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Mostly Murder, Linda McGann:

“I Left My Heart has wonderfully ironic humor, multidimensional characters, and all the plot twists necessary in making a mystery enjoyable (and the romantic elements of the storyline are a nice inclusion as well).”



Bay Area Reporter, Deborah Peifer:

“I Left My Heart is great fun, with enough social conscience to assuage yours if you think you don’t have time for pleasure these days, and enough of a mystery to keep you occupied for an evening or two.  But it is in creating compelling characters that Maiman has given me a reason to re-read I Left My Heart, and I look forward to meeting Robin Miller again.”



Magill Book Reviews, J.K. Sweeney:

“I Left My Heart is far more than a conventional mystery…In the course of her investigation, Robin discovers some important truths about herself and those for whom she cares a great deal.  While this book is not devoid of physical violence, it is nevertheless for those who prefer their mysteries of a cerebral rather than a sanguinary nature.  This is, presumably, the first in a series…and the next installment is eagerly awaited.”
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Chapter 1

“Would you like a headset?”

I looked up at the flight attendant as if she were speaking Rumanian. “What…oh. A headset. Sure.”

The flight attendant flashed me the standard why-do-I-get-all-the-jerks smile and handed me a plastic bag containing a coiled headset. Music. Just what I needed. I plugged the rubber cord into the armrest and began flipping the dial, searching for Broadway tunes. I clicked past the country station and froze. Tony Bennett’s voice crackled into my ears. “I Left My Heart.” My lips automatically mouthed the words. Suddenly, my eyes filled with tears; my ears burned like the hood of a race car.

Christ. She can’t be dead. Not Mary.


“Robin? It’s Patty. Patty Allen. Mary’s friend.”

“Mary?” I say dumbly, as if there were more than one Mary in my life, as if somehow the name were foreign, unknown.

“Mary Oswell.”

“Yes. Of course.” Mary. Cobalt blue eyes. An egg-shaped birthmark on the soft curve of her belly. Breasts that defy gravity. “How is she?” I mumble casually. “It’s been nearly a year since we talked.”

“Was it that long? I’m sorry.”

Something in her tone, something about the pauses in the conversation, my own lack of curiosity about why this near stranger decided to call me at nine o’clock on a Friday night, hit me between the eyes like a bee sting. “Is something wrong?” I ask, my tongue thick in my mouth.

“Look, is anyone with you? Do you live with someone?”

“What happened?” Damn this woman. Damn this phone. My heart’s shrinking, and she’s making small talk.

“I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but Mary died last week. There was an accident…an allergic reaction to something she ate…she named you as her beneficiary. Do you think you can fly out here? Her lawyer…

Patty continues talking, but my rushing blood drowns her out, pounding against my skin and organs like hard surf. No. That one word repeats like a series of whitecaps smashing down on cracked shells. No.
Not Mary.


“We’d like to remind you that the captain has turned on the seat-belt sign. If you are walking around the cabin, please return to your seats.”

Thankfully, the flight attendant’s words cut into Tony Bennett’s finale. I pulled off the headset, shoved it into the seat pocket, and dug out a roll of fruit-flavored Tums.

“I hate flying, don’t you?” The high-pitched voice came from the elderly woman sitting next to me, her wiry hands knitting at breakneck speed. “Especially such long flights. Five hours. I would never leave New York at all, but my son lives in San Francisco, and he and his wife just had another child. A baby boy. It seems awfully unfair that I have to fly five hours just to see my grandchildren. Do you have any children?”

My mouth curled into a reluctant smile. I shook my head no, popped a pink Tums, and began rummaging through my Land’s End briefcase. My luck, I thought. First Tony Bennett and now a nervous grandmother.

“Are you married? I didn’t notice a ring.”

“No.”

“My son married when he was just eighteen. Broke my heart. I thought he’d go to law school. At least college, but no. He wanted to sing. Imagine…”

Maybe if I don’t look up, she’ll stop talking.

“Are you a lawyer? You look like a lawyer.”

Lots of people have told me that. I don’t know why. When I think of lawyers, I envision double-breasted suits, wire-rimmed glasses, beady eyes, and pants pressed so precisely that they look as if they might crack. On the other hand, I was wearing a forest-green mesh polo, unironed gabardine pants, and white Nike sneakers with the laces tied on the side—personal quirk Mary had found endearing and friends just find odd.

