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Private Eye
“A bit of an oddball in this business” 

by nell porter brown

While snooping  for signs 
that a suburban salon was 
illegally shooting up its cli-
ents with Botox, Sarah Al-

corn ’90 went undercover: “I wore too much 
makeup and acted like a ditz.” Searching 
Boston’s homeless shelters for a junkie who’d 
witnessed an armed robbery, she feigned di-
shevelment and “dressed in sweats.” Once 
she donned a brunette wig and sunglasses 
to tail an alleged adulteress at a hotel. “I like 
to fit into any canvas,” says the petite faux 
blond while scrolling through the database 
of public divorce records at the Middle-
sex County Probate and Family Court for 
background information in an assault case. 
“Changing personas appeals to me.”

A fine-arts concentrator at Harvard, Al-
corn worked on props and set design in Hol-

lywood (hence the fondness for hairpieces) 
before becoming a private criminal inves-
tigator 17 years ago. Chameleonic versatil-
ity and cleverness aren’t the only traits she 
exploits to succeed in a field traditionally 
dominated by tough men—but they have 
helped. “I spend a lot of time knocking on 
doors and getting people who don’t want to 
talk to me to talk to me,” she reports. “Some 
people respond to the P.I. who’s an ex-cop 
and might throw his weight around a little. 
I find the social worker/nice lady vibe often 
works better for me.”

She has worked on at least a thousand 
cases, including an ancillary trial connected 
to the Boston Marathon bombing, and is on 
the defense team in the high-profile murder 
of Boston toddler Bella Bond, whose body 
washed up on Deer Island last year. Some 25 

that a solution is to be found in a more active 
and intrusive federal government.

When the authors turn to other ques-
tions, such as how to take costs out of the 
higher-education system writ large, the 
“Agenda for Change” runs even further 
afield. They rightly suggest, for instance, 
that we have too many doctoral programs at 
second- and third-tier institutions generat-
ing an over-supply of Ph.D.’s in the market-
place. Yet the solution they proffer is simply 
a call for a “tough reexamination of real na-
tional needs and costs,” without much hope 
for success. Similarly, they discuss the “reck-
less and wasteful” and integrity-destroying 
role of high-profile sports at many institu-
tions. Yet, again, the authors are short on 
solutions. They cite legal challenges to the 
system or direct governmental action as the 
only realistic (but not at all likely) path for-
ward. Finally, although they correctly note 
the promise of “adaptive learning”—a blend 
of face-to-face instruction with technolo-
gy-assisted feedback loops—for improving 
student outcomes, they fail to explain how 
the institutions serving the most needy stu-
dents can acquire the capital and expertise 
required to make progress in this domain.

These caveats notwithstanding, Lesson Plan 
is an invaluable guide for anyone who cares 
about the core American value of equal op-
portunity, and the role 
higher education has 
and should continue to 
play in translating this 
value into economic 
vitality and a healthy 
democracy. One hopes 
that the wisdom offered 
by these distinguished 
scholars will find a  
receptive audience as 
this consequential po-
litical season continues 
to unfold.  

Clayton Spencer, A.M. ’82, 
is president of Bates College; 
she was previously vice pres-
ident for policy at Harvard, 
where she worked with four 
University presidents dur-
ing a 15-year period, and 
chief education counsel of 
the U.S. Senate from 1993 
to 1997, serving under Sena-
tor Edward M. Kennedy ’54, 
LL.D. ’08.
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Posing with a tool of the trade, 
Alcorn can revel in her job’s 
reflection of film noir. 
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other current cases range from sexual and 
armed assaults, financial frauds, and robber-
ies to adult murders, drug deals, bar fights, 
and domestic abuse. She also takes on civil 
suits and divorces, along with the occasional 
missing-person search.

A few years ago, on an icy February night, 
Alcorn was out looking for a mentally ill 
teenage runaway. Worried that he might 
freeze to death, she urgently checked po-
lice stations, shelters, parks, and hospitals, 
and questioned homeless people sleeping 
outside. It turned out “the kid had his par-
ents’ credit card and was staying at a four-
star hotel. Living like a lord,” she says. “The 
lesson there was: Follow the money.”

It also clarifies that detective work is 
rarely glamorous. Alcorn spends most of 
her workdays alone, logging hours at the 
computer trawling social-media sites and 
proprietary databases for authorized law 
enforcers and private investigators, like 
IRBsearch and Locate PLUS, or talking on 
the phone, trying to reach relatives, friends, 
and other potential witnesses who can shed 
light on a crime or a defendant. She gets out 
of the office to document crime scenes, col-
lect information at courthouses, libraries, 
and archives (often a tedious process, even 
without the wheedling), attend hearings or 
trials, visit inmates, and drive around neigh-
borhoods looking for people.

