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PART ONE – THE VICTIMS


CHAPTER ONE

“At first they were going to kill me. Then they changed their minds and only took away thirty-six years of my life.”

The older woman was perched beside me on the guardrail of the road leading to the telecommunications tower at the top of Bernal Heights. Wind gusted across the barren hillside and loosened tendrils of her white hair; the pale afternoon sunlight transformed them to a shimmering spiderweb. She stared toward the spires of downtown San Francisco, eyes narrowed against the glare. Smog blanketed the Bay Area today from the eastern hills to the city itself, making the panorama look like an old-time sepia-toned photograph.

After a moment she added, “Only took away thirty-six years. And my husband. My child. The entire middle of my life.”

I waited, not wanting to interrupt the flow of her thoughts.

“And all the time I was innocent,” she said. “They kept me as long as they did because I wouldn’t admit to it. Wouldn’t express remorse or tell them what they wanted to hear. If I hadn’t almost died of a heart attack, I’d still be in prison.”

I’d expected the claim of innocence, but now that she’d made it, I had no immediate response. I’ve never been one for snap judgments, and I certainly wasn’t going to make one in this case. When I didn’t reply, she faced me, fixed me with an insistent stare. Her eyes were a curious translucent aquamarine, sunken deep in their sockets and edged with pale lashes. I shifted on the guardrail, pulled back slightly.

The woman, Lis Benedict, and I had climbed the hill from her daughter’s house on one of the steep little streets below. Doctor’s orders to walk vigorously once a day, she’d said, plus the house was small and she couldn’t stand the confinement. In truth, I preferred to talk with her in the open. The murder for which she’d been convicted had been an unusually vicious one involving multiple stabbing and mutilation, and, though old and frail, she had an aggressive, temperamental manner that made me uneasy.

“Miss McCone,” she said, “you have no idea what it’s like to lose that much of your life.”

“No, I don’t.”

“The worst thing is that you become permanently stuck in the past. This old woman who exists here in the nineteen nineties—this embarrassment and guilty burden for her daughter—she isn’t the real me. The real Lis Benedict is still back in nineteen fifty-six.”

“And the years you spent in prison?”

“A bad dream that I’m still waiting to wake from.” She gestured at the cityscape below. Almost all of San Francisco was visible, from Hunters Point to the Golden Gate Bridge. Ironically, one of the few places we couldn’t see was the exclusive Seacliff district south of the bridge, where the murder had been committed.

“Look out there,” she commanded. “In nineteen fifty-six most of those downtown skyscrapers, including the hideous pyramid, weren’t built yet. So I simply don’t see them. That ugly red tower on Sutro Heights—I ignore it. But once there was a hug oil storage tank on the far side of Potrero Hill; for me it’s still there. Playland-at-the-Beach, Fleishhacker Pool, the City of Paris: the landmarks of my youth are gone. And yet I still see them.

An unusual mind-set, I thought, but probably not uncommon for newly released prisoners. I considered it for a moment, tried to imagine how it would feel to return to a world that had been altered by a span of nearly four decades.

She seemed to take my silence for lack of understanding. Thrusting her face close to mine, she asked, “Am I making myself clear?”

Again I shifted away. “Yes, you are. What would it take to bring you into the present?”

“I’m not sure anything could.”

“Then why pursue this?”

“I told you before, for my daughter’s sake. Judy had begged me and begged me to have my case reinvestigated. I’ve got no resistance left, and I suppose I owe it to her. You see, she was the only one who discovered the evidence they used to convict me. She was only ten years old at the time. The prosecutor, Joseph Stameroff, manipulated her into testifying against me. Later, when her father didn’t want her, Stameroff and his wife adopted her and did their best to turn her totally against me. But Judy always loved me, and reestablished contact when she became an adult. She even dropped the Stameroff name and started using Benedict again. Six weeks ago when the governor commuted my sentence because of my health, she invited me to live with her. This is the only thing she’s ever asked of me. How can I refuse her?”

“Maybe the best way for both of you to get on with your lives is to let the past go.”

Emotion mottled her parchment-pale skin. “I wish that were possible. But Judy feels so terribly guilty about her part in what happened to me. She’s repressed most of her memories of the murder and the trial, and she’s spent her whole life running—San Francisco to Los Angeles, Los Angeles to New York, back to San Francisco again. When she finally settled down here, she buried herself in her work. This relationship with your Jack Stuart is the first normal one she’s had that I know of, but even that is connected to my case.”

Jack Stuart was our criminal-law specialist at All Souls Legal Cooperative. I didn’t know all that much about his relationship with Lis Benedict’s daughter, but what she’d said about Judy’s earlier life didn’t ring true. She’d been an actress, and her career path had taken her from amateur productions in San Francisco to commercials and occasional TV roles in Hollywood to soap operas in New York. She’d once told me she finally got tired of the daily grind of daytime TV and opted to return home, where she’d borrowed money from her wealthy adoptive father and set herself up as a producer, bringing off-Broadway shows to a small downtown theater. Jack had met her at a fund-raiser for an actors’ workshop that she sponsored, and although I’d socialized with them a number of times, I’d seen no indication that their relationship was strongly involved with her mother’s murder conviction. Lis Benedict, I suspected, was overplaying that aspect of Judy’s life, and it made me wonder if she might not be guilty of something less than maternal altruism.

I said, “So Judy is the only one who wants your case reinvestigated?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t you also stand to gain from it?”

She bristled at that. “For your information, Miss McCone, I stand to gain very little. Jack plans to take my case before the Historical Tribunal rather than actually request a new trial.”

That fact hadn’t come up in my brief conversation with him earlier, and the omission annoyed me. Obviously it was deliberate.

San Francisco is a city that takes a great deal of pride in its history, and at that time it boasted two quasi-judicial bodies that conducted mock trails before actual residing judges—the Court of Historical Review and the Historical Tribunal. The former scheduled its hearing during the noon hour, when attorneys, often in period costume, argued issues of some importance—was Fatty Arbuckle guilty of the murder for which he was convicted in 1921?—and questions of pure whimsy—was Groucho Marx a genius or just funny? The Historical Tribunal’s proceedings were lengthier, extending an entire weekend, and more serious. Neither, however, had true legal jurisdiction, and I was fairly sure that Jack had neglected to tell me of his intention so as to avoid an argument about whether All Souls’ chief investigator should devote her time to researching an old case for a mock trial.

I asked, “Why not go for a new trial?”

Lis Benedict looked away, seemed to be studying a ship in the channel beyond Hunters Point with great interest. Her pallor was pronounced in the direct sunlight; beneath the flaccid flesh, her bone structure seemed to have crumbled, leaving only a hint of the once-elegant contours of her cheeks and brow. With surprise, I realized she had been striking when young, perhaps even beautiful.