“It’s your eyes,” my seatmate added, as if she were reading my mind. “They’re so intense. And your build. The lawyer who handled my divorce years ago was built like you. Thin, small hips. She burnt off calories like a marathon runner, constantly dashing from the law library to the courthouse to her office. I got out of breath just looking at her.”

She had me there. Mary used to dare me to sit still for five minutes. I wasn’t even allowed to move my hands. It was sheer torture.

“Actually, I’m a writer,” I mumbled. One look at the mad knitter told me I had made a bad mistake. She looked even more intrigued, her needles clacking so fast they started to blur. “As a matter of fact, I have a deadline to meet. Would it bother you if I do a little work?”

“Oh no. Not at all. What type of writing do you do?”

Here come the questions, I groaned to myself. I decided it was time to fight dirty. “Financial analyses.”

“Oh.” She fell silent.

I opened my notebook and started writing furiously. Mary was right. Nothing stops a conversation faster than telling someone you write financial analyses. Happily, I don’t do anything of the kind. That was Mary’s specialty. Mine is travel literature. And, of course, my bread and butter: romance novels.


Amanda slid behind the bedroom door. Her flimsy nightgown grew wet with perspiration. She could hear Roger’s soft moan as he embraced Emily. “I can’t wait any longer,” he growled harshly. “But Amanda may hear us,” Emily protested. Roger laughed and ripped her blouse open. “Amanda’s a fool,” he said as his hungry lips pressed into her pulsing cleavage.


Four hours later, Amanda was running half-naked through the garden and I was about to land in San Francisco. 


* * *


The lobby fireplace was blazing as I checked into the Hotel Vintage Court. On the couch opposite the fire sat a woman in a tight black dress with three-inch thick shoulder pads. She sipped a glass of red wine, her lips barely grazing the edge of the glass, her shapely legs crossed at the ankles. Her companion, a distinguished-looking man with a shock of white hair, whispered into her ear. A shiver went through me. How long had it been since I was that cozy with someone?

“Single or double?” 

Startled, I turned back to the registration desk. The clerk had unnaturally black hair and a hooked nose. He reminded me of a hotel manager in Atlanta who told me that women should never travel alone unless they wanted to get laid by strangers.

“I want a room on the sixth or seventh floor, facing Bush Street. With a window seat,” I said a bit too brusquely.

“You’ve been here before?”

“And reviewed it twice. Can I have my key please.”

“Of course.” He looked at my signature. “Robin Miller. You wrote the piece that ran in Travel & Leisure about a year ago. We received a lot of calls after that.”

“Glad to hear it,” I murmured, lifting the key from his hand. Usually I don’t mind chatting with hotel staff, but that night I just wanted to crawl into bed, slip on my Walkman, and have Rosemary Clooney invite me to her house.

The room was just as I remembered it. Laura Ashley bedspreads. A wide window seat with six pastel-blue throw pillows. The white curtains fluttering as a cool breeze spilled in from the open windows. Every piece of furniture was soft white, even the small desk near the door.

The last time I stayed here, in 1988, I was on assignment for Travel and Leisure, and Mary was hurt that I chose not to stay at her apartment. We had one of our usual arguments, with Mary calmly explaining that our history had nothing to do with our present. I came close to screaming. But Mary didn’t lose her cool. She rarely did.

In the four years we had lived together, I heard her raise her voice only twice. Once, when she discovered two teenagers torturing a cat in an alleyway. Then two years later, when I told her that her Grace Kelly sangfroid was killing me. That time, she actually threw a book at me. I think I may have applauded.

The phone rang, interrupting my reverie. I was about to ignore it when I realized that the caller was probably Patty.

“I just wanted to check that you arrived okay.” It was Patty.

“Sure. Other than the knitting-needle menace that sat next to me, the flight was fine.”

“Did you make arrangements to see Mary’s lawyer?”

I closed my eyes, remembering how, dry-eyed and fiercely rational, I had dialed my travel agent and the lawyer’s office first thing Saturday morning. “Yes. I’m seeing him tomorrow morning.”

“Fine…look…Pete and I thought, well, given everything, that maybe you’d like to come to dinner tomorrow night. A few of Mary’s friends are coming over. Since you missed her funeral…”

“I’d like that.” Two nights ago, I didn’t have the strength to discuss Mary’s death. I took out my address book and leafed through the pages. “You still live near the Presidio, don’t you?”

