advice from him on
commitment—good thinking, Annie.”

“Mom, from what I understand, you weren’t totally
blameless.”

“Is that what he says?”

“Before he knew what was happening, you were moving
him into married student housing.”

“I was moving Aim in! Give me a break! If only I had been
that Machiavellian.”

“Mother.”

“Yes, I was crazy about him. You know that. He was rich
and handsome and a grad student at a famous university no
one from my rinky-dink high school was ever going to go
to. But I wanted his /ife more than I wanted him.”

“What are you saying?”

“That I hardly aspired to being the wife, the one who
passed on college so she could perfect her mashed potatoes
while everybody else went to great lectures and read great
books and had great conversations about important things.”

“You do make amazing mashed potatoes, Mom.”

“That’s not the point and you know it. Oh, it is so like
your father to twist everything around just to get you to
think Aes the aggrieved party. And to screw up your own
good marriage in the process!”

“Okay, maybe I was harsh. 'm sorry. But this is exactly
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my point. I don’t want to make sacrifices, like you had to.
Remember how you told me Della Street turned down five
marriage proposals because she didn’t want to give up her
job? I'm with her, Mother. And I'm truly sorry if you don’t
like it.”

“Back up a minute, sister. Della Street is a fictional char-
acter. Youre not her, and no one is asking you to give any-
thing up. Vincent is not your father. And you are not me.
Your life has not been one huge accident, for one thing.”
Shit. Now I was sorry.

“Thanks a heap, Mother.”

“I didn’t mean it that way, honey.”

“I have a hard time buying that right now,” she said, in a
tone so like my own it gave me chills.

“Look, all I mean to say is, this is you and Vincent. I know
how much you love him. That doesnt happen every day. You
can't just give it up.”

“I already have. That's why I'm here. I've made up my
mind.”

The door opened. Zoe, who was seven, was holding a
squirmy baby August in her arms.

“Mommy’s finished the cake she’s been working on. Do
you want to see it?” she asked shyly.

“No, sweetie, not right now,” I said.

“Yes, right now,” Annie said, grabbing the baby from Zoe
just as he was about to do a face-plant on the hall carpet.

“This conversation isn’t over,” I insisted as we followed
Zoe back to the kitchen.

“So, what do you think?” Lael asked, her blue eyes opened
wide.

Poised on a card table in front of the fridge was a six-tiered
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wedding cake. It looked like a cascading waterfall. Each tier
was covered in the thinnest layer of soft blue marzipan rip-
pled with rings of powdered sugar, as if raindrops had fallen
onto the surface. There was a large water lily on each tier, the
pastillage petals lightly sprinkled with pink dusting powder.
At the base of the waterfall, on either side of the royal icing
splashes of water, were piles of rock candy pebbles, tinted
grayish blue. At the very top of the cake were two sugar-paste
dragonflies so delicate you could make out the veins on their
wings.

“Exquisite,” I said.

“Amazing,” Annie offered.

Zoe looked proud.

Even baby August gurgled with pleasure.

“But Annie and I have to finish something right now,” I
said.

“Not now. I'm going to lie down.”

“Well, let’s go back home. You can lie down there.”

“Pm staying here, Mom, and please dont make a fuss
about it.”

“What, and getting marriage counseling from Lael?” I
blurted out. “I don’t think that’s very sensible.”

“What's that supposed to mean?” Lael shot back.

“Oh, I don't mean anything, you know that. It’s just that
youre not exactly in a position to say much, considering
you've never bothered getting married.”

Lael held her tongue as I should have, especially consider-
ing the kids were standing right there. Slamming her pastry
bag on the counter, she turned to stomp out of the room.
The baby’s pacifier fell out of his mouth at precisely that
moment. He started to howl.
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“I'll get it,” I said, feeling contrite. Lael tried to beat me
to it, and we collided. Zoe went to help us but slipped on
some spilled silver sugar beads. Lael and I both reached for
her, but not soon enough. Trying to steady herself, Zoe
grabbed on to the flimsy card table, which tipped. As if in
slow motion, the cake crashed to the floor.

Zoe gasped.

Tommy murmured, “Oh, man . ..”

Annie shot me a dagger look.

I didn’t dare speak.

Even the baby was silent. Not a peep.

“Oh, calm down, everyone,” Lael said with her usual
aplomb. “It was just a trial run. The wedding’s not for two
whole weeks.”



;7he next morning I woke at dawn. I was in a funk. My
daughter was ruining her life and I had a date with a con-
victed murderer. Perhaps it was time for a run. People keep
telling me exercise is beneficial. It gets the something flow-
ing. Pheromones? Adrenaline? Something.

I pulled on my ratty blue leggings and a Zéstament T-shirt
Annie had given me featuring the star of the show, the lion-
hearted Fleet Commander Gow. My sneakers, however, were
nowhere to be found. I thought they might be in the car, so
I traipsed across the sopping wet lawn and soaked my socks,
only to remember that I had taken them off at my desk the
day before yesterday.

I tromped back through the house and out the back door,
into the garage that, in a moment of madness, I'd had a cou-
ple of Lael’s handyman buddies convert into my office. The
guys didn’t exactly get the glitter garden theme—Lucite desk,
floors painted apple green and walls hot pink, old Pucci pil-
lows on my whopper of an easy chair—but they pulled it off
in seven weeks, built-in bookshelves and all. Still, I wouldn’t
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want to be back there during an earthquake. Which meant
that working at my computer always felt vaguely life-
threatening. Maybe that was a good thing, I don’t know.

The shoes were there. So was Mimi the cat, draped across
the keyboard like an odalisque. I shooed her off, surely to
suffer for it later, and checked my e-mail. There was a mes-
sage from my editor, Sally, inquiring about my progress. Sly,
but not that sly. The woman was obviously starting to shake
in her boots. What was she, clairvoyant? For all Sally knew,
everything was going fine, just fine. A month ago, she'd read
the first twelve chapters and hadn’t had any complaints. In
fact, she'd raved about the section on Temecula.

Gardner had bought a ranch and settled in Temecula after
selling his Hollywood residence in 1936. It was a hunting,
fishing, and animals-everywhere kind of place, an outdoors-
man’s paradise. There was even a pet coyote named Bravo that
ESG’s buddy Raymond Chandler had been especially fond of.
But my editor was allergic to furry things. I think the part
that riveted her was Gardner’s story about how whenever fel-
low writers down on their luck showed up in Temecula to
borrow money the animals were delighted, but editors, well,
when they showed up, the dogs knew to bite them.

I suppose a lot can change in a month. I put Sally’s e-mail in
my drafts folder, which is where I put everything I don’t want
to deal with. I keep hoping those messages will simply disap-
pear. Or succumb to bit rot, which sounds so slow and painful.

In my neighborhood, you don’t need a Walkman when
you go running. A clean outfit is good. A business card,
better. In the course of pursuing the ever-elusive goal of
physical fitness, I have made the acquaintance of decorators,
podiatrists, portrait photographers, and other potentially
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serviceable types conveniently located within a five-mile
radius of my house. But today I kept my head down. And
besides, it was barely six A.m. West Hollywood is not a town
of early risers. Everyone is either retired, an aspiring actor/
singer/model working the dinner shift, or self-employed.
No one emerges until around ten, when the streets become
clogged with people heading gamely to the gym, or on their
cell phones, cleaning up after their dogs.