After a moment she turned to me, pain naked in her aquamarine eyes. “Because I am history, Miss McCone. The Historical Tribunal may rule in my favor, but there will never be any true exoneration for me.”

I bit my lip, feeing the full force of her hopelessness.

“Will you help Jack prepare my case, Miss McCone?”

Not answering, I stared at the smog-shrouded hills across the bay, their contours as blurred as the true facts of a thirty-six-year-old homicide case. This woman, I thought, had been through absolute hell—infinite varieties and refinements of hell that I couldn’t even begin to imagine. What was I to tell her? I’m sorry, but I’ve had a rough time of it this past year, and I can’t risk becoming involved in yet another case where I might get torn up emotionally. I used up all my reserves on other clients, other victims. I’ve got nothing left for you.

In my peripheral vision I saw Lis Benedict’s hands clench together, gnarled knuckles going white, but she didn’t repeat her request. I wished I could simply agree, relieve her anxiety, but something in me held back. The crime—the vicious slashing and mutilation of her husband’s twenty-one-year-old lover—was absolutely repugnant to me. And much as I pitied Mrs. Benedict, I had to admit that I really didn’t like her. Not well enough, at least, to do battle with Hank Zahn, my nominal boss at All Souls, who would say that I had no business wasting my time and the co-op’s money on such an investigation.

Finally I said, “Let me think about it over the weekend. We’ll talk again on Monday.”

The sudden sag of her shoulders told of her disappointment, but she didn’t voice it. She must have become skilled at stifling vain protests during all those years when parole had repeatedly been denied her. “I’ll expect to hear from you then.” She stood, waited for me.

You go ahead,” I told her. “I want to sit awhile.”

She shook my hand and moved toward the narrow strip of blacktop that curled between the white telecommunications tower and the access road below. I watched her go: a thin, erect figure clad in a long navy sweater and slacks, walking carefully but proudly, and never looking back.

When she rounded the curve and disappeared from sight, I got up and crossed the pebbled ground to where the cliff dropped off to the roofs of distant houses. I selected a smooth slab of rock and sat down cross-legged, feeling out of sorts and emotionally stingy.

Two painful cases in the course of one year had left me professionally burned out, all my zest and caring and passion reduced to ashes. I could feel it even now, sitting here in the sun on a fine spring afternoon: a torpor, a flatness. For six months I’d toed a careful line, creating a work life that was productive, comfortable and safe. But all the while I’d been tensed against an event that would shatter that balance. Whether Lis Benedict was guilty or innocent didn’t matter; the reopening of this long-ago murder case, rife with details that would turn the stomach of the most seasoned homicide investigator, had the dangerous power to do that.

The Two Penny Murder, as it had come to be called, was a San Francisco legend, on a par with Phoenix’s Trunk Murders and Los Angeles’s Black Dahlia Case. In the early hours of Saturday, June 23, 1956, the badly mutilated body of a post-debutante Cordelia McKittridge was discovered by a gardener in a dovecote on a three-acre estate belonging to the Institute for North American Studies, a think tank dedicated to pondering issues of public policy and national defense. Cordy, as she was called, had literally been hacked to death the night before with a pair of gardening shears. Her body had then been laid out ritualistically, as if it were in a coffin: a final bizarre touch was a penny covering either eye.

Suspicion naturally centered on the think tank staff, an elite corps of intellectuals recruited from the most prestigious universities in the country. While lofty-minded, they apparently also had their earthy side; at least two were rumored to be having affairs with Cordy, a member of a wealthy family whose fortune went back to the days of the Nevada silver boom. Since her debut at the Winter Cotillion two years before, Cordy had delighted in shocking proper San Francisco society, and the dovecote—a small circular structure with high-beamed rafters, nestled on a wooded bluff above the Pacific—had been the scene of many a tryst. On the night of her death she reportedly had an appointment for a rendezvous with biochemist Vincent Benedict, but Benedict and his colleagues were gathered at a banquet at a financial district restaurant that evening. Prosecuting attorney Joseph Stameroff would later argue that the assignation was a setup engineered by Benedict’s wife, Lisbeth, and that the resulting confrontation had been bloody and final.

That, anyway, was what the jury at Lis Benedict’s trial had believed. At the time there were rumors of the involvement of people in high places, collusion between the police and the prosecutor’s office, influence brought to bear by the rich and powerful family of the victim–the usual talk that surfaced in high-visibility murder cases that combined society, wealth, power and sex –but in the end no one gave them much credence. Lis Benedict was sentenced to die in the gas chamber, was reprieved at the last hour, and then had her sentence commuted to life in prison. Every time she came up for parole, the former prosecutor and a representative of the McKittridge family’s law firm appeared at the hearing and argued successfully against her release.

That was virtually all I knew about the Two Penny Murder—facts I’d gleaned from a newspaper update that had run when Mrs. Benedict got out of prison. And the only reason I’d read it in the first place was my connection with Judy. Gruesome murders hold no fascination for me; I’ve seen too much ugliness in my work as a private investigator to relish gory accounts of true crime, current or historical. I supposed I could take a look at the trial transcript over the weekend. . .

For a moment I stopped thinking about it, emptied my mind, and tipped my head back, feeling the sun on my face. I’d often climbed up here to the little-used public land at the tip of Bernal Heights during my years at All Souls, some dozen steep blocks away on the northwestern incline. A barren russet outcropping, it towers above the ill-assorted small dwellings that crowd the lower slopes, standing fast in the face of nature’s worst assaults. While much of the city is built on sandy fill that shifts or even liquefies during an earth tremor, this hill is bedrock; while other areas are easily altered by wind, rain, or tide, the elements have little impact here. I suppose a good part of the place’s appeal for me is its homely permanence, which seems to embody a refreshing honesty and truth.

Honesty and truth: commodities that are generally in short supply for an investigator. How much of either was Lis Benedict offering me? The woman seemed sincere, but so do many murderers who claim innocence of the crimes for which they’ve been imprisoned. My conversation with her had been too brief to allow me to take an accurate reading.

Finally I got up, brushed off the seat of my jeans, and started downhill. At the far side of the access road I angled along several blocks to where I’d left my car on Wool Street near Judy’s house. The homes I passed were an odd mixture: frame cottages, stucco row houses, small apartment buildings, classic Victorians. Many had vegetable gardens; a few had illegal chicken coops. There is a hint of the rural about Bernal Heights, which may be why it attracts couples with young children, newly arrived émigrés from Mexico, aging and nostalgic hippies, and oddball institutions such as All Souls.