“I’m surprised you remember. Come over around seven o’clock, that way we’ll have some time to talk.”

“Thanks. See you tomorrow.”

I stared at my address book. Patty’s address was in Mary’s handwriting.


“Here, let me write it down. Your handwriting is awful.” Mary grabs the address book and begins scribbling. “I’m only going to stay at Patty’s for a few days, till I find an apartment.”

“Mary, I doubt we’ll be talking that much.”

“There you go. Robin, we can still be friends. I want us to. Four years is a long time to throw away.”

I turn away and start sorting through the mail on the kitchen table. I will not cry again.

“What did I do now?” she asks, a plaintive tone sneaking into her voice.

“Nothing, Mary.” I tear through the mail with a vengeance.

“You don’t know how much I love you,” she says softly.

My throat starts constricting. In a few minutes I will start gasping for air.

“I never meant to hurt you.”

I look at her. A fatal error. The sobs come hard and fast. I could kick myself.

“Oh, Robin.” Mary sighs as she wraps me in her arms. “I’m sorry. Please don’t cry. You’ll be okay. Geeja and Mallomar will take care of you.” She moves away and starts looking for the cats. “C’mon girls, Mommy needs you.”

I stare at her back, my fingers curled into hard fists. It’s not the girls I need. It’s you, Mary. You.


I dropped the address book on the night table, leaned back on the king-size pillows, and closed my eyes. In the distance, a cable car bell rang out.

When Mary moved to San Francisco three years ago, she carried my world with her. Five months passed before we spoke. Five months of leaping at the phone each time it rang. Five months of waking up in the middle of the night, sweat-drenched and searching for her body. Five months of stumbling on her remnants: dirty sneakers hidden in the corner of the closet, a night shirt that made me heady with her scent, the travel toothbrush she had left in my carry-on. And after those five months, she called to ask me for my sister’s new telephone number. “I’m writing a series on the new tax laws and Barbara’s the best CPA I know,” she had explained.

I shook my head. The city was getting to me. Only one way to escape. I turned on the television and spun the tuner. News. A car chase. Then I smiled. Lucy and Ethel were frantically shoving chocolates into their mouths as the conveyer belt sped up. I collapsed on the bed and kicked off my shoes.


* * *


A page out of Better Homes & Gardens, I thought as I sunk into an armchair that could have easily held two women and a Great Dane. The well-cushioned furniture and highly polished accessories, including several carved eagles and one discreet silver cross, were a little too traditional American for my taste, but the overall effect was somehow appealing.

“Miriam can’t talk yet, but she loves Raffi’s voice,” Patty explained as she turned off the Raffi videotape that had been playing when I arrived. “As you can see, it puts her straight to sleep.” She bent over the edge of the crib near the television set and kissed her daughter’s forehead.

I had forgotten how pretty Patty was. Her shoulder-length hair was bleached golden by the sun. Her hazel eyes had a trace of gray in them, reflecting the color of her trim shirtwaist dress. For a moment she reminded me of Mary. I turned away. A walnut bookcase held an odd combination of military novels, Mormon treatises, wine guides, and Dr. Seuss books.

“Maybe I should try it sometime,” I said absent-mindedly.

“Try what?” Patty looked startled, as if she had forgotten my presence.

“Raffi’s music.”

“Oh. You’ve had trouble sleeping?”

When haven’t I had trouble sleeping? I’m an insomniac. At three o’clock in the morning you can usually find me cleaning the refrigerator or re-alphabetizing my compact disc collection. Understandably, sleep’s a sore issue. I decided to deflect the question. “Why didn’t you call me as soon as Mary died?”

“I did,” Patty answered defensively. “But I got your answering machine, and that’s not the type of message you leave on someone’s tape. Then, in the craziness of the next few days, I just forgot.” She tucked a blanket around Miriam and sat down opposite me. “When her lawyer told me that I was the executor of the estate and you the sole beneficiary, I felt awful. You did see Carl today, didn’t you?”

Carl was Mary’s lawyer. A tall, impeccably handsome man, his pinkie ring held a diamond the size of a small gumball. I had stared at it obsessively, the sparkle making it easier to separate myself from the legalese filling the room like noxious gas fumes.