I started perspiring after half a mile. Not a good sign.
Twenty minutes more and I was sweating like a pig. I turned
down a tree-lined street. Rapture. It was shady, almost dark.
There was no one around, so I did the unthinkable. I stopped
to catch my breath. A lone car cruised down the other side
of the street, witness to my shame. The guy inside gave me
the eye. I didn’t think much of it until he swung a U-turn at
the corner and started driving slowly alongside me. Unnerved,
I started running again. He stayed with me. I turned at the
next corner. He turned, too. Great. Where was everyone?
Man, these people were lazy. Home was only two blocks
away, but I didnt want him to see where I lived. Alone. And
I had left the door unlocked, as usual.

I kept running. Past my house, past my neighbor’s house,
onto King’s Road. He kept following. This was crazy. I was
seriously out of breath now. I had a stitch in my side. He
was just trying to scare me, I knew that. But it was working,.
I didn’t know what to do. I had no idea. I was afraid to
glance his way. Maybe he'd take it as encouragement. There
were no alleys to duck into, and all the underground garages
along King’s had electronic gates that were shut, shut, shut.
Finally, I couldnt stop myself. I turned my head. He didnt
say a thing. He just gave me a long, lazy smile.
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Screw him. There was a minimall half a block away with
a Starbucks in it. They'd be open by now. I ran up to Santa
Monica, clutching my sides, then crossed against the light.
He was stuck on red, but as soon as the light changed, he
followed, pulling his beat-up blue Camaro into the parking
lot just behind me. I sat down at a table in the corner and
watched him get out of the car and come inside. This wasnt
happening. He walked right up to me.

“Im calling the police,” I said.

He didn’t answer. He went up to the counter and ordered
a small cup of coffee. When the girl handed it to him, he
mumbled something about changing his mind. He turned to
leave, bumping his arm against me on the way out. Hard.
That spot would be black and blue by tonight. And no one
had noticed a thing. Just another morning in the city of the
angels. Nothing out of the ordinary.

I sat there for a while, thinking how easy it is to feel safe
when you've never been hurt. Then I picked up a paper
someone had left behind and read the comics until I felt a
little better, or at least too tired to think anymore, which
amounted to the same thing.

I went home and showered until the hot water ran out. I
wanted to stay in there, but I had an appointment to keep.
It had to be today. Well, it was going to be fine. No one had
promised me a walk in the park, but it would be fine.

I considered my wardrobe. According to the visitor hand-
book I'd downloaded from the Web, conservative attire was
recommended. No clothing that in any combination of shades
resembled California-issue inmate garb. No law-enforcement
or military-type forest green or camouflage-patterned items.
No spaghetti straps. No sheer garments. No hats, wigs, or
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hairpieces, except with prior written approval of the visiting
sergeant. No clothing that exposed the chest, genitals, or
buttocks. Party poopers.

I wondered what Joseph Albacco would be wearing.
Prison blues aren’t necessarily blue. I knew. I'd read up on it.
They come in orange, red, or white, according to the unit in
which the particular prisoner is housed. It helps correctional
officers determine if a serial killer, say, isn’t where he’s sup-
posed to be. That was the principle behind stripes as well,
which were worn by convicts well into the first half of the
twentieth century. The types of stripes (vertical or horizon-
tal) and their combinations (horizontal on pants, vertical on
shirts) likewise signified things like crime committed or
time served. It was kind of the reverse of the old saying that
clothes make the man.

After mulling it over for a while, I dropped my towel on
the floor and put on something that made me feel strong—
a brown velvet Chanel suit with lots of white braid trim. I
had snagged it from my mother’s cousin Drena, whod
bought it at a rummage sale, only to decide it made her look
like a three-star general.

She had underestimated the genius of Coco Chanel. That
made two of us. I looked less like Patton than a Hostess
cupcake, something a convicted felon could polish off in a
single bite. Thinking about the creep in the Camaro, I
squeezed some gelatinous goo into my hands and slicked my
hair into a sadistic ballet-mistress updo. Better. Forbidding.
You wouldn’t want to mangle a plié within ten yards of me.

Enough with the metaphors. Joseph Albacco, Prisoner
#C-36789, currently serving thirty-five to life for murder in
the first degree, was waiting. For me.



J knew the court transcript like the back of my hand.

December 13, 1957. It was a Friday. The forecast had
predicted rain, but little on that day happened according to
plan. By noon, the early-morning clouds had dissipated and
the sun was shining. Jean Albacco spent most of the day
answering the phone, typing letters, and filing correspon-
dence at the insurance offices of Gilbert, Finster, and John-
son on lower State Street in downtown Ventura, where she
had been employed since graduating from high school a year
and a half earlier. On December 13, she worked through
lunch, having asked her employer, Mr. Douglas Gilbert, if
she could leave one hour earlier that evening. It was her first
wedding anniversary, and she was preparing a surprise for
her husband, Joe.

Jean’s coworker and best friend, Miss Madeleine Seaton,
remembered Jean being somewhat edgy all day, but that
wouldn’t have been unusual. Jean was known for being high-
strung and particular about things. Miss Seaton recalled her
spilling a cup of coffee on a stack of unmailed letters early
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that morning, and accidentally disconnecting Mr. Gilberts
wife, who had called at 11:00 a.M. to remind her husband
about a dentist appointment that afternoon. Perhaps, Miss
Seaton speculated, it was just that Jean had errands to do
after work and was worried about everything getting done
before her husband came home. Joe was expected at approx-
imately 7:15 p.m.

It was only later that everyone realized the day Jean
Albacco was murdered had been Friday the thirteenth.

Joseph Albacco Jr. (Class of ’55, Ventura City High)
worked as a linotype operator at the Ventura Press, the ared’s
major weekly. Joe’s boss, Ventura Press editor and publisher
Mr. Anson Burke, remembered December 13 well because
he had been preoccupied all day about the looming possibil-
ity of a strike. He had meetings with union officials in the
morning and an unusual number of phone calls to juggle, as
his secretary, Miss Mildred Rose, was out sick. Joe, one of
his forty-nine employees, had merited scarcely a thought.

Arriving well before 8:00 a.M., Joe shared a breakfast of
doughnuts and coffee with several coworkers. He joked
about a baseball game over which he had lost ten dollars the
previous night, and complained about an old back injury
that seemed to be flaring up. No one at work knew Decem-
ber 13 was his wedding anniversary until reading about it in
the paper the following day.

Mr. Thomas Malone, who had known Joe since grade
school, worked on the city desk. He and Joe usually bought
lunch at the Italian deli on Main and walked through the
alley to eat in the park across the street from the San Bue-
naventura Mission, under the old fig tree. December 13 had
been no different. That day they talked about the weather,
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Mr. Malone’s ailing mother, and the military’s increased
presence in the county. They also discussed the new freeway,
the U.S. 101, which would run from the Conejo Grade to
Camarillo, cutting the trip to Los Angeles from five hours
to just over two. The paper had been running a series of
editorials complaining about how the elevated sections pro-
posed for Ventura proper would block out views and access
to the beach in the downtown area.

After lunch, Joe stopped at a phone booth to make a call.
It lasted no more than three or four minutes. But, according
to Mr. Malone, this was unusual for Joe. There was shout-
ing, and Joe seemed agitated during the short walk back to
the office. Despite Mr. Malone’s inquiries, Joe wouldn't
reveal to whom he had been speaking or the subject of their
conversation.