As I rounded the corner of Wool Street, I saw a crowd in front of Judy’s white Victorian. Concerned, I quickened my pace. The crowd –not large, since it was midafternoon on a Friday—milled about, murmuring in subdued voices. Lis Benedict stood just inside the low picket fence staring at the house’s façade. As I went closer, I saw words spray-painted in red on the clapboard: Murdered. . . Killer . . . Bucher. They hadn’t gotten all the spellings right, but the meaning was clear.

I pushed through the gawkers and touched Mrs. Benedict’s arm. “Who did this? Did you see?”

She shook her head, unable to look away from the words. The paint was so fresh that it still dribbled. It speckled the white clapboard like a huge blood-spatter pattern. Judy was going to be horrified when she returned from the theater and saw this.

I turned and shouted to the people behind us, “Did anyone see who did this?”

More murmurs. Then a man in coveralls said, “A kid, looked Mexican. Ran off that way.” He pointed downhill toward Mission Street. “Shouldn’t be hard to find him. He’s got that red enamel all over his hands.”

I turned back to Lis Benedict. She hadn’t moved. Her shoulders slumped, and the proud tilt of her head had vanished. I touched her arm again: slowly she looked at me. Her eyes were dull, their translucence muddled.

She said, “They warned me.”

“Who did?”

“Voices on the phone.”

“You’ve received threatening phone calls? Why didn’t you tell me?”

She swallowed, took a deep breath, grasped my hand to steady herself. “I wanted you to decide whether or not to help me on the merits of my case alone. If I’d mentioned the calls, it would have sounded as if I were begging. I never beg. My life has been demeaning enough without stooping to that.”

Pride, stubborn pride. It could get you hurt, even killed. “When did you receive the calls?”

“They started on Tuesday, have been coming regularly ever since.”

“How often?”

“Two or three times a day.”

“What do they say?”

“The same as it does up there.” She motioned at the house. “Even worse.”

“Threats?”

“Not exactly. Just that I should leave the city, that I’m not wanted here.”

Anonymous phone calls: the refuge of cowards. I shook my head angrily. “You said, ‘voices.’ Is it a different one each time?”

“I can’t tell.”

“Male or female?”

“Male, with a Spanish accent.”

The people behind us were starting to leave. I watched them, wondering if a neighbor might be responsible for the calls. Any number of them might not want Lis Benedict living so close by.

She said something I didn’t catch.

“What?”

“I’ll have to go somewhere else.”

“They’re just crank calls. Ignore them.”

“But this . . .” She gestured weakly at the house.

“A kid’s malicious mischief.”

“Kids can be dangerous. I can’t risk my daughter’s safety.” She leaned heavily on my arm—no longer the haughty, unpleasant woman, but merely a vulnerable old lady.

My anger was high. I cautioned myself against allowing my emotions to influence my decision about whether to investigate her case. “Don’t do anything hasty,” I told her. “At least talk it over with Judy first.”

She didn’t reply. Her eyes were once again focused on the red spatter pattern. She shuddered, pushed me away, and stumbled toward the house’s door—as if she’d suddenly remembered a blood-splashed scene thirty-six years in the past.


CHAPTER TWO

I made sure Lis Benedict was securely inside the cottage. Then I went looking for a kid with red hands.

The business establishments that I passed as I hurried along the crowded sidewalks of Mission Street reflected the influence not only of the area’s working-class Irish and Italian settlers and today’s predominately Hispanic population, but also recent encroachments of other cultures. Scattered among the small bodegas were Asian produce shops. Tacquerias abounded, but so did Vietnamese restaurants and sushi bars. The Remedy Lounge, All Souls’ favorite watering hole, had been owned for more than forty years by the O’Flanagan family, and Spanish-language videos were still the staple of the rental shop, but a karate studio, a Filipino travel agency, and a Zen mediation center all foretold a new order.

While the various cultures remained relatively segregated on the street, inside City Amusement Arcade the melting-pot process prevailed. The appeal of video games knows no ethnic boundaries; kids of diverse backgrounds and appearances, speaking at least a half dozen languages, hunched over the glowing machines. The air was stale and far too warm, thick with smoke and redolent of cheap after-shave and sweat. I stopped inside the door and waited.

After a moment a slender young man wearing an expensive leather jacket emerged from one of the aisles. He glared at me as he took a comb from his pocket and ran it through his luxuriant black hair. I smiled. His scowl intensified, and he jerked his head toward the door. I went back outside and halfway down the block to a decrepit sandwich shop called the Serving Spoon. There I bought two cups of black coffee and sat in one of the booths. A few minutes later Tony Neuva came in and took the seat across from me.

“Jesus, McCone,” he said, “why do you have to stand around the arcade looking like you’re my dope connection?”

“It’s more likely people will think I’m your parole officer.”

“Shit, why would I have a P.O.? I’m a businessman is all.”

“Right.” At only nineteen, Tony Nueva had built a minor financial empire on a base of various semi-legal activities not the least of which was selling information to the highest bidder. The fact that he was still alive, much less thriving, testified to a certain warped genius.

He sipped his coffee and made a face. “What do you need?”

“Sometime during the past hour, a Hispanic kid painted graffiti on a house up on Wool Street. The spray can leaked, and the kid came away with red hands. I want to know who he is.”

Tony rolled the Styrofoam cup between his palms. “Graffiti artists are a dime a dozen. Some nights there’re more of them than riders waiting for buses at the Muni stops.”

“Still, can you find out?”

“Why you so interested?”

“This is no ordinary incident. There’s a possibility somebody hired him to do it.”

“I don’t know McCone.”

“Come on, Tony. I’ve got faith in you. White Victorian. Red spray enamel.” I gave him the address. “It’s twenty bucks to you when you deliver.”

“Now wait a minute! I got overhead—”

“Ten now, ten when you deliver.” I had the bill ready and pushed it across the table.

Tony made a disgusted sound and pocketed it. Ritual dance of informant and buyer ended, he said, “I’ll have it for you by five. You gonna be in your office?”

“Yes.”

“Talk to you later.”

The big Victorian that houses All Souls was wrapped in scaffolding and its scabrous brown façade had been prepped for painting, but as I cut through the grassy triangle across the street, I didn’t see any workmen. That in itself was a bad sign and should have prepared me for the chaos that reigned just inside the front door.

The first person I saw was an overall-clad man who apparently had tracked light-colored paint onto the newly refinished hardwood floor of the foyer. Another worked stood beside him, shouting and flailing a crowbar dangerously close to the antique chandelier. My assistant, Rae Kelleher, faced him, arms akimbo, her flushed face complementing her auburn hair. And Ted Smalley, our usually unflappable office manager, looked on with alarm.