“Yes. I was there the whole morning. He’s one smooth character.”

“To tell you the truth, Mary wanted to change lawyers. She and Carl had a falling out a while ago. But she could never find the time. You used to date a lawyer, didn’t you?”

I looked up, surprised. “How do you know that?”

“Mary talked about you constantly. For instance, I bet you had lunch at Roxanne’s today.”

I nodded, dumbfounded.

“Mary once told me that whenever you have business in San Francisco, you go to Roxanne’s for lunch.” Patty dragged her upper teeth over her bottom lip, her eyes misting over. “I miss her more than I imagined possible.” Suddenly, she looked very uncomfortable. “Pete should be home soon. You know he’s a captain in the Army, don’t you? He’s been stationed at the Presidio four years now…which is pretty unusual. Most Army families move around more than gypsies.” Twisting her wedding band, she stood up. “Would you like some wine?”

“Love some. Only white, though. Red gives me a headache.”

Patty swept out of the room, nibbling at a fingernail like a squirrel.

What had come over her? Her mood had managed a 180-degree flip—from a blissful Madonna to a harried housewife in less time than microwaved popcorn takes to pop. If the thought of Pete could make her that nervous…

The doorbell chimed.

“Robin, would you mind getting that? It’s probably Cathy or Liz.”

I opened the door and found myself staring at a man wearing a Beau Bridges smile and a slightly rumpled military uniform. “You’re not Cathy or Liz, are you?” I asked with a crooked grin.

He chuckled. “Good guess. I’m Pete. Could you give me a hand with these?” He nodded toward the two overstuffed A&P bags that were balanced precariously on one raised knee.

“Sorry.” I grabbed one bag and let him pass. “Thanks,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Hey Patty, I’m home!”

“Pete?” Patty scampered around the corner. “Why’d you ring the bell?”

“I couldn’t get to my key,” he said as he handed her one bag and turned to remove the other one from my arms. “I picked up some dessert and Pampers, plus some stuff for the barbecue at Ted’s tomorrow.” He paused to smile at me. “Excuse us while we unpack.”

As soon as they had pushed through the swinging doors leading into the kitchen, Miriam woke up with a piercing howl. I started for the crib, but before I had taken two steps, Patty whisked in and lifted Miriam into her arms. “Sorry,” she said almost shyly. She wrapped Miriam in a fuzzy, pink cocoon and shushed her as she climbed the stairs to what I presumed was the bedroom.

My thoughts returned to Pete. He was not at all what I expected. Laugh lines radiated from the corners of his eyes, which were a gentle brown. His tousled mess of sandy hair peaked in a Dennis-the-Menace cowlick. All in all, he looked more like a Disney character than a captain in the Army. Patty’s earlier agitation couldn’t possibly have stemmed from anticipating his arrival.

“Sorry for this craziness,” Pete apologized as he strode back into the room. “I bet you want to retreat to the safe quiet of your hotel room.”

He was incredibly charming. And dead right. “No, this is very pleasant,” I lied.

Pete flopped into a well-worn easy chair covered in cadet-blue corduroy. “Right.” He nodded conspiratorially. “Patty tells me you write all those Laurel Carter romance novels.”

Oh God, I thought. That’s why he’s being so nice. He must think I’m straight. Straight and horny. I started to squirm in my seat.

“My mom reads them all the time. She says nobody writes steamy love stories the way you do.” How do I tell him the truth?

“I didn’t have the heart to tell her you’re gay. It would destroy her fantasies. She imagines you as a fifty-five-year-old enchantress with silver hair and a mink coat draped over your shoulders. Probably nothing underneath.”

I settled back against the armchair. Pete was a bundle of surprises. “I could send her an autographed copy of my new book, if you like,” I offered, suddenly feeling more comfortable than I had all day long.

“Perfect,” Pete hooted. “She’ll be beside herself. I can see her now. Parading around the beauty parlor with a new perm, waving the book, and bragging that she and Laurel are that close.” He lifted his hand and twisted two fingers together. Then, without hesitating, he leaned over to yank off his heavy, scuffed shoes.

“Hope this isn’t too rude.” He began rubbing his feet. “My dogs are killing me.”

