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When I couldn’t tell the rain from my tears I knew it was time to pull over. I laid my arms across the steering wheel and choked back a sob. I had gone through the first four stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression. Now I was stuck on stage five—damning the mechanic. But what good was that going to do? My Toyota Camry was dying. Not peacefully but spectacularly, with great plumes of smoke emanating from the rear and strange wails coming out of the air-conditioning vents.

Yesterday, the tape deck shredded Frank Sinatra’s greatest hits. The day before, the cup holder snapped off in my hands, sending Diet Coke all over my favorite beaded sweater. Hell, if I had known it was going to end like this, I would’ve leased a Jaguar in the first place.

If only I were the cheerful sort, like my best friend Lael. It’s unseemly how cheerful Lael is. That’s all I’ll say. Or conniving, like my second best friend, Bridget, who knows just what to say when, and to whom. Scary. Or better yet, the resourceful type, like teenage supersleuth Nancy Drew. I spent my entire youth idolizing that girl. I’m pushing forty now, but some fantasies die hard.

If only I were Nancy Drew.

I’d pull some Vaseline out of my handbag and fix those windshield wipers lickety-split. I’d solve the mystery of the air-conditioning vents with my superior knowledge of dehumidification, say. And if I couldn’t get the car to stop smoking by any other means, I’d ask my daddy to buy me a new one. A pretty blue roadster to match my pretty blue eyes.

Self-recrimination has long been a favorite pastime. I could keep it going forever, but I had someplace to be. I opened the car door and stepped directly into a puddle. Damn. With my raincoat pulled up over my head, I waded around back and stared at the exhaust pipe in wonder. How could it betray me? Vexed, I gave it a kick. It belched, evil thing. Then it occurred to me that it could explode any second—the whole car, I mean. These things do happen. But I was such a sodden mess I probably wasn’t combustible. And they say it never rains in Southern California.

I fished my cell phone out of my purse and was about to call for a tow when I realized the bookstore I was heading to was only a few blocks away. I decided to make a run for it. That would be the end of my spike-heeled boots, of course, but they were already halfway to kingdom come. Maybe I could claim them as a business expense. I’d been taking a more aggressive approach to tax deductions lately. My accountant’s thinking was that I made so little money they’d never in a million years bother auditing me. I wasn’t sure that was sound reasoning, but Mr. Keshigian had managed to keep all his gangster relations out of the hands of the IRS, so I could hardly question his expertise. And god forbid he should fix me up with one of-the cousins again.

Dodging the mud puddles, I sprinted down Melrose Avenue. No one sipping organic coffee at the Bodhisattva Café today. What a neighborhood. On sunny days you could drop your car with the Bodhisattva’s valet, pick up a soy latte to go, and in the space of a single city block have your palm read, buy a New Age tome, get your colon cleaned, and take a ceramics class—not necessarily in that order. It wasn’t my thing. I grew up in New Jersey. I live for synthetics.

Frederick A. Dalthorp Rare Books and Bindery was just around the corner, and talk about synthetic. It had fake gothic spires poking into the sky, stained-glass windows, turrets. No serving wenches, however. Too bad. I could’ve used a tankard of ale right about then. Nope, just the Dalthorp twins. They’d inherited the business from their father, Frederick, a smooth operator who’d sweet-talked the building out of some morticians who’d been there since the thirties. The Dalthorps were cousins of my purported boyfriend, Peter Gambino. A few weekends ago we’d had brunch together and they’d made a big to-do over Gambino’s mocha chip pancakes, which I found impossible to stomach myself. But those girls were clearly addicted to sugar. They were eating marzipan at their desks when I pushed open the massive wooden door.

“Heave ho!” I said.

“For god’s sake, don’t spray the books!” yelled Dena, the older of the two by seventeen minutes and accustomed to milking every one of them.

“What do you think I am, a Saint Bernard?”


“Oh, Cece,” murmured Victoria, Dena’s more politic sister, “look at your turtleneck! It shrank in the rain!” She handed me a wad of paper towels.

“It’s cropped,” I explained, drying off. “It’s supposed to be that way. It matches my cropped toreador pants.”