“Ain’t my fuckin’ fault!” The man with the crowbar ended his tirade.

“It is, too, you idiot!” Rae exclaimed. “Don’t you dare try to duck responsibility. You’re dealing with a law firm, you know.”

“Goddamn roof’s rotten.”

“Don’t you try to blame your ineptitude on the roof!”

The worker gaped at her as if she’d said a filthy word—and one he wasn’t familiar with, to boot.

“Color’s not coming out,” the painter whined plaintively.

The others ignored him.

“Rae, please,” Ted said, “let’s talk reasonably—”

“You keep out of this!” She grabbed at the crowbar as it grazed one of the chandelier’s fluted-glass shades. “That was an expensive brass bed you crushed,” she told the workman.

“I didn’t crush it. Fuckin’ piece of roof fell on it.”

“Still, you’re liable.” Rae looked at Ted. “He is liable, isn’t he? Oh, shit, why am I asking you? You’re not a lawyer. Where’s Hank when I need him?”

Ted spotted me in the driveway and rolled his eyes. “Now I know why Hank and Anne-Marie picked this week to leave for Hawaii,” he said.

“What am I supposed to do with thirty gallons of paint that looks like what I find in my kid’s diaper?”

“If you don’t pay for that bed, I’ll sue!”

“The hell you say!”

I slammed the front door and shouted, “Everybody shut up!”

Quite incredibly, they did.

Ted quickly seized control. “You,” he said to the painter, “go outside and get something to clean this floor. We’ll talk about the color problem on Monday.”

Exit the painter, muttering.

Ted turned to Rae. “That roof is in bad shape, and I happen to know that your brass bed is a cheap imitation. I’m sure our insurance will cover its replacement.”

She hesitated. I could tell she was torn between the pleasure of laying into the workman again and the wisdom of staying in Ted’s good graces so he’d file a claim.

Ted asked the workman, “Are those skylights going to need special bracing so the roof’ll support them?”

He nodded.

“How much?”

The workman opened his mouth, then glanced at Rae. Suddenly downcast, her lower lip aquiver, she’d undergone a transformation from the litigious bitch from hell to Little Match Girl. “Aw, I’ll do it for a hundred,” he said.

Rae looked up and bestowed a glowing smile on him.

Ted sighed, waving his hands in dismissal. “Go ahead, then.” As Rae and her newfound admirer started upstairs, he ground his teeth and muttered, “Now the roof’s rotten. What next?”

I merely patted his shoulder and went to check my message box. Three slips, nothing of importance.

Ted sighed again and flopped into his desk chair. His computer equipment, steel file cabinets, fax machine, copier and shelves of reference books looked out of place in the elegantly wainscoted foyer. Ted himself complemented the décor—a slender fine-featured man with a handsome goatee who had recently taken to wearing brocade vests over ruffled shirts. Appearances seldom deceived more than Ted’s, however; under his foppish exterior there beats the heart of an efficiency expert.

He said, “It was a bad decision to buy this dump.”

From a purely practical standpoint I agreed, but sentiment made me say, “Well, the landlord was going to sell whether we bought or not. Can you picture us anywhere else?”

“No, but the corporation’s going to have to pour one hell of a lot of money into this building just to keep it standing.” He paused, listening to the echo of what he’s said. “The corporation. My God, I never thought we’d be All Souls Legal Cooperative, Inc. What’s happened to us?”

“We got successful.”

At a time when law firms all over the nation were cutting staff and raising fees, All Souls was expanding and holding down membership fees in its legal plan. While partners in stuffy downtown firms groused about the loss of gentility that came from treating a law practice as a business, All Souls had aggressively added service to attract clients. Members, who paid fees on a sliding scale based on their incomes, could now call an 800 number for consultation with paralegal workers about minor problems. And we’d marketed the plan to major local employers; several now included it as part of their benefits packages.

Success necessitated changes, hence our somewhat dubious entry into the real-estate market. But the Victorian, which comprised both offices and living quarters for some of the staff, couldn’t begin to house all our operations. We now rented a second building directly across the triangular park out front, and negotiations were under way for a third. And to reinforce our successful image, our newly purchased headquarters was being spruced up, supposedly painted pale gray with black and white trim—or if the painter could be believed, the color of what he found in his baby’s diaper.

I winked at Ted and went upstairs to my office, thinking about changes. When I’d first come to work here, nearly all the partners lived in the house rent free because they made such dismal salaries. Now only Rae, Ted, Jack Stuart, business specialist Larry Koslowski, and tax attorney Pam Ogata chose to remain; their salaries were competitive with those of other firms, and they paid going-market rent. Once I’d know everyone who worked here on a fairly intimate basis; now if I ventured over to our other building, I was apt not to recognize some of the support staff. Ted, in fact, used to be our only secretary; now he wore the title of office manager. And Hank Zahn complained that he spent more time in administrative meetings than in client consultations or in court.

But the important things hadn’t changed, I reminded myself. We were still a young, energetic firm that cared more for its clients than for its profit and was committed to the principle of affordable high-quality legal representation for low-and middle-income people. Most of us still gathered in the big kitchen at the rear of the house on Friday afternoons for a happy hour. Meals from anywhere from two to twenty were frequently whipped up on the spur of the moment; a good poke or gin rummy game could be gotten up day or night; commiseration or congratulations or just plain good company was always available. And while many of us admitted to feeling jaded on a bad day, we also confessed to harboring fugitive ideals on a good one. All Souls was, in truth, the closest thing that many of us had to a home and an extended family, and I couldn’t begin to imagine life without it.

In my office at the front of the second floor, I dumped my bag and jacket on the chaise lounge and stuck the message slips under a paperweight. Then I sat down at the parsons-table desk in the window bay and scrawled my signature on some letters that were waiting atop my in-box. There was a thick, unfamiliar file folder lying next to the blotter; I pulled it toward me: State of California v. Lisbeth Ingrid Benedict.

“Jack,” I whispered, “leave me alone.”

As I shoved the file away and leaned back in my chair, my eyes rested on the deep tangerine rose in the bud vase on the corner of my desk. It had arrived, as they always did, on Tuesday morning—a gift from my lover, Hy Ripinsky, who lived on a small sheep ranch in the high desert country east of Yosemite, near the Nevada border. Last fall when he sent me the first of the weekly roses, its color was yellow—my favorite. But when we became lovers two months ago, he said yellow wasn’t passionate enough, and the tangerine ones began arriving. This one was wilted now from the unseasonable heat we’d been experiencing, but I would leave it in the vase until the new one came—my way of keeping Hy close when we were apart.