“Believe me, I understand.” Watching Pete, I became conscious of the tightness in my own muscles. Maybe I should drive up to Calistoga for a body massage.

“How’d you get into that stuff anyway? The romances, I mean. Being gay and all that, I wouldn’t think that it’s your cup of tea.”

“Actually, it’s a funny story…”

“What is?” Patty interjected as she strolled in. She now looked uncharacteristically calm, her thin lips lifted in a private smile.

“Robin was just about to tell me how she became a romance writer.”

“Oh. I’d like to hear this.” She picked up a glass of red wine she had left on top of the television and took a quick sip. Pete cocked his head at her and she laughed. “Just one sip, silly.” She sat down on the arm of the easy chair and leaned against Pete, whose face immediately relaxed into a broad smile.

Inexplicably unnerved by the picture of domestic bliss before me, I launched into my story with a verve. “About six years ago, my friend Tom was desperately searching for a job. Finally, he found one with Harbor Romances. Tom’s a great editor with a superb sense of what’s marketable and what’s not. But back then, he didn’t have much experience—and he had few author contacts. Of course, he never mentioned that in his interviews. 

“So, he gets the job and his first assignment is to find an author for a new series of romances. Tom panicked. He called me up and pleaded with me to submit an outline for a romance novel, plus a few chapters. I thought he was nuts. A straight romance? At the time, I was writing a review of an American history textbook. ‘No,’ he said, ‘An S&M thriller set in the back room of the Anvil. Of course I want a straight romance. We’re talking commercial publishing honey.’ Then he tells me that if they accept my work, I could get a five- to ten-thousand-dollar advance, plus a generous royalty contract. This was before Mary got her inheritance. At the time, we were living on Bumble Bee tuna. I wrote three chapters that weekend, and an outline for two other stories that same week. Needless to say, I got the contract. Plus.” 

Patty laughed. “Mary said she could always tell when you were writing a Laurel Carter novel because you’d be sitting at your desk giggling like a crazy woman.”

I smiled at the memory of Mary peeking around the corner to watch me write, unaware that I could see her in the reflection of the screen. “That’s a pretty accurate description.”

The room suddenly became unbearably quiet.

“Okay, enough chatting,” Pete announced as he rose from the chair. “Time to get serious about dinner. Do you like garlic?”

“Like is too weak a word,” I said, relieved to be discussing the one uncomplicated passion in my life. “My concept of heaven is a trip to the Gilroy Garlic Festival.”

Pete grinned. “Well, I better go throw in a few more cloves or we’ll be fighting for garlic at the dinner table.” The swinging doors closed behind him.

“He’s something else,” I said, turning to Patty.

Her eyes were still fixed on the kitchen doors. “He’s one of a kind,” she sighed. “You may not understand this, but he’s been my saving grace.”

I smiled stiffly.

“I’d be lost without him,” she added with a pale grimace. “You know, I’m happier now than I’ve ever been.”

She had a funny way of showing it, I reflected.


* * *


Cathy and Liz arrived a few minutes later. I heard the two women talking even before the doorbell rang.

“Hope we’re not too late,” cooed a chunky, dark-haired woman with deep dimples and a St. Tropez tan. “If we are, it’s all my fault. Cat was right on time. But I split my jeans and had to sew them.” She sailed over to me and embraced me like a long, lost friend. “Hi. I’m Liz. This,” she said, looking back to the woman still standing in the doorway, “is Cathy.”

I stretched out my hand. Cathy shook it. Reluctantly.

“Why don’t the three of you sit down in the living room while Pete and I get everything ready.” Patty gestured toward the L-shaped sofa. Obediently, we shuffled into the living room and took our places.

“I hate meeting new people,” Liz confessed. “You never know what to say, especially under these circumstances. Just last month, a second cousin of mine died. The funeral was awful. And the wake. . .”

While Liz rambled on about her cousin’s funeral, I snuck a closer look at Cathy. A small flutter in my stomach told me that trouble was around the corner. Cathy was the type of woman who could make you breathless within seconds. Her eyes were deep turquoise, the color of the Caribbean on an overcast day. Long, golden eyelashes cast a pale shadow on her cheeks. Skin the color of toast, legs that begged for exploration. I sighed heavily. She reminded me of Mary, of how much I still longed for her, ached to make love to her. I shifted in my seat uncomfortably.