“Good god,” said Dena. Dena did not appreciate fashion. She was wearing a shapeless woolen sweater, a longish kilt, and brogues. Perfect for stomping through the heather.

Victoria gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m sure you looked lovely.”

“Thank you,” I said, crushed by her use of the past tense.

“The seventies, right?”

“The fifties, actually. Gina Lollabrigida goes beatnik?”

I was used to being misunderstood. My mother, a rummage-sale diva, never met a pot holder she couldn’t love. Or a TV tray table not worth saving. She’d happily plunk down five dollars for a moribund blender, ten dollars for a card table with three legs. Yet she was unable to figure out why I’d want to wear old clothes. Worse yet, somebody else’s old clothes.

“So what’s this about Nancy Drew?” Dena asked.

The chitchat was over.

“Cece’s writing a book about Nancy Drew!” Victoria exclaimed. “Remember how much we loved Nancy Drew when we were kids? Twisted candles flickering at midnight! Bloodcurdling screams and secret passageways! But we didn’t have an attic,” she said, sighing. “Nobody in L.A. does. And how could we be detectives without a musty attic to explore?”

“There are plenty of mysteries to solve around this moldering old relic,” Dena snapped. “Like why the pipes are always backed up. And where my favorite coffee mug went. Why don’t you solve them?”

Thank god I had brothers. They just slugged you.

I slid into a leather club chair. “Actually, my book isn’t exactly about Nancy Drew. It’s a biography of Carolyn Keene, the author of the series.”

“There is no Carolyn Keene,” Dena said with a smirk.

“Technically, that’s true.”

“Dena was the one who told me there was no Santa Claus,” Victoria whispered.

“A number of different people wrote the Nancy Drew books,” I continued, “based on detailed outlines they were given by the publishing syndicate that originated the character. The Stratemeyer Syndicate was an actual writing mill. They put out the Hardy Boys, the Bobbsey Twins, dozens of children’s series. Anyway, the real identities of the writers they hired were unknown for decades. Everybody took oaths of secrecy. It was pretty cloak-and-dagger. Carolyn Keene was just a made-up name.”

“So you’re writing a biography of a pseudonym?” Victoria asked.

It did sound perverse when you put it that way.

“Look, why don’t we show Cece what we’ve got, okay?”

“Good idea, Dena. I don’t want to keep you.” There’s your sister’s ego to crush and marzipan bananas to finish and it’s already four in the afternoon.

She pointed me toward a rickety glass-fronted bookcase in the corner of the room. “We don’t usually handle children’s books. We had a beautiful first edition of Robinson Crusoe that sat here collecting dust for years.”


“Well, you did scare off that buyer from Baltimore, remember?”

Dena glared at her twin. “He was a big phony.”

“Was not.”

“Was too.”

As they continued bickering, I opened the cabinet and reached for the white dust jacket. I ran my finger over the familiar emblem on the spine, a tiny silhouette of the blond sleuth from River Heights, looking through a magnifying glass, a scarf thrown jauntily around her neck. The girl could definitely wear clothes.

The Mystery of the Ivory Charm. If I remembered correctly, The Mystery of the Ivory Charm featured a strange woman who was trying to deny a rajah his throne. She could go into a hypnotic trance at the drop of a hat, but Nancy saw through her, of course.

I pulled the book off the shelf and turned to the front cover. There she was, Nancy Drew, looking typically surreptitious. She was inside an old shed, sneaking some yellowed documents out of a coffeepot and trying not to get caught. The bad guy was just outside the open door. You knew he was the bad guy because he was going after a mangy hound dog with his leather whip. In Nancy Drew books—as in life, I suppose—you can always identify evildoers because they’re the ones who mistreat animals.

Most of the dust jackets I’d seen were tattered, missing bits and pieces. This one was in perfect condition. I ran my fingers over the pages. They felt rough. This was definitely wartime paper, which meant it couldn’t be a first edition. The other tip-off was the silhouette, which didn’t appear on the spines until 1941, with the second printing of number 18, and subsequent reprintings of numbers 1 to 17.