Jean left work at 4:15 p.M. on the dot. On her way out,
she wished Miss Seaton a nice weekend and told her that she
might have a surprise for her very soon. Miss Seaton testi-
fied at trial that Jean’s manner was coy, which surprised her,
given that Jean was normally a serious sort of girl.

At approximately 4:20 p.M., complaining of a headache,
Joe went to see the company nurse, Mrs. Bianca Adair. She
gave him two aspirins and sent him home to rest, no follow-
up required.

At 4:30 p.M., Jean stopped in at C&M Locksmiths at the
corner of Main and Santa Clara. She picked up a set of
house keys, explaining that her husband had lost his, and
asked after two other keys that weren’t yet ready. She chatted
amiably with the proprietor, Mr. Lorenzo Calabro, but bus-
tled out when she caught sight of the clock, clearly in a
hurry. At approximately 4:40 p.M., she went into the used
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bookshop on Valdez Alley, browsed in the California section,
and purchased a two-volume history of Ventura County. A
present for her husband, she explained to Mr. Roger Sorenson,
the store manager. On her way to the market on Thompson
Boulevard, Jean stopped to chat a moment with a friend,
Miss Diana Crisp, who worked at the Be Mine Hair Salon
next door. Diana complimented Jean on her suit. Jean
laughed and said that she had hidden the receipt from Joe
since it wasn’t on sale and they were supposed to be saving
for a house on a better street. At the market, Jean paid cash
for her groceries (a roast, some baking potatoes, and a head
of iceberg lettuce), though she had opened a house account
just the week before.

At 4:30 p.M., Joe was seen driving above Register Street,
heading west, just beyond the county courthouse.

At 5:30 p.M., Jean’s neighbor, Mr. Josiah McGruder, a
retired plumber, saw Jean approach her house, stop abruptly
for a few moments, as if lost in thought, and then go inside.
She was loaded down with packages.

At 6:30 p.m., Mr. McGruder thought he heard the screen
door swing open at the Albaccos’. He looked out the win-
dow and saw a person, whom he could not positively iden-
tify, enter the Albacco residence.

At 7:15 p.m., smelling something burning on the stove,
Mr. McGruder knocked on the Albaccos’ front door. When
he got no response, he went around to the back door. He
called out and, still getting no response, entered the premises,
where he saw the body of Mrs. Albacco on the kitchen floor.

At 7:30 p.m., the police arrived.

At 7:45 p.M., Joseph Albacco came home, with a pack of
cigarettes in his hand and dried blood on the cuff of his
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shirt. He was taken in for questioning, held overnight, and
charged, the following morning, with murder in the first
degree.

The trial was brief. The cause of death was determined to
be blunt trauma to the head. The murder weapon was never
found. But that didn’t stop the prosecutor. There was trouble
in the marriage. Talk of another woman. Joe had left work
early for no real reason. That looked bad. There was no sign
of forced entry. That looked bad, too. The blood on his shirt
tested AB positive—his wife’s type. And he had no alibi. No
explanation whatsoever of where he had been. It added up.
At least, the jury saw it that way. But it was hardly an open-
and-shut case.

Sitting in the prison parking lot, too nervous to do any-
thing except pick at the tassels on my suit, I went over the
details in my mind again and yet again. Any way you looked
at it, there were dozens of lingering questions. What had
that frantic phone call been about? If it had been Albacco at
the door at 6:30 p.M. that evening, as the prosecution had
contended, why had his neighbor been unable to make a
positive ID, especially since it wasn’t even dark out? And if
Albacco had indeed killed his wife, wouldn’t he have changed
his bloodstained shirt before appearing back at his house at
7:45 p.M.2 Why had he been carrying cigarettes when nei-
ther he nor Jean was a smoker? Most curious of all was the
missing murder weapon. Where was it? I stopped myself short.
It was hardly my business. Any of it. Erle Stanley Gardner
was my business, and all this case meant to me, all it could
ever mean to me, was a chance to get the real dope on an old

pro.
Right.



oseph Albacco smiled as he sat down, and I knew right
away this would be the strangest conversation of my life.

I smiled back through the thick wall of Plexiglas. A drop
of sweat trickled down the inside of my blouse. I wondered
if he could see it blazing a trail across the silk. I pulled my
jacket tighter around me. I was hot and cold, but colder
than [ was hot.

“Talk right into the receiver,” he said kindly. “The only
difference between this and a phone call is we can see each
other.”

“Oh.”

“So, you're Italian. Me, too. There was a Caruso I knew
when I was a kid. Ran a grocery store near my house. Any
relation?”

“No, I don't think so,” I replied. “We're all in New Jersey.”

“Except you,” he said, grinning.

“Right,” I said stupidly.

I had lost control already, probably from the moment I laid
eyes on him. Joseph Albacco’s hair was silver, thick and coarse,
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and his face as craggy as a relief map of the Rockies. I had
expected something like that: he was a sixty-six-year-old man
who had spent most of his life behind bars. But I hadn’t
expected him to be tall, well over six feet, nor strong—and not
from lifting weights, but because that’s the way he was made.

I pulled myself together. “Mr. Albacco,” I said, clearing
my throat, “the warden did explain why I'm here, didn’t he?”

“Yes. I understand you're doing some work on Erle Stan-
ley Gardner.”

Handsome, too. It spooked me that I noticed. I was
supposed to be a neutral observer. No emotions. Cool as a
cucumber. That was my whole problem. Even as a kid I'd
run fevers so high the doctors wanted to hospitalize me
every time I got the flu. It was my mom who was the cool
one. | was some sort of mutation.

“That’s right,” I said self-importantly. “I'm writing a book
about him, a biography. And while I was doing research, I
came across a letter you wrote him, a long time ago, right
after you were . . . incarcerated.” That was one of those
words I'd never actually used in conversation. “You asked
him for help. Do you remember?”

He paused, as if gathering up steam. I thought then that
this was a story he had been waiting a long time to tell.

“I remember the day I wrote that letter. Every last detail.”
The rest came out like a soliloquy.

“I had been here only a few months. I didn't think I was
going to make it. I didn’t think I would stay sane. I was so
angry I'd been punching the wall in my cell for days on end
and was starting to make a hole in it. The plaster was loose.
Falling in bits. I was afraid they were going to think I was try-
ing to escape. So I panicked. I tried to cover the hole with my
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pillow, a towel, anything, but it was always there. And so I
called the guard to show him. I didn’t want to be accused of
anything. They thought I was nuts. Totally gone. But I was
sent to see the chaplain, not the prison psychiatrist. I dont
know why. I cried. I was only twenty years old. I thought I'd
be freed any day, and I guess that was the moment it finally
dawned on me. That was the day I realized I might never see
the ocean again.”

“But why had you thought otherwise?” 1 asked. “You
were convicted of first-degree murder, Mr. Albacco. Surely
you understood what that meant.”

“They didn’t have anything on me, not really. But it was
an election year. The D.A. had something to prove, and the
attorney the court provided was afraid to get in his way. It
didn’t much matter to me, not at first. I thought itd all
come out in the wash when they found him,” he explained.
“The person who killed her...my wife, I mean.” He
looked down at a ring on his finger. It looked like a wedding
band. I didnt know you could keep those in prison.