“Geez Louise. I’m sorry Robin. This must be upsetting you,” Liz murmured, misinterpreting my gesture.

“No, it’s all right,” I said, snapping back to the moment. “Actually, the main reason I’m here is to talk about Mary. When Patty called me, she didn’t say much about her death. Just that it was some kind of allergic reaction to something she ate. Mary’s lawyer told me the same thing. It’s pretty surprising since she was so careful.”

Liz leaned forward. “The police think—”

“The police? What do the police have to do with this?”

“Initially, there was some question as to whether Mary’s death was an accident or not,” Cathy explained more diplomatically than I liked.

“What are you talking about?”

“No one told you?” interrupted Liz. “They found a note in her typewriter.”

My body went numb.

Cathy stood up and started to pace. “Do we have to go into all this?”

Liz glared at me with uncertainty. I nodded.

“Adam—that’s my brother-in-law—works with the detective who investigated Mary’s death.” She wiped her palms on her pants nervously. “He said the letter sounded like the start of a suicide note. Something like ‘I can’t go on like this anymore. It’s time that I tell you…’”

Cathy spun around, clearly annoyed. “Look, the point is they ruled out suicide. Didn’t they, Liz?”

“Yes,” she said, wincing at Cathy’s tone. “For a couple of reasons. Mary and I were planning a weekend in L.A. We confirmed our reservations the week before she died. And she had just mailed her tax return that Saturday. She owed six or seven hundred dollars to the IRS. I remembered her bitching about it. Adam said people don’t usually pay their taxes and then kill themselves…that’s when the police started thinking that maybe it was murder.”

I felt the room tilt.

“For God’s sake, Liz…” Cathy hissed.

“It looked like she might have tried running for help.” Liz took a deep breath. “She was in the house down by Big Sur. Apparently, she got as far as the front door. A neighbor found her there the next day. A real pain in the ass. The neighbor, I mean. Cathy, you must know her…”

“Martha Sparks,” Cathy responded coldly.

All at once, I imagined Mary in a carefully ironed sweatsuit, stretched out in her doorway, one arm reaching for help. I covered my eyes to dispel the image burning in front of me.

“In the end, the coroner decided it was just an unfortunate accident. You know how allergic Mary was. The autopsy showed that she ate clam dip a few hours earlier. They don’t know for sure, but they think that’s what made her go into shock.”

“Clams?” I jerked up my head. “Mary ate clams all the time. It couldn’t have been clams.” When we lived together, I used to tease Mary that her insatiable sex drive derived solely from her daily dose of clam dip.

“They say it happens like that sometimes.” Liz hesitated. “You can eat clams twelve days in a row, and on the thirteenth, you just—”

“Was there anything else in her system?”

“I’m not sure. You’d have to ask the police. A Detective Ryan was in charge of the case. Maybe my brother-in-law can arrange a meeting for you.”

Cathy sat down between us. Her sea-green eyes were moist. “That’s enough for now,” she said wearily.

Yes. It was more than enough. Something was wrong. Dangerously wrong.


Chapter 2

Dinner reminded me of a Twilight Zone episode in which time stops. Pete and Liz chatted effortlessly, but the rest of us fumbled along like flies in molasses. Patty started and ended every sentence mid-stream, as if she were talking to herself and wasn’t very interested in what she was saying. Cathy chewed every scrap of food twenty-five times. I know, because I counted each movement of her jaw. The rest of the time I spent counting every garlic clove and grain of rice on my plate. Anything but talk. Or think.         

The next morning, Liz called me. Apparently Detective Thomas Ryan owed her brother-in-law a favor. And an interview with me was the payback. I thanked her and then sat at the edge of the bed, staring at the phone number. Five minutes passed before I dialed the police station, shivering non-stop.



* * *


“Thank you for seeing me,” I said as I sat down on a wooden chair that looked as if it had been attacked by rabid dogs.

“No problem.” Detective Ryan was about forty-five years old. His hair was prematurely gray, and his face was gnarled and puffy from lack of sleep. His annoyance at my visit was almost palpable. To some degree, I couldn’t blame him.

“I’d like to know everything you have on Mary Oswell’s death.”

“You told me that on the phone. I’ll answer your questions, but that’s it. So what do you want to know?”

“How did she die?”