Dating and assigning valuations to these books was tricky. The first Nancy Drew mystery, The Secret of the Old Clock, has been reprinted more than one hundred and fifty times since its original appearance in 1930, with minute variations each time—different paper stocks, boards, endpapers, frontispieces, etc. You’d have to be obsessive-compulsive to keep track of all the details. I’d love to be obsessive-compulsive but I’m too lazy. Still, I was pleased that some of my research had stuck.

“Do you have a buyer already?”

Victoria took the book out of my hands. “Yes, someone local. He wants everything we can get, first edition or not.”

“Sticky fingers!” reprimanded Dena.

“You’ve eaten more candy than I have,” Victoria said with a sniff. She turned toward me. “This would be a great thing to own, wouldn’t it? A piece of American history! The first role model for teenage girls, ever!”

It seemed churlish to mention Joan of Arc.

“Say, Cece, why don’t you deliver it for us?”

“Did you forget to pay the courier service again, Victoria?”

Victoria ignored her sister and started wrapping the book in brown paper. “I bet he’d love to hear about your research. And it would give you a chance to see his collection. It’s amazing. I believe he has the only complete set of Nancy Drew first printings in the world!”

How interesting that it would be a man. “I’d be happy to deliver the book.”


“Hold your horses,” Dena said, squinting at me suspiciously. “Are you bonded?”

This time, it was me who ignored her.

Tucking The Mystery of the Ivory Charm under my coat, I stepped out into paradise. Double rainbows streaked across the sky. A soft wind caressed my cheeks. The Bodhisattva Café was packed, the laughter of hemp-clad sybarites filling the air. It was as if the rainstorm had never happened. As if it were a bad dream some colon hydrotherapy had dissolved. This is why people move to Los Angeles. You can live in a permanent state of denial here. Except when it comes to meter maids. They are the hardiest of all urban tribes and one of them was eyeing my Camry. Once her pen touched paper it would be too late. I ran toward her, screaming at the top of my lungs.

“Back off, sweetie,” she said, putting her pad back into her pocket. “You made it.” Then she shook her tightly coiffed head. “You got enough trouble with those sorry-ass boots.”

I was blessed, I think. But there was only one way to know for sure. I held my breath, got in, and turned the key in the ignition. It wheezed and spat and quaked and shook, but my car was alive. Alive! I knew I should probably drive straight to the dealership on Hollywood Boulevard, but I had so much to take care of, and that would be the end of my day. Once those guys get you in their clutches they just keep on talking. No, I’d take the car home and go to the dealer first thing in the morning. They’d probably need a few days to whip it into shape, which was fine. It gave me a perfect excuse to rent a car for the weekend.


A convertible.

I could see it now.

Me and Lael and Bridget, gunning down the 10 toward Palm Springs, the wind whipping through our big hair. We all had big hair. Maybe we’d put the top up if it got too windy. Wind strips the hair of moisture. I guess we could wear scarves.

The three of us were taking a business trip. Well, at least for me it was business. I’d been asked to deliver the keynote address at the annual Nancy Drew fan convention. Some persons in my life had found the very idea amusing. Like my daughter, Annie, and her husband, Vincent, who about choked on their Kombucha mushroom tea when I told them. And a certain Detective Peter Gambino of the LAPD, whom I might have mentioned earlier. But Mr. Keshigian had nodded, pleased. I was to deduct everything.

It was a paycheck, for god’s sake. When you write biographies of dead mystery writers for a living, you need as many of those as you can get. And it would be great publicity for the new book, which was almost finished. But I was nervous. Those fans knew a hell of a lot, and they’d probably love to catch me in a mistake, like not knowing that the spine silhouette for number 24 was missing the scarf. Or that early printings of number 18, The Mystery at the Moss-Covered Mansion, made reference to the forthcoming volume as The Quest of the Telltale Map when it was actually printed as The Quest of the Missing Map.

Fan is short for fanatic.