And then, softly, “Or that I'd hear something from—"

“From whom?” I asked.

“Not important.” He smiled that smile, then shook his
head and went on. “You know, Ms. Caruso, what’s interest-
ing to me is that the police never did investigate. Never
asked anybody a question, not really. They decided I was
guilty and that was the end of that. I couldn’t say where I
had been that night, so I had to be the one responsible.”

“So, Erle Stanley Gardner?” I prompted.

“So Erle Stanley Gardner. I wrote him a letter. That same
evening. After talking to the chaplain, I knew I needed
someone to save me, and no matter how many Hail Marys
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[ said, it wasn't going to be God. I thought Gardner might
be the one.”

“Why?”

“It sounds so stupid now. You see, my whole life, I've
loved mysteries.”

“Me, too!” I exclaimed, horrified at my eagerness.

“Yeah, read every single Perry Mason book, just like every
other red-blooded American. Read Argosy, too, all that stuff
about the Court of Last Resort. Even thought I'd go to law
school one day. And I £zew this man, at least through my fam-
ily. I thought he'd take me on as a cause. You know, the good
kid who’s been falsely accused. He'd ask the right questions,
do the footwork, and nab the real culprit. Prove me inno-
cent, something like that. I suppose I was arrogant enough,
or desperate enough, to think I'd strike him as worth the
trouble.”

“And you never heard a word from him. That mustve
been disappointing,” I murmured.

“Oh, I did hear from him,” Albacco interjected. “The
very next week.”

I nearly choked. There was no correspondence in the file.
Nothing at all.

“Yeah, he called me here at the jail, and we spoke briefly. I
was scared out of my wits, of course, but he was encouraging,.
Patient. Asked me how I was doing and all. We talked about
the case, and I gave him Maddy Seaton’s phone number. She
was Jean’s best friend. He thought itd be worth seeing if she
knew anything more about what was going on with Jean
those last few months. Something had changed, I knew that.
And Maddy and Jean were like sisters. They had no secrets.”

“So what did he say when you next spoke?”
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“We never spoke again,” he said flatly. “That was our one
and only conversation. I don't even know if he got in touch
with Maddy. And then he abandoned the Court of Last
Resort.”

“Oh,” 1 said.

“There’s not much more to it. So here I am. Here I've
been.”

I shouldn’t be here, 1 thought to myself. I should not be
here.

“I'm not an intellectual like you, Ms. Caruso.”

“I'm hardly that.”

“But if you're alone long enough,” he continued, “like I've
been these past years, you can't help but think. Constantly.
You brood. You wonder. You come up with theories. Theo-
ries about everything. I've got a theory about life. It’s a maze,
full of false starts and wrong turns, blind alleys, dead ends.
You know what I'm talking about, Ms. Caruso. Youve
encountered your share.”

I felt myself shivering. It was the sweat.

“There’s a path you've got to find, though, and it'll take
you right where you were meant to go. I haven’t found my
path, as it turns out. I know that because this isn’t my desti-
nation.” He looked up. “How about you?”

I was dizzy now. The room was spinning,.

“I-I feel somewhat awkward,” I stammered, looking down
at my hands. I could still see the traces of my own wedding
ring. I thought about the day I took it off for good. “I'm
afraid I've misled you. 'm here doing research on Erle Stan-
ley Gardner. Trying to get a fix on him. That’s all. I'm sorry.”

I looked up and our eyes met, and just for that moment I
thought I could see the young man he had been—untroubled,
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in the way of people accustomed to being liked. I had never
been untroubled a day in my life, never felt that kind of ease
in my own skin. I wondered what it would feel like. And
what kind of emotional bruising this man must have taken
after all these years.

“Maybe I can help,” I heard myself saying. “Maybe I could
ask a question or two. I have some more research to do in
Ventura anyway.”

“You're not obliged,” he said. “I didn’t mean to railroad

»

you.

“You didn’t. I'd be doing it for my book.”

And at that moment, I actually thought I would be.

On the way out, I went to see the chaplain as promised.
Ovur visit was brief. Someone was using his office so we met in
the chapel. This was unfortunate because houses of worship,
even those inside houses of detention, tend to make me feel
guilty. This meant I'd be calling my mother back tonight, bro-
ken in spirit (which is how she likes me best), and maybe even
second-day air-mailing her a box of See’s Scotchmallow bars,
her favorite candy.

Father Herlihy was one of those ancient Irishmen with a
nose the size and hue of a pomegranate. A massive fellow, who
seemed to be suffering from gout but beaming all the while
(hey, he had it better than his parishioners), he rose from the
front pew so slowly I didnt know if he'd make it without top-
pling over. I offered my arm, which he took gratefully. Then
he promptly sat back down. I sat down next to him, directly
opposite the pulpit, which was incongruously (given the
crime-stained setting) ornamented with bas-relief angels.

With a brusqueness his appearance belied, Father Herlihy
asked, “Joseph Albacco is a wronged man, and I'd like to
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know, Ms. Caruso, as a good Catholic, how will you be
assisting him?” I have to admit I was speechless after that
one. The last time I'd been a good Catholic Richard Nixon
had been president. And a good Quaker.

“Ms. Caruso,” he repeated, “something must be done.
And soon. Mr. Albacco has a parole hearing scheduled in
less than three weeks, and it has to go differently this time.
He has suffered long enough.”

“For something he did or didn’t do?”

He glared at me. “My dear, I made your visit here possible
because I have an interest in seeing justice done. Joseph and
I came to Tehachapi the same year, soon after it was rebuilt,
and we have grown old together. Sadly for him, I might
add, because our friendship has come at the expense of his
freedom.”

“I don’t understand why he hasn’t been released after all
this time.”

“He received a sentence of thirty-five years to life. There
is no guarantee of parole.”

“But it doesn’t make sense.”

He was impatient now. “There are flaws in the system.”

“Such as?”

“To be awarded parole, you must admit culpability.
You must accept responsibility and evince regret. This puts
those who have been wrongly convicted in a rather difficult
position.”

“How do you know Joseph didn’t kill his wife?”

“You're a smart woman,” he answered. “And given that,
surely you understand that sometimes the truth never comes
out, for whatever reason. Because we are too ashamed to
acknowledge our guilt. Because we are trying to prevent
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others from bearing our pain. Because the forces of evil have
too much at stake in keeping it buried. Nonetheless, it remains
the truth.”

I stopped him right there. “I dont mean to be disrespect-
ful, but I can see you're not telling me everything you know.”

“Do I need to remind you that 'm a priest?” he retorted.
“I'am hardly in a position to divulge privileged information,
nor to bring the facts of Jean Albacco’s murder to light.
Joseph thought Erle Stanley Gardner might be in such a
position. But that was a long time ago. Now the burden has
fallen to you.”

“To me?”

“You are a Catholic. Surely you will understand what I'm
trying to say. Joseph Albacco has not committed a mortal
sin. Not yet. But for years now, he’s been holding on to a
long rope, and he’s come to the end of it. Listen to what I'm
saying to you, Ms. Caruso: there will not be another parole
hearing.”

The man was speaking in riddles. I was lost. Had Joseph
been threatening suicide? Was that what he was trying to tell
me? My god.

“Father Herlihy,” I finally said, “I'd like to help, truly I
would, but it sounds like you have too much faith in me.”