He sneered at me. “Anaphy…wait a sec.” He pawed through a file on the desk. “Yeah. Anaphylactic shock. Big word for a stupid death. In simpler terms, something she ate didn’t agree with her.”

I winced at his cavalier tone. “What exactly did the autopsy show?”

“You deaf? Anaphylactic shock.”

“I mean…what was in her system?”

“Let me look. Clams… Yeah, the doctor thought that was what did it. Can’t trust goddamn seafood today. Don’t eat the crap myself. Good for you, my daughter says. Sure. And the next thing you know, you’re keeling over from mercury poisoning or—”

“Is that it? Clams? Nothing else?” I was one step away from committing homicide. How do you get information from a Neanderthal?

“Nah. Crackers. A trace of lemon. Yogurt. Some salad stuff, lettuce, carrots. Penicillin…”

“Penicillin?” Bingo.

“Yeah. Apparently, she had a cold or infection.” Ryan squinted at me. “Why the face?”

“Mary was allergic to penicillin.”

“That’s not what she told her doctor. And none of her friends told me any different.” He picked up a pen and started clicking the cap on and off.

“Mary and I used to be roommates. I’m telling you, she wouldn’t take penicillin. Not when she had strep throat, and not when she had an ear infection.”

He narrowed his eyes and made a sucking sound with his lips, like he was nursing a bottle. “She did this time. Who knows, maybe she just got careless.”

“Mary wasn’t the careless type.”

Raised in a strict Mormon household, with a mother who belonged on page one of the Guiness Book of Health Fanatics, Mary was hyper-conscious of her diet. She had exactly six allergies, and she compulsively checked the list of ingredients on every product she ate, drank, washed in, or cleaned her toilet bowl with.

Ryan spun the pen on his desk. “Look, I’m just telling you what I know. Maybe you got things twisted. Maybe she was allergic to some other type of antibiotic—”

“For God’s sake, she wore an allergy identification tag that listed penicillin. Didn’t anyone bother to read it?”

His eyes snapped to my face. “What allergy tag?”

My heart skipped. “The one she wore on a gold rope. Around her neck.”

He placed his palms flat on the desk, his face clouding with uncertainty for the first time. “There was no tag. No one mentioned any tag.” He paused. “When was the last time you saw each other?”

I answered reluctantly, knowing I was about to give him a way out. “Years.”

“Years.” He scratched his chin. “Years. So maybe years ago she wore this tag. But not last month. Right?”

“It’s worth exploring, isn’t it? I mean, there are a lot of things about Mary’s death that say it wasn’t accidental. Maybe if you spoke to the doctor—”

“Look, I checked this all out. Met the damn doctor who prescribed the penicillin. A nice-looking guy. Young, but smart. He works at a clinic near your friend’s office. She ran in one afternoon during her lunch break, said she was on deadline and needed some medicine. So he gave her a prescription. No big mystery there.”

“Except that she failed to mention she was allergic to penicillin. Maybe it wasn’t even her. Did he describe her?”

“He didn’t remember her. He has fifty people in and out of there every day.” He rubbed his temple with his index finger. The message was clear. I was giving him one royal headache. “I see you’re concerned, but I gotta tell you, you’re barking up a tree that’s got no fruit. Maybe the doctor lied to cover his ass. Maybe she couldn’t read his handwriting. In any case, what we got here is an accident. Pure and simple.”

“The label was typed on the bottle. She would have read the label.”

“Maybe she forgot.”

“Not Mary.”

“Look, I don’t know what else I can tell you. You want me to say it’s suicide? I don’t know. If what you’re telling me is true, there’s a good chance you may be right. But nothing’s conclusive. As for murder, we had no solid leads of any kind.”

He leaned back, his eyes glazing over. “Hell…I don’t mean to be a hardass. I understand your position more than you realize. My wife was killed five years ago. It took me two years to stop obsessing over the case. You see what I’m saying?”

I knew I should feel sympathy, but my fists were still clenched and my teeth were grinding against one another. “I don’t want you to do the impossible,” I said with frustration bordering on rage. “I just want you to investigate. You do do that occasionally, don’t you?” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I had crossed the line.

Ryan’s eyes darkened. He pushed back his chair abruptly and stood up. “I think this interview is over.” He swept the file to one corner just as a young patrolman rushed in out of breath.

