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What a pity my vintage Maud Frizon pumps didn’t come with steel-reinforced toes. Lace stilettoes are not the best defense against a case of gourmet cat food moving inexorably 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.

“I’m 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, 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, it’s 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 don’t 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 every time you tried to open the door from the inside. Visitors seemed to find this latter idiosyncrasy particularly unnerving.

BEEP. “This is George at Kleiner’s. The new motor for your fountain is in. Listen, the old one was really filthy. You have to clean it out 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 Raymond Chandler purely for literary purposes.

BEEP. “Call your mother.”

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

BEEP. “Cece, it’s Richie. Call Mom, for god’s sake. She’s cleaning the attic again, and doesn’t 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 ambivalent. 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 she’d been switched at birth and was really royalty, or Frank Sinatra’s sister at least.

BEEP. “Hello, I’m returning Cece’s call. Listen, Cece, if you’re there, I have a vagabond virgin, a negligent nymph, a hesitant hostess, and a borrowed brunette for you. So, are you a madam or a mystery buff? But seriously, folks, they’re five dollars 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. There’s some water damage on the sleeve, but it’s 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. We’re here until eight P.M., 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, featuring the P.I. Donald Lam and his heavyset partner, Bertha Cool (love that name), and nine mysteries about the D.A. Doug Selby. Plus a whole lot more. Still, to understand Gardner, you have to understand what makes his alter ego tick. Thus the stolen life to which I alluded earlier and the profusion of Mason books, with their fabulously lurid covers, everywhere 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 minutes 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 dollars later, and not a thing to eat for dinner. Typical. I couldn’t 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 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 Gelson’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 eyeing 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.


Max was there, too, with the latest of his bodacious girlfriends. 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 Trash Pimp, and she works as a set designer for a Star Trek clone called Testament, 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?”


“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 didn’t 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. I got the machine.

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

Lael was a master baker, a genius actually, but her handiwork 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?”


“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.
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For 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 convertibles 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 Christmas 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 heading 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 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 ostensibly 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 bubble 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 sunglasses, which in and of itself exemplified my fashion schizophrenia. 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 Hermès 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 (I 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 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 publishers know. Writing as much as he did, Gardner developed a standard meter for titles: la la la la la la la la. The last word had to be short and naturally emphasized, unless it was a two-syllable word, in which case the first syllable was customarily 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 systematized, there is no wasted energy. As the reluctant champion 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 distressing. Ah, well. She’d called from Lael’s at the crack of dawn to tell me I could come over later in the afternoon, but only if I 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 exquisite Post-it note collage when I realized just how nervous I 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 he’d 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 inspirational. 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. That’d 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 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 sympathetic 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 reexamined case files, performed polygraphs, and interviewed 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 organizational fiends.

For an entire week I focused on the Court of Last Resort. I had a jolly old time going through the “heartbreak files,” Gardner’s term for each prisoner’s correspondence, trial transcripts, 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 getting 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 didn’t 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.



May 12, 1958

Dear Mr. 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 I find myself in trouble. I, too, am innocent of any crime. Perhaps you could help my family again. My wife, Jean, was killed last year. I do not know who is responsible. 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 else’s life, perhaps 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 Gardner had left the Court of Last Resort not long after the letter 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 willingness 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 Gardner, 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 couldn’t 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. Interestingly, 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 facilities. 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, sighing. “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 Halloween 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 chaplain, 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.
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But 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 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 subversive 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.

You’d 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 construction boots, the latter even in summer, with equally enormous 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 Fountain, where things started to ease up.


When asked for advice by a struggling young actress, Bette Davis had replied, “Darling, always take Fountain.” That’d 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 English 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, buckets, terra-cotta pots bearing miscellaneous plant remains, a dented filing cabinet, scattered liter soda bottles, and piles and piles of old newspapers.


The inside was pretty much the same. Nina, Lael’s ten-year-old daughter, once said she’d like to turn the house upside down and let everything fall out the windows.

I rang the bell. Nina’s fourteen-year-old half brother, Tommy, opened the door.

As usual, my nose went into overdrive. Tonight the dominant note was nail polish, sharp and acrid, mellowed somewhat by the aroma of caramel wafting from the kitchen. Then the merest soupçon 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 didn’t think I should be the one to talk first. I waited for a long time, quietly staring at the skateboard decals on the window.


“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 I’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. Oh, and Alex. But he moved back to Milwaukee before we had a chance to find out if there was anything there.”

Alex, I 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 simile. What did I know? I’m sure I gave myself melanoma as a result of that relationship.

“You are unbelievable! I can’t believe this! Everybody’s slept around except me. Even my own mother! Mom, listen to me. I am twenty-one years old. I’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 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 him 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 life 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
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