Uneasily, as if someone might be spying on me, I reached for my bottom stack tray where, under a pile of blank expense forms, I kept a file labeled, “Ripinsky, Heino.” I’d started it the previous November, when reports on him that I’d requested from the National Crime Information Center and the California Justice Information System had been forwarded to me by an acquaintance on the SFPD. There had been nothing damning or even very interesting in them, except for an early arrest for lassoing a streetlight in the Mono County seat of Bridgeport and a series of later ones related to environmental movement protests. I hadn’t needed the reports any longer; the investigation I’d been conducting up at Tufa Lake was ended, and by all rights I should have thrown them away. But instead I had set up a file, and by now I knew its dry, factual contents by heart.

I removed my hand from the stick tray. No amount of further examination of the documents and my notes would tell me what I wanted to know. There wasn’t the remotest possibility that the reports contained an as-yet-unnoticed clue to the blank nine-year period in his life.

Hy’s whereabouts and activities during that period were unknown to anyone, and he refused to talk about them, even to me. Rumors abounded in Vernon, the small town on the shore of Tufa Lake where he’d been raised. Some people claimed he’d been CIA; others claimed he must have been a drug smuggler, since he never seemed to lack for money after his return. Theories ran the gamut from the possible (he’d been in prison) to the improbable (he’d fought as a mercenary) to the absurd (he’d been kept by a wealthy woman who had died and left him her entire estate). I discounted even the most realistic of them, because none of them fit the man I had come to care for.

As we grew closer, I’d thought that he’d tell me about those years, or at least explain why discussion of them was off limits. But every time the subject came up, he closed off in such a forbidding way that I knew pressing him would end the relationship. And so I merely wondered and brooded and repeatedly pored over his file.

It would be easy, I’d often thought, for an investigator of my experience and contacts to uncover Hy’s secret. Even the most closemouthed people let hints slip; even the most careful leave traces of their past. But aside from checking with the CIA and the FBI, which would “neither confirm or deny” Hy’s past employment, I’d managed to control myself. So far . . .

Even the simple act of setting up a file was a violation. I felt ashamed every time I saw the neatly typed label, wrestled with guilt every time I opened the folder. And I also had to question my motive: Did I want to know about those years because the understanding would bring me closer to Hy, or was I merely curious? Did his silence disturb me because it erected a barrier between us or because it hurt my pride?

I moved my hand toward the stack tray again. I should destroy the file and forget it. If I ripped it up and tossed it in the wastebasket right now, by Monday the trash would have been collected and I wouldn’t even be tempted to retrieve the pieces.

But I wasn’t ready to that—not yet.


CHAPTER THREE

By the time I went down to the kitchen, the Friday happy hour was under way. Ted was there, setting out chips and salsa. Rae was there, too, and surprisingly, so were the painter and the man who was installing the skylights—minus his crowbar. Larry Koslowski, our resident health nut, was blending some god-awful cocktail of natural fruit juices and mysterious powders, and arguing with Pam Ogata about the merits of tofu hot dogs. A couple of the secretaries from the other building wandered in, followed by the neighbors’ German shepherd. The shepherd lay down quietly on the rag rug in front of the sink and watched us with its soft, intelligent eyes; I was certain he found the goings-on bizarre and pointless. As I fetched a glass of white wine, I stopped to pat him and said, “Sometimes I agree with you, guy.” He looked up to see if I had any food and then ignored me.

Jack Stuart sat at the round oak table near the windows. Jack, so the women claim, is the co-op’s hunk, and I have to admit that a body honed lean by frequent rock climbing, a craggy face that only improves with age, and a thick shock of silvering hair add up to a pretty attractive package. A while back I had my chances with him when he became ridiculously smitten with me on the rebound from his divorce, and there are still times when I regret how prudently I ignored his overtures.

I went up to the table and took the chair next to him, figuring I’d clear the air about the Benedict matter. Jack’s face lit up when he saw me. “Well?”

“I found the file you put on my desk.”

“You read it yet?”

“My God, I’ve only been back here half an hour. Why didn’t you tell me this was a case for the Historical Tribunal?”

“You wouldn’t have gone to see her if I had.”

“And you also conveniently timed this for when Hank’s on vacation and can’t throw a fit about me wasting my time.”

“Guilty again. You going to shoot me for my subterfuge?” He said it lightly, but his brows immediately drew together in consternation. I knew he was thinking of a night the previous summer when he’d seen a coldly murderous side of me that few people had known existed. It was a night that had almost severed my close ties to my friends at the co-op, and continued to strain them whenever the memory surfaced.

“Hey,” I said, “it’s okay.”

“Thoughtless of me.”

“Look, Jack, you can’t tippy-toe around the subject forever, I’ve put it behind me, and you should too.”

He nodded. “So tell me—what’d you think of Lis?”

“At first I didn’t like her. She’s got a mighty thick protective shell, and it makes her come off as pushy and abrasive. Of course, I realize a woman like her would have to develop that in order to survive in prison. She’s not your average ex-con.”

“No. She’s well educated—Bryn Mawr—and was raised in Scarsdale. That, plus the victim’s own background, was one of the things that made the Two Penny Murder so intriguing.

“And notorious. Those pennies—am I right in thinking there was something unusual about them, besides their being placed on Cordy McKittridge’s eyes?”

“Un-huh. They were war-issue lead pennies.”

“That’s a misnomer; they weren’t made of lead. They were zinc-coated steel, minted only in nineteen forty-three, due to the wartime copper shortage.”

Jack raised his eyebrows. “Were’d you lay your hands on that piece of trivia?”

“When we were kids, my brother Joey was willed a coin collection by one of our uncles. I was horribly jealous and would sneak into this room to study it, before he went and sold it so he could buy a surfboard.

“Joey sounds like a sentimental fool.”

“Oh, he’s been in the running for village idiot all his life, but I love him anyway. To get back to Lis Benedict—her tough shell took quite a beating this afternoon.” I told him about the graffiti. “Did you know she’s also received phone threats telling her to get out of town?”

“I had no idea, and I’m sure Judy doesn’t either.”

“She wouldn’t have told me about them except for the graffiti. I’ve got Tony Neuva working on that, trying to let a line on the kid who did it. There’s a possibility somebody hired him.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because the phone caller used the same words that were painted on Judy’s house. This sounds like a campaign of harassment rather than a kid acting on a whim.”

Jacked rubbed his chin. “Poor Lis. Why would anyone want to harass her now?”

“Well, people don’t forgive, I guess. Or forget, given the recent publicity. What about the McKittridge family? They kept blocking her parole.”

“Harassment’s not their style. And most of them area dead now, except for Cordy’s brother, who lives in England.”

“Tell me about them. All I know is that their money went back to the Nevada silver boom.”