“My dear,” he said, “it sounds like you don’t have enough.”



On the long drive home, Father Herlihy’s words reverber-
ated in my ears. The din was deafening, and I didn’t like
it. I thought about Joseph Albacco and how desperate he
must be. About how big his cell was and when he had last
gotten a phone call or eaten a good meal. I thought about
his theory of life and about the sorry fact that I had theories
about everything under the sun except the things that really
mattered.

[ fell asleep the minute my head hit the pillow. My ex was
always amazed at how I could do that. If he got to talking
about James Fenimore Cooper, I could fall asleep even before
my head hit the pillow.

I'm a deep sleeper. Comatose. Known to drool. So when
the phone rings in the middle of the night, it isnt a good
thing. Call it my morbid temperament, but I always assume
it means someone has died. The only thing I hate more is
being woken up by the doorbell. This means that not only
do I wake up frantic, but I have to compose my features into
some semblance of normality, and before coffee. It’s inhuman.
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The doorbell chimed. It was going to be one of those days.
I bolted upright and peeled my eyes open. I was wearing the
contacts you were supposed to be able to leave in for a week.
Another case of false advertising. I pulled on my robe, curs-
ing. It wasn't until I stumbled toward the front door, patting
my hair down from its Don King state, that I realized it was
not, in fact, the middle of the night. According to the
kitchen clock, it was 9:05 A.M.

After looking through the peephole, I opened the door to
the woebegone figure of my son-in-law, clutching a pair of
plush pink slippers in his large hands.

“Hi,” 1 said.

“Oh, I'm sorry. I woke you up,” he said.

“No, no. I've been up for hours, cleaning,” I replied
quickly. An obvious lie, given the state of the living room,
but I expect he appreciated the courtesy.

“Come on in,” I said. “I'll make us some coffee.”

Wrapping my robe tighter around me, I strode purposefully
into the kitchen. The prospect of caffeine gave me strength. I
knew this wasn’t going to be easy.

Vincent followed me like a puppy and sat down at the
table, still holding the slippers.

“These are Annie’s,” he explained. “She puts them on the
minute she wakes up. Her feet get cold. I knew she'd miss
them.”

“I'll give them to her when I see her,” I said gently, pour-
ing what was left of the Hawaiian Hazelnut into the filter
and flipping the switch.

“Where is she?” he asked, looking toward the hallway.
“Isn’t she here?”

“No,” I answered with a half smile. “She went to Lael’s.”
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He smiled back. “Oh, that makes sense. It's no big deal.
She probably just didnt want to upset you, that’s all.”

It was classic Vincent. Here he was offering me a shoulder
to cry on instead of the other way around.

“You're sweet to say so, Vincent. But 'm more concerned
about the two of you. What is this all about?”

Vincent fidgeted uncomfortably. I could tell he was torn
between the fear of being disloyal to Annie and the need to
talk.

“Listen, Vincent, Annie and I spoke on Friday, but none
of it made sense. I love my daughter, but I don’t understand
why she’s acting like this. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“What are you talking about, Cece?” he cried. “She’s not
acting like anything! Annie isn’t that kind of person! You of all
people should know that!” He jumped to his wife’s defense
with a ferocity that was pretty surprising given she was sleep-
ing with another man.

Vincent picked up his coffee, poured in unholy quantities
of cream and sugar, and walked over to the couch, trying to
regain his composure.

“Look, you obviously don’t get it. 'm the one who’s re-
sponsible for everything that’s gone wrong. I'm the one who’s
a liar, a fool, and a coward. 'm the one who’s ruined our
lives.” He looked up at me, his eyes filling with tears.

I wasnt expecting dramatics. Not from him. Vincent
was calm personified, the Buddhist monk type. Once, I had
called Vincent and Annie in the middle of the night, hysteri-
cal, convinced my house was being taken over by a colony of
enormous, prehistoric rats. Vincent came over with a broom
and talked me down. I was a city kid—how was I supposed
to know those were opossums?
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“What are you talking about, Vincent? Youre scaring
me,” I said.

“I scared your daughter, too. That’s why she turned to
someone else, and then just left. I can hardly blame her. She
thought she knew me, and then she found out I was some-
body else.”

“Okay,” I said, playing along for the moment. “Who are
you?”

“I'm the father of a kid who's never laid eyes on me, that’s
who,” he answered, and walked out the door.

I poured my cold Hawaiian Hazelnut down the drain and
headed straight back to bed.

I woke up for the second time that day just before noon,
when my gardener rang the bell.

“Cece, four dead snails!” Javier exclaimed, shoving the evi-
dence in my face. I was finding it hard to revel in our tri-
umph at just that moment, given my empty stomach and the
news that [ was sort of a grandma.

“Wonderful, Javier,” I said.

“No problem,” he replied, though I had clearly burst his
bubble. “I thought youd be happier. Say,” he said, grinning,
“were you still sleeping?”

“Oh, you know us creative types. We can work in our
pajamas if we want to. You should try it sometime.”

He didnt much like the joke, which came out nastier
than I'd intended. It was just that I didn’t appreciate his
insinuation that I was sleeping the day away, which, of
course, I was. But no more. I felt like hell. But this, too, would
pass. I took a deep breath. I reached way down into myself. I
straightened my spine, sucked in my gut, and produced a
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horrific, pageant-worthy smile. I turned on the shower. I
could do this. I could trust Annie and Vincent to work it out.
I could try living my own life for once. And it was a gorgeous
day. A perfect day, in fact, for a drive to Ventura.

Half an hour later, I was spanking clean and bedecked in a
powder-blue 1940s halter dress and matching patent-leather
ankle straps. They gave me blisters only that first time. I
opened a can of food for Mimi, poured out a bowl of Buster’s
low-fat kibble, and emerged into the dazzling sunlight.
Without being asked, Javier stopped pulling up weeds and
moved his truck out of the driveway. I was off.

It was bumper-to-bumper traffic all the way over Laurel
Canyon—me and a phalanx of Valley folk heading for the
fabled land of hospitality and convenient parking. It took
about twenty-five minutes to get to the 101, but from there
it would be a straight shot to Ventura, an hour and a half,
max. I'm not exactly a Formula One driver, but I am an old
hand at the 101, thanks to a torrid affair I had a while back
with a beefy LAPD detective who, like so many of his bud-
dies, lived in the nether reaches of Simi Valley. When I asked
him why they were willing to put up with that kind of com-
mute, he said the guys wanted out, way the heck out, after a
long day of cleaning up other people’s messes. And I'm talk-
ing messy messes. Still, there were all those bored skinheads
out in the exurbs. I preferred the local gangbangers, not that
I was friends with any, of course.

I drove past the San Fernando Valley’s endless gated commu-
nities, with their faux-tile roofs and faux Spanish names—Fl
Petunia Gargantunita, Los Picadoritos Machos, etc. Then I hit
Calabasas, where the horse people live, then Thousand Oaks,
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home to a passel of big box stores—Ikea, Best Buy—and not
much else. From there, it was on to Oxnard, where the air
smells like fertilizer. Lots of lettuce in Oxnard.