Bridget was going to take the opportunity to raid the Palm Springs thrift shops, hoping to find a couple of Bob Hope’s wife’s discarded Adolfo suits, maybe something with a mink collar and jeweled buttons. Or a Galanos caftan, very Nancy Reagan on holiday. Bridget owned On the Bias, L.A.’s top vintage clothing shop.

Lael was a master pastry chef and oblivious to clothes, vintage or otherwise, but she didn’t have any gigs until late next week, and her children’s fathers (that would be four for four) were taking the kids for spring break, so she was coming, too.

Not for Nancy Drew. My lusty friend had no patience for professional virgins.

Not for the sunshine. Lael was a Norwegian blonde who freckled like crazy.

I think she wanted an adventure.

Me, too.

We should have remembered that when it rains, it pours.
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I’m the sort of person who’s always looking for signs. And when you’re the sort of person who’s always looking for signs, you tend to find them. When I was a kid, for example, I had a knothole on the floor of my bedroom that looked exactly like Abraham Lincoln. I was sure this meant I was destined for greatness. Then, one day, my mother announced her intention of installing shag carpeting throughout the house. I begged her not to—or at least to spare this particular spot. I didn’t see why the carpet guys couldn’t cut a hole around our sixteenth president’s head. It was in the corner. Who would notice? After regaling my brothers with the tale, however, she went ahead with her plans for wall-to-wall respectability, thereby dooming me to an ordinary life. But that’s another story.

This morning, I had a sign. Several, actually. The first materialized at Hollywood Toyota. A more unlikely spot you could hardly imagine. And things kept getting unlikelier by the minute.

First of all there was the service manager’s demeanor, which went from aloof to abashed after one look under my hood. It seemed my crack mechanic had forgotten to put the oil cap back on when he’d serviced my car two weeks ago, which didn’t sound like such a big deal until Maynard explained the gravity of the error.

Over the course of the subsequent fourteen days, nearly three quarts of motor oil had bubbled up, coating the outside instead of the inside of my engine and nearly locking up the pistons in the process. Maynard took my hand as he broke the news. My car had had a coronary. But there was no need to panic. He’d get his best guy to fix it up, wash it down, relube everything, and replace the cup holder and tape deck, too. And because this mess was their fault, he’d be providing me with a loaner, free of charge, one from his own collection—a real classic. Before I could say boo, he wheeled me around and pointed toward a baby-blue Cadillac.

A convertible.

My jaw dropped. He beamed. I went starry-eyed. He turned red. There was a dent on the passenger side, a missing rear taillight, and a vanity plate that read SMUTHE, but I’d still call that car one hell of a sign.

“Maynard, are you sure?” This couldn’t be happening.

“Ms. Caruso,” he said, “a pretty lady like you shouldn’t worry so much.”

He was smuthe all right.

“Here’s the long and short of it. I’m selling the car. A guy is coming down from Merced the first of next month. You know where Merced is, right?”

“Right.” Wrong.

“And, maybe you noticed, I don’t know, but there’s a little touch-up work I have to take care of. Nineteen sixty-nine wasn’t yesterday. But I got time, you’re a good customer, what the hey.” He ran his thick fingers over a nick on the hood. “That one I’m not touching,” he said. “It adds to the patina, right?”

“Right.” Wrong.

He tossed me the keys. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

I wouldn’t have loaned me the car, which I think gave me a lot of leeway.

I had to show somebody. My daughter and son-in-law lived too far away. Lael was probably busy getting the kids’ things packed up for their vacations. Gambino was in Buffalo for his parents’ fiftieth wedding anniversary. That left Bridget. Her shop was sort of on my way home.

I started up the engine and backed out of the driveway. Maynard gave me an enthusiastic thumbs-up. I reciprocated and narrowly avoided plowing into a Chevy Nova parked at the curb. Good thing I had fast reflexes.

After that, it was smooth sailing. I’d never been so far away from my front bumper. The world felt liquid. Captain Cece Caruso.

New perspectives engender new insights. The farther west I ventured, for example, the thinner the pedestrians and the thicker the foliage. Had to be a money thing. Not that there were many pedestrians. Another money thing. Not that I’m getting into that. It’s just that I was heading to Bridget’s, where clothes are sold, and I’m addicted to clothes, which cost money, which is a sore spot for me. The money thing. But I’m not getting into that.