“The McKittridges were once the cream of San Francisco society: mansion in Pacific Heights, country estate in Hillsborough, ranch in the Napa Valley. The old man was a member of the Pacific Union Club. Cordy was your classic tall, aristocratic blonde, went to the right school—Katherine Delmar Burke—and came out at the Winter Cotillion at the Sheraton Palace. But then everything went haywire.”

“She rebelled.”

“Uh-huh. Refused to go to college, started running with a wild crowd. Affairs with married men, dabbling in the bohemian culture, lots of booze and marijuana. Sign of the times, I guess: in fifty-four, the insulated little world of our social circle was falling apart. The war had changed everything.”

I was silent for a moment, toying with the stem of my wineglass. The German shepard wandered over and rested his head on Jack’s knee. Jack fed him a taco chip.

“Jack,” I said after a moment, “do you really believe Lis Benedict is innocent?”

“I do.”

Why was he so definite? I wondered. Certainly not because he was in love with Judy. Jack was a good criminal lawyer, and in the course of his career he’d heard even more lies and bullshit than I had. He wouldn’t allow his emotions, however strong, to blind him to the facts.

“You sound as if you think otherwise,” he added.

“I’m not sure.”

“Read the transcript.”

“Jack, I have to warn you, I feel a tremendous resistance to this case.”

“I told Judy you would. And frankly I don’t blame you. But how much trouble would it be to go over the transcript?”

“Not much. I suppose I could look at it this weekend. And I do want to find out who’s responsible for those phone calls and the graffiti.” I glanced at my watch. “What’s keeping Nueva, anyway? He said he’d report by five, and it’s almost six now. I’ve never known him to come up empty-handed on something this simple—much less pass up an extra ten bucks.”

Rae came up next to me. “Shar, I’m going to run some errands before I go over to your house,” she said, “Can I have a spare key in case you’re not home when I get there?”

“Sure. Ask Ted for his.”

She nodded and headed for the door.

Jack raised his eyebrows.

“I’ve acquired a temporary roommate. Her garret’s open to the air until the skylights are installed, so I offered her the use of my guest room.”

“Skylights—Jesus. I don’t know why Hank’s such a soft touch where Rae’s concerned. He spoils her rotten. She’s already preempted a third of the attic for her living space; why does she need skylights too?”

I shrugged. “There’s something about Rae that makes people want to spoil her rotten.”

“Guess so. How come she’s staying with you instead of Willie?”

“He’s up in Reno this weekend opening a new store, and I don’t think she likes to stay in that big house of his when he’s not there.” Willie Whelan, Rae’s current love, had expanded his chain of cut-rate jewelry stores to Nevada. Soon most of the newlyweds who had tied the knot in the West’s marriage Mecca would be up to their eyeballs in debt to him. “Rae’s promised to help me get my garden in shape for spring planting,” I added.

“A little late, aren’t you? It’s already the end of May.”

“Not as late as last year; I didn’t get so much as a petunia into the ground. Rae and I have a hot weekend planned: hard work in the garden followed by a culinary experiment with Larry’s mushroom enchilada recipe, and then early to bed—alone.”

“Hy’s not flying down?”

Hy is a pilot and owns a Citabria Decathlon, a small aerobatic plane that is a sweet, sometimes scary thrill to fly in. “I haven’t heard from him, so I assume not. But you never know; he’s one of the world’s truly unpredictable souls.” And puzzling ones, I added to myself. “Anyway, the most I’m hoping for from the weekend is that this weather will hold so I can laze on my deck on Sunday and contemplate the fruits of our labors.” I paused. “Do you and Judy have plans for tomorrow night?”

“No. It’s one of those hot weekends for us, too. Why?”

“I was thinking you might come for mushroom enchiladas. Bring Lis, too. It would be a good chance for all of us to talk, since I intend to go over that transcript tonight.” Even as I spoke, a plan took form; I’d read up on the case, feed everybody, make some provocative comments that would pique Rae’s interest, and turn the case over to her. The easy way out, maybe, but Rae was a good investigator, and I could always help—more effectively because I could maintain a certain objective distance.

Jack looked skeptical. “Dinner sounds fine, but I don’t know about the enchiladas. Koslowski’s recipes . . .”

“Rae’s had them, and she says they’re good. Trying them is part of my campaign to begin eating more healthfully.”

“You’re just a bundle of good intentions these days, aren’t you?”

“So far I’m only working on my minor flaws. The major ones would take more effort that I can put forth right now.”

“Well, we’ll be happy to bring some wine—something robust to drown out the peculiar undertaste that all Larry’s recipes have.”

I smiled. “Tomorrow night at seven, then.”

After I’d set my empty wineglass in the sink, I went down the hall to Ted’s desk, to see if someone might have taken a call from Tony Neuva and neglected to locate me. Surprisingly, Ted had returned to the foyer, was sitting in his chair staring into space. I hesitate, not wishing to intrude, but he glanced my way and monitored for me to come in.

“Don’t mind me,” he said. “I’m just brooding.”

“About something specific or everything in general?”

“Oh . . .” he shrugged.

I waited, but he didn’t go on. During the past six months I’d noticed a worrisome change in Ted. He was as efficient and devoted to his work as ever, but at times I could tell he felt overburdened. He laughed and joked as much as ever, but often his humor had an edge. And more and more I found him staring blankly like this or aimlessly wandering through the house.

Of course, I reasoned, these were hard times for a gay person. Ted had lost his oldest friend to AIDS, more recent friends and former lovers, too. So far—thank God—he’d tested negative for HIV, but the prospect of a positive result always cast enough of a shadow so that Ted had engaged in no relationships for quite some time.

Loneliness, I thought now, was the crux of his problem. Throwing himself into his work couldn’t fill the void; neither could any amount of laughter and joking and socializing. And much as we at All Souls loved him, that still couldn’t take the place of the love of one special person. Still, you have to try to help….

I perched on the edge of his desk. “Want to talk?”

He shrugged again. “Nothing to talk about. It’s just more of the same.”

“I’m always here for you.”

“I know that. Friends like you are what keep me from hanging myself from the roof beam.”

“That’s just as well—the skylight guy says it’s rotten, remember?”

He smiled faintly.

“By the way,” I added, “did Tony Neuva call me while you were sitting here?”

“Nobody’s called, and I don’t see any message in your box.”

“Odd. Well, I’m out of here. See you Monday.”

As I went upstairs to fetch my jacket and bag, I wondered about Tony. This was the first time since I’d been using him that he’d failed to deliver when promised.