Just when I started to get that desperate, been-in-the-car-
for-too-long feeling, the Pacific Ocean came up on my left, a
bolt of blue stretching as far as the eye could see. That meant
the next stop would be Ventura. I took the Main Street exit,
veering away from the ocean toward the historic downtown
district, located at the base of the foothills between the Ven-
tura and Santa Clara Rivers. Once, those hills had been cov-
ered with sprays of gray sage, blue lupine, and, east of town,
golden mustard. It must have been something. Passengers
arriving by stagecoach back in the 1860s and 1870s would
have been lured by the area’s great beauty, the promise of rich
soil and balmy weather, and business opportunities ripe for
the picking.

Me, the girl in the silver Camry, I'd been lured by the pos-
sibility of answering someone’s prayers.



J was the Spanish colonizers of Alta California who,
carly in the eighteenth century, gave Ventura its name,
which derives from the Spanish word buenaventura, mean-
ing “good fortune” or “good luck.” So how come it always
took me forever to find a parking space? Good luck was def-
initely on the wane these days. In fact, as I ambled down
Main Street I encountered a world of pain, with every possi-
ble disease or misfortune represented by a thrift shop of
its own: Child Abuse and Neglect, Pet Abandonment, Bat-
tered Women, Disabled Veterans, etc. Not to mention it was
freezing, which isn't exactly a plus in late summer in a beach
town. I hadn’t come equipped for the elements, so I slipped
into a shop and bought a sweatshirt with a duck in sun-
glasses on the front. You should’ve seen the ones I didn't
choose.

Aside from the thrift shops, Main Street boasted your
usual assortment of souvenir shops, stocked with suntan
lotion and other good-weather paraphernalia; a few high-
end garden shops selling marble sundials, hand-painted
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trellises, and cutesy signs that said things like, 'M THE KING
OF THE CASTLE UNTIL THE QUEEN COMES HOME; and some
genuine oddities, like the American flag and cutlery shop. 1
spent a while in the angel store, mesmerized by the wall full
of angel-embossed Post-it note prayers. It was amazing how
many people had sons in jail.

Erle Stanley Gardner, however, was the growth industry
around here. If I had deeper pockets, I could have stocked a
library full of first edition Perry Masons in five minutes flat.
Storefronts were plastered with posters advertising Erle
Stanley Gardner walking tours and Erle Stanley Gardner
guidebooks, and if you were so inclined you could even buy
something called “Podunk” candy at the local chocolatier,
made from Erle Stanley Gardner’s very own recipe. It stuck
to your teeth, just like honeycomb.

As important as ESG was to Ventura, Ventura had been
to ESG. Though hed lived there for only fifteen years (from
1915 to 1917, and again from 1921 to 1933), it was in Ven-
tura that he'd established his law practice and encountered
many of the offbeat characters and bizarre situations that
had worked their way into his mysteries. It was in Ventura
that hed developed the talent for cross-examination for
which Perry Mason would become famous. And it was in
Ventura that hed written his first stories for the pulps,
pounding them out with two fingers in a back room at his
house on Buena Vista Street.

In Ventura, too, Gardner had met Jean Bethell, his sec-
ond wife, the original Della Street. According to the story,
he used to like to go to the Pierpont Inn, on Sanjon, to cel-
ebrate his courtroom victories. Jean had been working as the
dining room hostess when he'd come in with a crook he was
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defending. Immediately smitten, he'd asked her if she'd like
to be his secretary. She'd said she already had a job, but that
her sister, Peggy, needed one. Peggy wound up going to work
for Gardner, and so did another sister, Ruth. Jean eventually
followed family tradition. Later, she broke it by marrying
her boss.

I pulled out my steno pad. I'd arrived at my destination,
the gray Renaissance Revival building located at the corner
of Main and California. According to the brass plaque
affixed to its exterior, this was HISTORICAL POINT OF INTER-
EsT #86. Constructed in 1926 at the height of the Ventura
oil boom, it was the tallest building in town and had the
first elevator in the entire county. It was also the birthplace
of Perry Mason. Well, just about. The first draft of the first
Perry Mason book, The Case of the Velver Claws, was nar-
rated into a dictaphone at Gardner’s house, but it was here,
in the third-floor law offices of Orr, Gardner, Drapeau, and
Sheridan, that it was actually typed up. It was important I
get things like that right. One slip could mean dozens of let-
ters. Hundreds, if I was lucky enough.

I decided to go in and snoop around. My trusty editor,
Sally, kept insisting the book needed more “picturesque
details.” Fine.

The foyer was short on charm. There was dust every-
where and piped-in Muzak, but the walls boasted some
choice memorabilia: a Xerox of a 1961 issue of Look maga-
zine, promising to “spill all” about TV’s Perry Mason, and a
framed photograph of ESG himself, looking remarkably like
a bespectacled Raymond Burr.

Burr had originally been asked to read for the part of the
district attorney. But Gardner, who happened to be on the
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set the day of Burr’s audition, had taken one look at him
and gasped, “That’s Perry Mason!” Gardner later com-
plained that Burr was “cow-eyed” instead of “granite-hard,”
which I thought was tremendously unfair. Cows have nice
eyes. And there was no getting around the fact that it was
Raymond Burr who made the show a megahit. Like no one
before or since, he embodied the notion that there were jobs
worth doing and doing well. Plus, he drove the newest,
shiniest cars, thanks to the succession of Detroit automakers
who sponsored the series during the course of its nine-
season run.

I scanned the building directory. These days, the offices
in question were occupied by a La-Z-Boy rep and a multi-
media company. Sounded like picturesque detail to me. I
made my way up the narrow, twisting wooden staircase,
admiring the pebbled-glass doors framed in wood, with
their old-time transoms above. The third floor appeared
deserted. And dustier than the foyer.

I started scribbling. This was unmistakably the template for
Perry Mason’s legendary setup: the corner of a suite of rooms
that included two reception areas, a law library, a stenographic
area, and a pair of private offices. The only difference was that
first thing in the morning Perry would toss his fedora onto a
bust of Blackstone, while ESG was said to have settled for an
ordinary hatrack.

“Hello,” I called out. “Anybody here?” No answer.

There wasn’t much in the main reception area except a
scratched wooden desk and a swivel chair with a stack of
Ventura phonebooks piled on its torn leather seat. I put
them on the floor and sat down.

“Oh, Perry,” I said, channeling Della. “Another courtroom
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triumph! Let’s go out for dinner and drinks, shall we? T'll just
straighten the seams on my stockings, and we'll be off. Oh,
Paul Drake? Your unrivaled man on the ground? I'm afraid
he won’t be able to join us. He’s got a headache.”

I was blushing, in character, when all of a sudden I heard a
crash. I leapt up, sending my steno pad flying. Then I heard
a scream. I ran for the stairs like the coward I was.

“Dear me, I didn’t mean to scare you,” said a voice from
out of nowhere.

I turned around. An older gentleman had poked his nose
out of one of the back rooms.

“Those La-Z-Boy catalogs get heavier every year. Dropped
one on my toe just now. Didn't mean to be yelping like a pup.”

That was my cue to go. It was seven p.m., getting dark,
and I was exhausted. Nobody was expecting me back
home, so I decided to find a cute little inn, the kind you
read about in the Sunday travel section. I'd have a glass of
white wine, snuggle under the down comforter, and watch
a cable movie. And no one would be around to chasten me
about raiding the minibar. To hear my ex tell it, my mini-
bar proclivities were more deleterious to our marriage than
his sexual infidelity and emotional abuse combined. Go
figure.