Fifteen minutes later, I’d arrived at the brick building on Burton Way in Beverly Hills. There was a space in front, but the jacarandas were in bloom and I was wary of their blossoms. They might stain the tan upholstery. Worse yet, my zebra-striped wrap dress (Diane von Furstenberg, 1977). Also, there really wasn’t enough room. I docked by a hydrant. I’d only be a second.

The bell on the celadon-and-gold door jingle-jangled. Bridget’s new intern jumped to his feet. He had been sitting on her Louis XIV desk. Even though it was a reproduction and he looked like a rock star, this did not bode well. He said the boss was in back, sorting through some clothes that had just arrived.

Bridget’s dachshund, Helmut, led the way. The dog seemed upset.

“What’s wrong, boy?” I asked, bending down to pat his head.

“Hi, Cece!” Bridget’s Afro poked up out of a clingy mini-cocoon of hot-pink chiffon pleats.

Helmut looked up at me beseechingly.

“Isn’t this so Valley of the Dolls? I never thought a baby-doll halter dress would work on me. I need hot-pink tights to match and I’m set!”

“For what?”

“That’s not the point, as you very well know,” she scolded. “Helmut, stop that!” Helmut was trying to bite the wire used to crimp the lettuce-edge hem of the dress. “It’s by Travilla, the king of pleats!”

“What does Helmut care?”

“That dog knows more about vintage fashion than most of my clients.”

“And he’s trying to tell you something.”

“Oh, please. Travilla was brilliant. Do you know what he said? He said when he died he didn’t want to be cremated, he wanted to be pleated.”

“Not to change the subject, but you’ve got to see the car we’re taking this weekend.”

“What’s wrong with the Camry?”

“It’s unwell.”

She slipped into a pair of heels and scooped up Helmut, who started licking the ceramic brooch pinned to her dress’s peculiarly Elizabethan collar.

“No, baby,” she said firmly. “We don’t want you to get lead poisoning.”

“You look amazing,” the intern murmured as we swept by him on our way out.

“Thank you,” Bridget said. Her tone was lofty, but she looked like the cat who’d eaten the canary.

“Anything you need to tell me?” I asked once we were outside.

She gave me a wicked grin, the whites of her eyes gleaming against her ebony skin. “Do you want details?”

“You and the intern?”

“His name is Andrew. And he’s the only straight man I’ve ever met who knows how to pronounce m-a-i-ll-o-t.”

“My-oh.”

“You’re a woman.”

Bridget walked around the convertible slowly, studying every inch of it with a jaundiced eye. Then she paused significantly.

“Does it have power windows?”

“Why do I bother with you?” I said, climbing back in.

“The same reason I bother with you,” she said. “True friends are hard to come by.”


“You’d sell me out for a power window.”

“Lighten up, honey. What time Friday?”

“Bright and early,” I said, waving good-bye.

“Is there enough room for all our clothes?” she shouted after me.

“I am not renting a U-Haul!” Famous last words.

It was a quarter past ten when I got home, home being a 1932 Spanish bungalow in West Hollywood I’d bought with the proceeds from my divorce settlement almost ten years ago. The house, and a Makita power drill. Also Mimi the cat, whom I’d envisioned as a sort of substitute father for my daughter. Mimi was still around. Likewise the drill. The real surprise was that the house hadn’t fallen down.

It was a wonderful house, don’t get me wrong, but it required near-constant maintenance. A fearless electrician. A plumber who didn’t consider emergency calls at three in the morning an imposition. Fungicide for the mushrooms that grew every once in a while out of the cracks in the vintage turquoise tile shower. But it was mine, all twenty-two hundred square feet of it—a good percentage of which were supposedly sinking into the foundation, but I didn’t trust that guy. I’d gotten his name from a flyer tucked under my welcome mat. Structural engineers should not have to advertise door-to-door.