“Murphy’s got a lead on Peters…we gotta move now!”

“Awright!” Ryan slapped the desk and glared at me. “You. Outta here. Now.” He pointed to the door, his nostrils flaring. I took my time gathering my jacket and then stood up suddenly, spilling the contents of my briefcase on the floor. I shrugged coyly and knelt down to retrieve my possessions.

“Aw…dammit,” he groaned, kicking his seat back at the same time. He glanced down at me, spat into a garbage can and stalked out of the office. “John, get someone to escort her outta here,” he shouted over his shoulder. The young cop ran after him, shooting questions.

I looked at the desk with an arched eyebrow, wondering how many years I’d get for borrowing police property. If the judge was a Laurel Carter fan, I might get lucky. I decided to take the chance. I swept the file into my briefcase and shot out of the office.


* * *


In my thirty years on this planet, I have probably read hundreds of mysteries. But they don’t prepare you for the real thing. The sheer numbing weight of suspicion. The panic that makes every inch of your body burn. I tried hard to evoke Sherlock Holmes, James Bond. Cool, detached reason. Action without anxiety.

Instead, I sat at the head of my hotel bed, mindlessly shoving crisp Bremner wafers into my mouth, the crumbs spraying the police records scattered around me. Medical records, interview notes, the two-line letter Mary had written exactly as Liz had remembered it. A sealed envelope with the word Photographs printed on it in cold, square letters. A life reduced to scraps of paper with frayed edges and coffee stains.

I sorted through the pile and picked up a list of articles found on the “victim’s” body. Mary’s body. My mouth went dry as I ticked off the items. Seiko watch. The one her Uncle Thomas gave her when she turned thirty. Opal pinkie ring. I glanced down at the matching ring I still wore. The air grew oppressively still.

The peal of the phone broke the silence.

“So your plane didn’t crash. That’s good to know.”

It was my housemate, Dinah. For the last three years, we’ve shared a brownstone in Park Slope, Brooklyn.

“I forgot to call. Sorry.” I took a deep breath and filled her in on the details.

“Rob, you’re out of your league. Let the police deal with this. Come home.”

“I can’t. Not now. I need to know what happened. If it was suicide or—”

“You know what this is about, don’t you?”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t do this to me now.” Dinah’s a psychologist, which can be mighty inconvenient at times.

“You have to stop feeling like you’re responsible every time someone you love dies. This is not your fault…and you can’t make things better by putting yourself into danger.”

My defenses locked into place. They usually did whenever Dinah referred, however obliquely, to the accidental death of my younger sister. “Look. I know you’re trying to help. But this is the wrong time.

Okay?”

“Whether it was suicide or murder, you aren’t the reason Mary’s dead.”

I felt an all-too-familiar knot in the side of my neck. If Dinah didn’t lay off soon, my back muscles would go into a two-day spasm. “Enough.” The word felt like a brick.

Dinah knew the tone well enough. “Okay. But think about what I’m saying. And stay in touch. I’m going to worry like a Jewish grandmother till I hear from you.”

I smiled in spite of myself. “Oy. I’ll call in a few days. Love you.”

I hung up. My hands were sweaty. I wiped them on the pillow case and then picked up the envelope marked Photographs. Gingerly, I slid my finger under the flap and lifted one corner. The first picture showed the outside of the house in Big Sur. Nothing seemed unusual. Then I noticed Mary’s body sprawled in the doorway. Bile sprung into my throat.


“Robin, you have to come out to the house. I can hear the ocean from my deck. Listen.”

A familiar whoosh filled my ear.

“Can you hear it? That’s the Pacific Ocean right at my doorstep. Seagulls too. I keep thinking about that poet you love. What’s his name?”

“Robinson Jeffers.”

“Of course. Well, now I know why he wrote all those wonderful poems about hawks and churning water. It’s exquisite out here. When are you coming out west again?”

“I’m not sure, Mary.”

“Find a reason to get out here. I want to share this with you.”


I never went. She sent me photographs. Pictures of a typewriter basking in the sun on her driftwood-gray deck. Pictures of her posing with friends I didn’t know, one woman leaning on her arm. Now this. A black and white photograph of her twisted body, spanning the doorway of the home I had been terrified to visit.

I’m sorry, Mary. I should have gone.

I leaned back against the headboard and closed my eyes hard
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