As luck would have it, there was a room with a courtyard
view at the Beau Rivage, a small, European-style hotel tucked
around the corner from ESG’s office building. The clerk was
a sweet kid who couldn’t wrap his head around the fact that I
didn’t have a suitcase. Spontaneity was apparently dead in
Ventura.

As soon as I got up to the room, I threw my clothes on the
floor and flopped onto the bed naked, but only after having
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stripped off the attractive floral coverlet. My mother had
once told me that hotel cleaning people took special glee in
wiping their dirty shoes on the bedspreads, which they
never washed. My mother was full of urban legends that,
sadly, I seemed unable to expunge from my consciousness.

Buster and Mimi. I almost forgot about those guys. A
quick call to the ladies would take care of that. They knew I
hid a key in a flowerpot in my front garden. “They” being
the ladies, not the pets.

“Where exactly are you, dear?” asked Marlene, who had
been known professionally as Hibiscus. Her voice sounded
shaky. I suspected that cocktail hour had begun.

“In Ventura, doing some research on the book.”

“Oh, Ventura. How I adore the sea air. Now, don’t you
worry a thing about your babies. Lois and I will take care of
them.”

“Thanks so much, Marlene. See you tomorrow.” Hibis-
cus and her sister, Lois, a.k.a. Jasmine, were on the job. Now
for the minibar.

With visions of Toblerone dancing in my head, I got up,
idly took a look out the window, locked eyes with a little boy
in a dark suit, and dropped to the floor. A mere twenty feet
below, in the bougainvillea-draped courtyard, a wedding party
was under way—ring bearer, bride, groom, string quartet, the
whole shebang. Why hadn't that front-desk kid warned me?

Slowly, I rose to my knees and peeked out the window. I
was clobbered by pink. Pink roses, pink tablecloths, a tower-
ing pink cake. The ring bearer was whispering something to
a mother-of-the-bride type clad in pink brocade. She looked
up to my second-floor window and saw me. I gave her a
sheepish little wave, but she was not amused. The wedding
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planner had not prepared her for the naked woman. That
was supposed to happen at the bachelor party.

Time to learn that things don’t always work out.

At my wedding I was supposed to wear a sarong and carry
fuschia orchids tied with raffia. There was going to be tiki
music and torches and a suckling pig with an apple in his
mouth. It may have been a bit fey for Asbury Park, I can see
that now. In any case, I was vetoed. I carried a tight ball of
white roses and wore a white gown that poufed in every con-
ceivable direction. White represents purity, and the mothers
had a point to make.

I sank back down to the floor, crawled the rest of the way
to the minibar, and opened it. God help me, it was filled
with healthy snacks: protein bars, electrolyte-enhanced H,O,
gorp sorts of things, the stuff you put in backpacks when
youre hiking and swear never to touch once youre back
within spitting range of a 7-Eleven. Catching sight of my
thirty-nine-year-old body in the mirror, I decided I needed
nourishment of any kind like I needed a hole in the head. I
crawled back to the bed, slid between the sheets, and fell fast
asleep. I dreamed I married Perry Mason.



;7he morning sun hit me square in the face. Bad Cece
wanted to hit it back. But good Cece got up, made a pot of
scary hotel-room coffee, and scrounged around under the
night table for the yellow pages. Gilbert, Finster, and Johnson,
Licensed Insurance Brokers, lower State Street. There it was.
Unbelievable. The company where Jean Albacco and Maddy
Seaton had worked was still open for business. And times
mustve been good—theyd taken out a full-page ad, which
included a picture of their award-winning sales team, smiling
their guts out.

I checked out and headed over to State Street. The roads
were full of potholes. I sloshed coffee from my travel mug
down the front of my wilted blue halter dress, but given that
every day was now casual Friday, I figured I wouldn't look
any worse than anybody else.

There were WET PAINT signs all over the front of the build-
ing. With my track record, I made sure to be extra careful
when I swung open the mint-green double doors. I walked
across a plush but ugly rug to a long, low desk. Sitting behind
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it was a large middle-aged woman, flanked on the right by a
younger version of herself and on the left by an older version
of the same. All three wore stonewashed jeans, pink Lacoste
shirts, and glasses with shiny gold frames. They were deep in
conversation. The young one was furiously taking notes. She
seemed to be serving her apprenticeship.

The trio looked up and flashed those award-winning smiles.
“May we help you?” asked the middle one, clearly their leader.

“Yes,” I said. “I'm trying to find someone who worked here
some time ago, a Madeleine Seaton. 'm wondering if she’s
still here, by any chance, or if you could tell me how I might
locate her.”

A conference ensued. The old one spoke up.

“I knew Maddy Seaton quite well. She worked here for-
ever, nice lady and all, but”—she blushed furiously—"“well,
I’'m afraid she died last year.”

Shoot.

“Are you a friend? Or is it business? Might I answer a
question for you?” The middle one reestablished control.

“Well,” T said, thinking fast, “I'm investigating a crime
involving another person who worked here in the fifties, a Jean
Albacco, and I thought Miss Seaton could help me out. Noth-
ing to do with company business, of course,” I said quickly,
sensing their alarm. “Is there possibly someone else who
might've worked with them back then whom you could help
me contact?”

“Is it an official investigation?” the young one piped up.
The older women stared at her, nonplussed.

“Well, yes,” T blustered. It was official, sort of. Biogra-
phies are official. I had a publisher. I had gotten an advance.

Thinking it over, the old one said, “I was going to suggest
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Mr. Gilbert, but he’s so busy with his retirement party. Maybe
the Johnsons? No, not the Johnsons. Try Jean’s sister, Theresa
Flynn. She lives on Chase and Centennial, over by the high
school.”

“Yoo-hoo, over here!” said the middle one, peeved at hav-
ing lost the spotlight. “I'll jot down her number and address
for you.” She presided over the biggest card file I had ever
seen. Must have been a custom job.

“And please remind her we've still got Jean’s lockbox in
our safe,” she added. “We must insist she come pick it up.
She’s responsible for it, and we've sent her so many letters on
the matter. For years now.”

The old one giggled nervously at this. Then they all did.

Did Perry Mason ever have it this easy?

The eye that studied me through the peephole was green
and very large. Jean Albacco’s sister. I guess I passed muster
because she opened the door—halfway. She had lots of fair
hair and just enough of a smile. I liked her on sight.

“Yes?” she queried, patting her Gibson girl puff into place
for the visitor.

Unfortunately, I didn't have any subterfuges planned, so I
proceeded with the truth.

“Mrs. Flynn,” T said, “we haven’t met, but 'm Cece
Caruso and—"

“Cece who?” she asked.

“Caruso!” I bellowed. “Like the opera singer!” Too bad I
was tone-deaf.

As Mrs. Flynn took that in, I continued, more soberly,
“I'm doing some research on a book of local interest, and I'd
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be really interested in chatting with you for a few minutes, if
you have the time.” I handed her my robin’s-egg blue card,
which I had designed myself to resemble a Tiffany’s box. I
found it sort of embarrassing now, but I'd made the horrible
mistake of ordering a thousand.

“Oh, please come in, Miss Caruso,” she said, smiling
broadly. “I'm a widow. I've got lots of time. I'm an author,
t00,” she said. “A short book on Wordsworth, long ago. I used
to teach English literature. I don’t miss grading papers, not
one whit, but I do miss the conversations. Sit down, dear,”
she said, gesturing toward the sofa. “I've just made a pot of
tea.”