The mail had been delivered early. I poured myself a cup of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table. Bills, bills, junk mail, and more bills. Despite my many communiqués, the electric company persisted in addressing me as “Fleece Caruso.” I plucked a thick manila envelope from the stack. At least my seeds had arrived. I spilled the brightly colored packages onto the table. This year I’d selected the giant edible sunflowers known as Sunzilla, Baby Ball Dutch beets, Chelsea Prize F-1 cucumbers, tricolor cherry tomatoes, a custom mixture of radishes in rainbow shades of red, white, purple, and pink, some haricots verts, and slow-bolt cilantro. I was cutting back after being overly ambitious last year. No eggplant.

I let Mimi and my teacup poodle Buster play with the padded envelope while I opened a letter from Clarissa Olsen, the president of the Nancy Drew Society of Chums.

Clarissa Olsen was a stalker. She’d found me after reading an announcement in Publishers Lunch about my upcoming book on Carolyn Keene. You could call her impassioned, I suppose. A fervent believer in the goddess that is Nancy Drew. Other things, too, like plain, old-fashioned correspondence. E-mail was crass and beneath her dignity, but postings on the Nancy Drew Society of Chums Listserv were acceptable. Phone calls were acceptable, too, but only if they dragged me away from All My Children. And it was always urgent.

Initially I’d been put off by Clarissa’s ferocity. But after a while I’d actually taken a liking to her, despite her proud claim that her daughter had graduated from high school never having eaten a store-bought cookie. I’d had my daughter when I was barely out of high school myself, and had felt less impassioned than imprisoned, but that was all about my ex, not Annie, who’d always seemed perfectly happy with Chips Ahoy.

Anyway, Clarissa wanted to remind me of two last-minute things.


Number one, my speech should run forty-five minutes and not a millisecond longer because the scavenger hunt would follow immediately thereafter.

I stopped right there. Number one alarmed me. It would seem I’d miscalculated. Again.

For weeks I’d been logging onto the Chums’ Web site and clicking on the postage stamp–size dust jackets of the “Blue Nancys,” the original books published in the thirties. There, in my uninsulated garage office, by the virtual light of my computer screen, I’d ponder the details of Nancy’s face. Her bright eyes. Her pert nose. Her blond bob. I’ve been told I have nice eyes, but my nose is less pert than handsome, and my brown hair—well, on a good day it lacks discipline, and on a bad day it looks like Don King’s. Nancy Drew and me: no resemblance whatsoever. So why, then, every time I’d look at her, did I feel so unnerved, like when you catch sight of yourself unexpectedly in a mirror? How, I’d wonder, can she be me? I suppose a shrink would say I suffer from a pathological overidentification with my subject. It wouldn’t be the first time. It’s a biographer thing.

To make a long story short, I’d dumped my assigned topic, “The Changing Demographics of River Heights,” and penned an elegy to Grace Horton, the otherwise unknown New York model who’d posed for those covers. I was captivated—not least with the irony of Grace Horton, a working girl, incarnating Nancy Drew, the privileged amateur. And they were going to hate it. Nobody who likes a scavenger hunt could possibly like a Marxist feminist critique.

Well, I wasn’t there to wow them. I was there to make a contribution to human knowledge. And to the sleuth-themed gift exchange. That was reminder number two. Bring something simple and preferably homemade. Maybe I could crochet a magnifying glass.

I stuck Clarissa’s letter inside a Lillian Vernon catalog and went into the living room. Mimi and Buster had strewn padded envelope stuffing all over the place. Now they were playing with the mohair sweater I’d left on the couch, the object of the game being to shed as many hairs as possible onto it. I pulled it out from under them, checked my watch, grabbed my purse, and headed out the door. What was I doing puttering around? I’d promised Edgar Edwards I’d deliver the Nancy Drew book to him before noon.

I’d forgotten that Wednesday was street-cleaning day. There was a big fat ticket on the windshield of the Caddy.

Speaking of signs, that wasn’t one.

I pulled up to Edgar Edwards’s house at 1111 Carroll Avenue. It was 11:11 A.M.

All the hallmarks of a sign, but no.

I walked up the steps and reached into my purse for the book. Its brown paper wrapper was shredded to bits.

Definitely a sign.