CHAPTER FOUR

The evidence at this trial will show that the defendant, Lisbeth Ingrid Benedict, had the motive, the opportunity, and the means to murder Cordelia McKittridge. It will further show that Mrs. Benedict made complicated and well-thought-out preparations for her crime, and that she went to the dovecote on the Seacliff property belonging to the Institute for North American Studies on the evening of Friday, June twenty-second with full intent to kill the young woman she had lured there.

The portion of the transcript containing Deputy District Attorney Joseph Stameroff’s opening statement lay on my kitchen counter. I wanted to go over both it and the closing statement before my dinner guests arrived in two hours. Now I left off reading and went to stir the lumpy grayish white mixture in the cast-iron skillet on the stove.

Stameroff had argued persuasively for the People, and the state’s case, while circumstantial, had been strong. But there were a few holes, made obvious by the passage of time and my own detachment. Holes that might lead to various avenues of inquiry.

I gave the mushroom mixture a final stir and went back to my reading.

The evidence at this trial will show Lisbeth Benedict’s motive to be age-old unoriginal; a betrayed wife’s jealousy of her husband’s younger paramour. The defendant’s solution to the problem of a faithless husband was also age-old and unoriginal, but she took advantage of her opportunities in a creative manner. The opportunity: The evidence will show that Mrs. Benedict was aware of her husband Vincent’s habit of meeting with Miss McKittridge at the dovecote on the think tank’s property. That she knew he set up these assignations by note rather than by telephone. That she was aware that on the night of June twenty-second her husband, his colleagues, and their spouses would be at a banquet in honor of visiting Secretary of State John Foster Dulles at the Blue Fox restaurant downtown—an event no one would miss.

A bubbling noise came from the stove; the heat under the skillet was too high. I adjusted it, then picked up the wooden spoon and tasted a mushroom. It had no more flavor than cardboard, was overpowered by the green chilies. And the sauce . . . it must have been the low-fat cottage cheese that had given it that lumpy consistency. The yogurt didn’t help the flavor, and the lack of salt . . . Quickly I grabbed the shaker and dumped in a couple of teaspoonfuls, then pulled the transcript closer, stirring as I read.

The means: The evidence will show that Lisbeth Benedict had studied calligraphy, was in fact an excellent calligrapher, and was in the habit of signing her husband’s name to checks when it was not possible to obtain his signature. That she was fully capable of creating a note that Cordelia McKittridge would believe came from her lover, requesting that she meet him at the dovecote on the evening of June twenty-second. That Mrs. Benedict came down with a convenient and unconfirmed case of food poisoning on the afternoon of June twenty-second and was allegedly forced to cancel out of the dinner for the secretary of state. That the household staff had been given the evening off, and that Mrs. Benedict and her ten-year-old daughter, Judy, were the only persons at the estate from six o’clock until midnight. The only persons save for one other: Cordelia McKittridge.

I tasted the mushroom mixture again. The salt had done absolutely nothing for the dreadful concoction. Tossing the looming spector of high blood pressure to the winds, I grabbed the shaker and dumped in a whole handful. On the back burner sat a second skillet containing a tomato-based sauce to be poured over the filled enchiladas. I hesitated before tasting it. The oily sheen on its surface—what could have caused it? Health food wasn’t supposed to be greasy. I dipped the spoon into the skillet and sampled a small amount. Oh, that was nasty stuff! Shuddering, I went back to the transcript.

The People, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, cannot presume to know exactly what went on in that isolated dovecote between Lisbeth Benedict and Cordelia McKittridge. We can assume that angry words were spoken on both sides; we can assume that emotions ran high. The evidence will show that Cordelia McKittridge was attacked with a pair of gardening shears, that she was badly mutilated, that she died of exsanguinations—that is to say, she bled to death on the floor of the dovecote. Testimony from Mrs. Benedict’s own daughter will show that the defendant returned to the mansion shortly after ten that evening with red stains on her dress, stains that she later—much later, after she was arrested for the crime—attempted to explain as ink stains. But, ladies and gentlemen, it would have taken a great deal of ink to make those stains; Cordelia McKittridge lost practically all her blood.

I looked up from the page, glanced at the skillet containing the red sauce, then tried to wipe the obvious from my mind with a flurry of activity. I dumped in some garlic powder, followed by more cumin and chili powder. Stirred furiously and tasted.

“Oh, my God!”

Whatever restraints I’d imposed upon myself in the interests of sound nutrition fell by the wayside. I snatched up a bottle of red cooking wine and poured with abandon. As the vile concoction simmered, I read on.

A crime of passion, you say? Violent and reprehensible, but understandable as a product of momentary insanity? No, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, it was not.

The evidence we are about to present will show that the murder weapon—those sharp and deadly shears—was not seized either in an unanticipated fit of rage or self-defense. The shears were kept, not in the dovecote, but in the gardener’s shed, had in fact been in the shed when the gardener locked it before going home at five that afternoon. And a duplicate key to that shed was kept on a Peg-Board in the pantry of the mansion, easily accessible to any of the residents. Lisbeth Benedict went to the dovecote with those shears in hand, prepared to do murder.

You may recall that we have stated that Lisbeth Benedict took advantage of her opportunities in a creative manner. Creativity was one of the hallmarks of this crime. Lisbeth Benedict took with her to the dovecote not only the shears with which she killed Cordelia McKittridge but also two symbolic objects. And she came away from there with an even more symbolic object.

The objects that the defendant took with her were two pennies. It could be claimed that everyone has at least one pair of pennies with him at any given time, but these were not ordinary coins. They were war-issue pennies, no longer in wide circulation. And although we cannot presume to know what significance they held for Lisbeth Benedict, we do know what she did with them. After Cordelia McKittridge had bled to death there on the floor of the dovecote, the defendant laid her body out as if for burial and placed one of those pennies on either eye. And the symbolic object she took away with her? A ring. An amethyst ring that the evidence will show had been given to Miss McKittridge by the defendant’s husband. A ring that was later found among the defendant’s things by her daughter, Judy, after the family had moved from the estate to their own home, where outsiders would have no access to their possessions. A ring, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, that was not merely removed from Cordelia McKittridge’s hand, but hacked from it—along with the finger on which she wore it.

I pushed the transcript away. Right there was the reason I didn’t want to reinvestigate this case. Perhaps what had been done to Cordy McKittridge was mild in comparison to what went on today, but it still repulsed me. And just as I refused to watch splatter movies or read lovingly crafted fiction or true-crime accounts dwelling on mutilation and sadism, I didn’t have to deal with this.

I was beginning to very much regret having included Lis Benedict in my dinner invitation. How could I sit at the same table with her when I still harbored doubts that she was innocent of this atrocity?