The living room was small but graciously appointed—an
upright piano with yellowed keys, a well-worn Victorian set-
tee covered in burgundy sateen, a needlepoint pillow, an
etched-glass vase, a framed print of some boaters, one good
side chair. There seemed to be just one of everything, in fact,
as if anything more would be somehow profligate.

I admired the roll-top desk in the corner.

“It was my sister Jean’s desk,” Mrs. Flynn explained,
emerging from the kitchen with our tea and a plate of butter
cookies. “Actually, she inherited it from our grandmother,
and I inherited it from her. It was a wedding gift from my
grandfather’s employer. Extravagant, don’t you think? But
my grandfather was an excellent worker. Forty-five years at
the same job.”

I took a sip of tea. Then a bite of cookie. Then I cleared
my throat. “Actually, Mrs. Flynn, it’s your sister I'd like to
talk about.”

Her puff drooped. She batted at it nervously. She was
wearing a pretty ruby ring.



64 SUSAN KANDEL

“Let me explain,” I persisted—cruelly, I suppose. “I'm
writing a book about the crime writer Erle Stanley Gardner.
You know, the one who wrote all the Perry Mason books?”

“Yes, I know. He’s our local celebrity.”

“Anyway, my research put me in touch with your sister’s
husband, Joe, who once knew him. I'm trying to find out
more about their relationship—Gardner and your brother-
in-law’s—and why Gardner would have tried to help him.”

“Help him? Why on earth would Joe have needed help?
He killed a young woman with her whole life ahead of her!
My sister was the one who needed help.”

“But that’s just it. Can we be sure Joe was responsible for
her death? I don't think Erle Stanley Gardner was convinced.”

“Miss Caruso, let me tell you something before you get in
over your head. You've been fooled by that man. Don't feel
too bad about it. It’s not entirely your fault. He took us all
in. He could charm a snake, my dear, always could. Tell me,
does he still have that smile?”

I could feel my cheeks redden. But this wasn't about me.
I couldn’t let it be.

“Did he charm your sister, Mrs. Flynn?”

“Oh, that smile, those beautiful eyes, those beautiful
words. He swept her right off her feet. She wasnt easy, my
sister. She had a difficult childhood. Our father drank too
much. And our mother looked the other way. Lace-curtain
Irish. We had to be perfect little ladies. Jean couldn’t stand
that. She went through some rough patches.”

[ sipped tea, and she talked about her dead sister.

“Jean was a good girl. She really was. But she always felt
she was a disappointment to everyone, making one mistake
after another, never living up to her potential.”
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“That must have been difficult.”

“It was. For me, too. She used to see everything I accom-
plished as an attack on her, as part of some grand plan to
humiliate her. But it wasn’t like that. Not at all. I loved my
sister dearly.”

“I can see that.”

“Joe changed everything. He worked some kind of
magic on her. He made her feel special. And she became
special. She truly did. She turned herself around. We didn’t
understand at first, how it all happened. It was right after
his mother died that they got serious. Maybe he was vul-
nerable, maybe he saw something in her the rest of us
didn’t. Oh, she was pretty, Jean was, and smart as can be.
But unpolished, not the kind everybody thought he'd wind
up with.”

“From what I understand, Joe wasn't exactly born with a
silver spoon in his mouth.”

“True. But he was on his way up, and everyone knew it.
Jean knew it, too. She was sure they could make something
of their lives, if only they stuck together. She wanted to be
someone, you see. To show everyone. But it was all for noth-
ing,” Mrs. Flynn said, her smile dissolving.

“Didn’t you ever question his guilt?” I asked, hoping she'd
throw me a crumb.

She looked away, as if to even acknowledge the question
would be a betrayal.

Finally, she said in a low voice, “I did, at first. I didn’t
want to believe it. It hardly seemed possible that such a
thing could happen, that this boy we all admired so much
could be responsible for something so awful.” She grabbed
hold of the arm of the sofa, as if she needed to steady herself.
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I should have stopped her from going on, but I had to know.
“I went to see him in jail that first night, Miss Caruso,”
she said, her eyes looking into mine now. “He was devas-
tated. It was as if his soul had up and left his body. I was
frightened—he wasn’t moving, wasn’t speaking. I worried
about him, I did, but the evidence just seemed to mount.”
Her voice rose. “And who else could have done it? Tell me.
Who could have wanted to harm her? It was the only expla-
nation. The police insisted. It’s always the husband.”

[ wasn’t about to convince her that there were dozens of
other scenarios that could have played out that night. This
was the story she'd chosen to believe. I was ready to give up
when she caught me off guard.

“Then I found the scrap of paper. It changed everything.
Any doubts I may have harbored about Joe’s guilt were gone
forever.”

Mrs. Flynn was a refined woman, but not one to equivo-
cate. She walked over to the roll-top desk, opened the bot-
tom drawer, and took out a very small, very yellowed piece
of paper. It was crumbling at the edges.

“Read what it says.”

““‘Meredith Allan. MI6-7979.”” I looked up. “I'm afraid I
don’t understand.”

She sighed. “Maddy Seaton, Jean’s best friend, told me
Jean suspected Joe of having an affair. The police as much as
guessed that anyway. That’s usually how it goes. But they
couldn’t find any proof. That was only because they didnt
look hard enough. I found that scrap of paper stuck to the
bottom drawer of Jean’s desk a few years ago, when I was
cleaning it out. The police mustve missed it all those years
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ago when they searched the house after she'd been killed. I
had to peel it off the wood. It’s Joe’s handwriting, you see.
And Meredith Allan was the richest, most beautiful girl in
town. Joe fell in love with her—how could he help it?—and

murdered my sister to be with her.”



10

J am a biographer. I understand people the way secre-
taries understand file folders and doctors understand femurs.
Okay, that’s ludicrous. A file folder is a file folder any way
you look at it, and ditto for a femur, but youd have to be
deluded, really gone, to think a person, any person, could
ever really understand another. About as likely as turning
base metals into gold.

Still, its what I do. Given which youd think I'd have
some kind of feel for human nature. Woman’s intuition, at
least. It Zs my birthright. But as I drove away from Theresa
Flynn’s house, I had to wonder. Had I been dead wrong?
What kind of man was Joseph Albacco, really? Had he
been so in love with this Meredith Allan that he'd kill his
wife for her?

That name, Meredith Allan. It sounded so familiar. It was
an ordinary kind of name. Meredith Allan could've been
somebody I went to school with back in Jersey, somebody
whod blackballed me from the cheerleading squad. Or a
bank manager whod denied me a loan. There'd been a lot of
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those. Had that name come up in the transcript? I didnt
think so. Something was nagging at me. And I couldn’t help
feeling that someone was playing me for a fool. What about
Vincent—Vincent, the soul of kindness? Was it possible I
had misjudged him, too?

As I merged onto the 101, I pulled out my phone book
and dialed Annie at work, almost plowing into a tour bus
in the process. Well, Gardner had been a bad driver, too.
Worse than me. He'dd smashed a brand-new Model T Ford
right through the garage of his first Ventura house. I'd visited
the spot on a previous trip. There hadn’t been all that much
to see. Itd been turned into a Mexican restaurant. Killer mar-
garitas, though.

Unfortunately, Annie wasn't at work, though they had
expected her that morning and had lef