And not what I’d call a good one.
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Most people don’t find out about Carroll Avenue until they get lost on their way to Dodger Stadium, which means that if you’ve got a good sense of direction or you don’t like baseball, you’ve probably never heard of it.

Carroll Avenue is the land time forgot. Urban renewal, too. Picture a secret enclave of restored Victorians, painted teal or lilac or midnight blue. Spindly verandas, open belvedere towers, and antique street-lights. Hitching posts at curbside—real ones, not replicas from the Restoration Hardware catalog. People actually navigated this city before they invented the car. By horse. It boggled the mind.

Edgar Edwards lived in a rather grand-looking Queen Anne with a third-story porch and a wrought iron railing crowning the roof. I walked up the moss-covered steps. There were no moss-covered steps in L.A. It wasn’t humid enough. Those he’d definitely ordered from a catalog. I pushed the buzzer but didn’t hear anything, which was why I was somewhat unnerved when a very tall, very bald man opened the door.

I stepped back as he stepped closer. His smile was unctuous, like an undertaker’s.

“Yes?”

“I’m Cece Caruso. We spoke on the phone.”

“We most certainly did not,” he said, still smiling.

“Aren’t you Edgar Edwards?”

“Do I look like Edgar Edwards?”

“I have no idea.”

“Of course you don’t. Let me introduce myself.” He put out his hand, which was soft and slightly damp. “I’m Mr. Edwards’s curator. My name is Mitchell Honey. Not ‘Mitchell, honey,’ just plain old Mitchell Honey.”

I would be making this fast.

“Nice to meet you. Is Mr. Edwards here? He’s expecting me.”

“That he is. Follow me.”

The interior had a gloomy sort of allure. A small Tiffany lamp in the vestibule shed not enough light onto the gleaming dark wood paneling. Heavy Oriental rugs muffled our footsteps as we walked down the hall and into the living room, where velvet curtains obscured the midday sun. Mitchell Honey sneezed, and a log fell in the fireplace, sending a shower of sparks flying.

“Damn allergies. This way, please.”

We entered a hexagonal room stuffed with antique furniture—hulking armoires, narrow cabinets, carved end tables. There were no windows. The air was stale. Everywhere I looked there were ceramic statues of creepy things: eagles with squirrels in their beaks; trolls sticking their fingers into other trolls’ mouths; laughing mice. The dark side of Wedgwood, I guess.

“Mr. Edwards has an encyclopedic collection of British art pottery,” said Mitchell, who was sandwiched between a pair of three-drawer chests. The ceiling was so low he was stooping, which added to his general air of obsequiousness.

“A lot of pots,” I said, studying a satyr hanging off the spout of a teapot.

“A lot of money.” The low voice came out of now here.

“Jake, please. We have company.”

Jake sidled in. He didn’t need much room. He was the sort of skinny guy who wore his jeans half falling off his ass because someone had once told him it was sexy.

“Right,” he said, rolling his eyes. Ennui became him, but Mitchell, blowing his nose, didn’t want to know about it.

“Do you have an extra hundred bucks?” Jake asked, swinging his leg over a small chair with a needlepoint seat.

“Careful!”

“Sorry. Edgar said it’d be okay. I didn’t have time to make it to the bank.”

Mitchell pulled out his wallet and counted out five crisp twenties.

“Later.”

“You’re welcome,” said another voice, this one deep and sonorous.

“Edgar,” Jake said. He hiked up his pants, which promptly slid back down. “I didn’t know you were standing there.”

Mitchell looked triumphant.


“Don’t look so triumphant, Mitchell,” the older man said, his gaze going right to Jake’s jutting hipbones.

“About what?” Jake asked.

Edgar sighed, tugging at his salt-and-pepper beard. He was heavyset but moved with stealth, a lion intent on dinner. “And you must be Cece. I’m Edgar. Welcome.”

“Am I interrupting something?”

“Not at all. What do you think of my babies?”

Mitchell Honey and Jake? They’d go over great on Jerry Springer.

“I started this collection with a single monkey jar in 1978, before the prices went through the roof, and now look at me. Sotheby’s calls me for advice!”