The heat had edged up under the mushroom mixture again. It bubbled, and a grayish white blob flew through the air and onto the counter. I glared at it, consulted the recipe. What was I supposed to do next with this horrible concoction? Wrap it in corn tortillas. Pour the sauce over them. Top with Monterey Jack cheese and bake.

Oh, no. I wouldn’t! I wasn’t wasting perfectly good tortillas and cheese on this. I hefted the pan containing the mushroom mixture, carried it to the sink, and dumped it into the Disposal. Then I went back for the tomato sauce.

Just as I tipped the skillet over the sink, Rae came in from the backyard, face rosy from a day in the sun, fresh crop of freckles blossoming on the bridge of her nose. In her hand she carried a pair of gardening shears.

My eyes rested on them, and I recoiled. Looked at the thick red mixture washing down the drain. And thought. The finger. Good God, what happened to Cordy’s finger?

Rae stared at me. “Shar, are you okay? What’s going on here?”

“This stuff is inedible, that’s what! I thought you said Larry made these for you and they were good.”

“Well, that’s how I remember them. But I’d fortified myself with wine. You always have to do that when Larry cooks.”

“Now you tell me! Listen, I need you to go to the store right away.”

“What for?”

“For something to eat!”

She laughed and set the shears on the counter. “All right. I suppose this is my fault . . . sort of. What do you need?”

“Sourdough—a couple of loaves. Shredded Parmesan—lots. Spaghetti. And you’d better get something for us to snack on; It’s going to take a while for my spaghetti sauce to defrost.”

Rae grabbed her car keys from the table and went down the hall. I tidied the kitchen, put the spaghetti sauce into the microwave, and took a glass of wine and the trial transcript outside to the deck.

The early evening was unusually warm and clear. Mellow rays of sun showed a transformed backyard. Rae and I had tamed the wild vegetation and weeded overrun flower beds; all that remained was planting. Tomorrow, I thought as I sat on one of the lounges. I might make a run to the big nursery out on Bayshore Boulevard. I’d buy colorful flowers, whatever the nursing people could recommend that needed little watering, since drought-induced rationing was still on.

I heard a scrabbling sound and looked up in time to see an orange cat face peer over the back fence. Ralph, home for his supper. Moments later he was joined by his calico sister, Alice. For a few seconds both looked stunned at the loss of their jungle. Then, adaptable creatures that they were, they bounded down and raced for the house. Allie hissing as Ralph leapt over her on the steps. He gave her a condescending look and stalked inside to the food bowl. Allie flopped at my feet, and I scratched her with my toes as I went back to the transcript.

The prosecutor’s closing argument repeated the points he’d made in his opening statement, tying them together more firmly to the evidence and dwelling on the heinousness of the crime. I skimmed it, then rechecked several portions of the actual testimony. There were a number of areas in the state’s case that seemed weak to me, but most of these had gone unchallenged by Lis Benedict’s attorney, a public defender and not a particularly good one.

I wondered about her legal representation. Her husband, by all accounts, had been well paid, and Lis’s own family was affluent. Surely they could have afforded a better attorney. And what about the well-funded Institute for North American Studies? Why hadn’t they come to the aid of their staff member’s wife? I couldn’t pinpoint specific instances, but my impression was that no one had given Lis much support. Perhaps the rumors of a cover-up had some basis; perhaps Lis had been sacrificed to protect someone or something more important than she.

I reviewed my mental list of weaknesses in the evidence. First, the note that Lis had allegedly forged to lure Cordy McKittridge to the dovecote. A friend of Cordy’s, Louise Wingfield, had testified as to its existence, but she never actually read it. Wingfield had merely recognized what she thought was Vincent Benedict’s handwriting on the envelope. Any competent attorney could have demolished the testimony, but Lis’s public defender had passed the witness.

A second and, to me, vitally important area that had gone unexplored was the issue of the men in Cordy’s life. Her promiscuity had been whitewashed at the trial, the affair with Vincent Benedict made to seem a great, albeit illicit, love. But the recent recap of the case that had appeared in the Examiner pointed out that Cordy had been wild, was said to have engaged in affairs with two or more men at the Institute. Who was that other man—or men? Why hadn’t Lis’s attorney used Cordy’s reputation to cast suspicion on someone other than his client?

The pennies had been used to close Cordy’s eyes bothered me, too. Joseph Stameroff had mentioned them in his opening statement, but then made no attempt to tie them to the defendant or to explain their symbolism. As he’d said, they were unusual coins no longer in wide circulation; surely proving they belonged to Lis Benedict would have cemented his case. And yet, after the initial mention, he’d let the subject drop.

Finally, the testimony of the state’s star witness, ten-year-old Judy Benedict, was extremely tenuous. All she had been able to say about the stains on her mother’s clothing was that they were large and red. No clothing of Lis’s with either ink stains or bloodstains had ever been recovered. The evidence of the ring that Judy found among her mother’s possessions after the family had moved from Seacliff to a house in the nearby Outer Richmond district was straightforward enough; but Deputy District Attorney Stameroff’s contention that outsiders would have had no access to the residence seemed farfetched, and there was no proof that the ring hadn’t been placed beforehand in one of the boxes the Benedicts moved from Seacliff. Again, the public defender had not raised this important issue.

I paged back through the transcript and reread Judy’s testimony. Even in this dry form, the words showed a strong rapport between the prosecutor and his witness. Ten was a highly suggestible age, and a young girl whose mother was in jail and whose father seemed to have little or no interest in her would have been eager to please an adult who cared. I didn’t doubt that Stameroff and his wife had been genuinely fond of Judy; after all, they’d taken her as their own daughter after the trial. But it was possible that the prosecutor had exerted undue influence over her; the case had high visibility, and a conviction would have been sure to further his political career. And it had: today Joseph Stameroff was a justice on the state supreme court.

Yes, I thought, there were plenty of avenues that warranted investigation. Talk with Lis Benedict, with Judy, with Joseph Stameroff. Find out about the public defender . . . what was his name? Harry Moylan. Find out if Moylan was still alive and, if so, talk with him. The same for other witnesses, other members of the Institute staff. And what about Vincent Benedict? Why had he given up his daughter for adoption, and what had happened to him?

Then there were present events that needed looking into—the phone calls to Lis and the graffiti. At first I’d tended to doubt they were connected to the old case, except in a very peripheral way, but now I wasn’t so sure. Tony Nueva had yet to contact me, which meant he’d come up empty-handed and was too proud to admit it. That bothered me most of all; a secret that Tony couldn’t ferret out was a closely guarded one; I’d have to check with him—

Abruptly I applied the mental brakes, reminding myself that this was going to be Rae’s case. And was surprised to feel a twinge of regret. . .
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