“That must be very gratifying.”

“Very gratifying!” His laugh came from somewhere deep in his belly. Had I said something funny?

“This, by the way, is for you.” I handed him The Mystery of the Ivory Charm. The shredded paper remained in my purse. Thank god the book hadn’t been damaged. I swear I’d have Mimi declawed if it weren’t illegal in West Hollywood. The only city in the country.

“Much obliged.”

“Not at all.”

“I heard all about you from the twins. You’re from New Jersey.”

“Asbury Park.”

“Teaneck,” he said, thumping his barrel chest. “And a beauty queen.”

“I could tell.”

“Naughty girl. I mean you.”

“Strictly small-time.”

“Still got the hair.”


I sighed. “A genetic curse.”

“The Ghost in the Machine. Great title.”

Jeez, those girls were motormouths. “Thanks. It refers to the ghostwriters hired by the Stratemeyer Syndicate, and also to Edward Stratemeyer himself, who died two weeks after the first Nancy Drew book was published.”

“I know something you don’t know,” he said. “Edward Stratemeyer’s daughter Harriet, the one who kept Nancy Drew alive all these years, she had a heart attack, poor dear, while watching The Wizard of Oz for the first time on TV.”

“I know something you don’t know,” I replied. “Harriet decided to revise all the original Nancy Drew books in 1959, the year Barbie was born.”

“When was Ken born? That’s what I want to know.”

I laughed.

“What do you collect, Cece?”

“Does dust count?”

“No. Little tea sets? Salt and pepper shakers? Navajo baskets?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.”

“Funny. You look like the type.” He took my arm and steered me back toward the front of the house. Mitchell followed, but Jake was already out the door.

“My Edo fans,” Edgar declared proudly, gesturing to a small group of folding paper fans with delicate wood-block prints arrayed on the dining room table. “The one in the middle, with the black and gilt lacquer—that one was carried by a courtesan famous for her exquisite feet.”

Corns were another one of my genetic curses.


“In seventeenth-century England, fans were an essential part of one’s ensemble. They hid bad teeth. But you have lovely teeth.”

“Thank you.” Growing up, we had no money, but on the subject of braces, my mother had prevailed: how could I possibly be Miss New Jersey with an overbite? Not that I’d made it even close.

“Let me tell you a story,” he said, pulling out a damask-covered chair.

I sat down.

“There was once a rich American collector who believed a certain rare book in his possession was unique. One day a disaster befell him. A disaster!”

I made myself comfortable. Edgar Edwards paced the floor, twirling a fan in his left hand. It was un-adorned except for the carved ivory handle, which matched the crisp black-and-white graphics of his shirt.

“The poor fellow,” he went on. “He discovered there was another copy of this supposedly one-of-a-kind book, in Paris. So he zipped over on the Concorde. They were screening a Dudley Moore movie, but he didn’t even enjoy it, he was so anxious. After the plane landed he went straight to the other collector’s house, near the Bois de Boulogne. Très ritzy.”

It suddenly dawned on me that I’d come across this story someplace, but he’d thrown in Dudley Moore and the Concorde.

“They sipped cognac. They smoked cigars. It took a while to get down to business. When the time was right, the American made the Frenchman a good offer, but the Frenchman didn’t want to sell. They went back and forth for a while until finally the American offered the Frenchman a king’s ransom. The other gentleman agreed. The American wrote a check, handed it to his rival, took the book, examined it carefully, and then hurled it into the fire.” He paused. “Can you tell me why?”

I couldn’t resist. “He wanted to own the only copy of the book.”

Edgar snapped the fan he’d been holding shut. “Very good.”

Bad Cece. I should’ve confessed prior knowledge, but for some reason I wanted this man’s approval.

“Shall we take a look at my antique kitchen knives?”

“You collect those, too?”

“My mother was a castrating rhymes-with-witch. It was a no-brainer.”

“I think we might have something in common.”

“We have a lot in common,” he said, studying me intently. “Ever heard of a glitter trap?”

“I don’t think so.”

“You set it up over a person’s
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