“People would not enjoy watching real 
detective work,” says David J. Prum ’80, a 
former longtime private investigator who 
was Alcorn’s mentor and then business 
partner until she opened her solo practice, 
Greystones Investigation, in 2005. It’s not 
about building a broad, alluring narrative, 
but “getting raw information, exactly the 
words and intention around ‘what A said 
and B said and C said’ and laying them all 
down and keeping it all straight in your head 
while you’re trying to get the story out of the 
next person,” he adds. “In a complex case, it’s 
like needlework or dissection: you have to be 
precise and have extreme patience and toler-
ance” for pinning down minutiae.

The  Harvard Alumni Association (HAA),  says new 
president Martin J. Grasso Jr. ’78, offers “the luxury of stay-
ing in the conversations we had as undergraduate and grad-
uate students with the most interesting and intellectually 
stimulating people we know.” The Boston-based CEO of 
Pearl Street Capital Group began his one-year term July 1, 
taking over from Paul L. Choi ’86, J.D. ’89. The HAA includes 
330,000 alumni worldwide, and coordinates clubs, SIGs, and 
class reunions, along with educational trips, online learning, 
international gatherings, and opportunities for professional 
and social networking.

The HAA also harnesses the power and talents of scores 
of alumni volunteers who serve on committees, help put on 
Commencement, recruit and interview applicants for admission, 
produce class news and notes, and otherwise keep classmates 
engaged in University life. 

As one such volunteer, Grasso has served on the HAA 
board’s executive committee since 2013 and is a former co-chair 
of the College broadening engagement committee charged with 
cultivating a critical base of support: alumni between their 
twenty-fifth and fortieth reunion years. The work has kept him 
close to intellectual life at the University, the vitality of young, 
bright students, and a cohort of enthusiastic fellow alumni. He 
says he has also enjoyed “mentoring high-school students in the 
college application process who are keenly interested in attend-
ing Harvard.” He credits his public-school teachers in Revere, 
Massachusetts, as well as a “young, scrubby-faced, junior admis-
sions officer”—William R. Fitzsimmons ’67, Ed.D. ’71, now dean 
of admissions and financial aid—with convincing him that “Har-
vard might actually be within reach, both academically and fi-
nancially.”

Grasso’s also grateful to his parents’ teachings: the effective 

and “cheery nature” that his mother, a homemaker, brought to 
volunteer civic work; the way his father, a postal worker, gas-
station manager, and World War II veteran, exemplified “the 
value of a job well done by somehow dignifying even the most 
menial of tasks.” Both still influence his approach to life and work.

Pearl Street Capital Group, he explains, “provides debt capital 
to very rapidly growing technology and life-sciences enterprises 
that are backed by the elite venture capital syndicates in the U.S.” 
The job not only stimulates Grasso’s “brain plasticity, virtually 
every day,” it also contributes to the former ice-hockey player’s 
lifelong, extensive workout regimen: he monitors scientific ad-
vances in sports medicine and fitness training in search of “new 
methodologies for maintaining physical health and longevity.”

These stimuli helped him set the theme for the HAA board of 
directors’ upcoming annual meetings. (The February session, for 
example, features George Church, Winthrop professor of genet-
ics and director of the Personal Genome Project.) Grasso plans 
to emphasize how “volunteerism in general, and being a part of 
the HAA in particular, greatly improves the quality of one’s life,” 
he adds. “My experience at the HAA has made this notion axi-
omatic for me.” vn.p.b.

S t a y i n g  F i t  

T h r o u g h  t h e  H A A

Martin J.  
Grasso Jr.
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In the larger scheme, Alcorn’s daily dog-
gedness reinforces the integrity of the crim-
inal-justice system, she hopes, and helps 
keep jury trials “healthy.” Prosecutors rely 
on police detectives to gather evidence, 
primarily of guilt, but defense attorneys 
hire private investigators, like Alcorn, to 
dig up information that exculpates, or at 
least raises reasonable doubt among jurors. 
About half her cases involve indigents with 
assigned public defenders—“low-paying 
work, but abundant and interesting,” she 
says. (More lucrative corporate and secu-
rity work, or insurance investigations, are 
“boring.”) Early on, she enthusiastically 
sought to “Put away the bad guys! They’re 
a bunch of scumbags!” she recalls—“I am 
not a bleeding-heart liberal, by the way”—
but she soon saw enough to conclude that 
with the “full weight of the police depart-
ment, the prosecutor’s office, the Common-
wealth against them, the little guy or the 
little woman needs help,” even if it’s just 
mitigating the charges against them.

She points to an old Cambridge case, 
where a police officer reported seeing a drug 
deal in a park. When she went to the scene, 
not only was the distance between the deal’s 
alleged location and the officer’s position 
too great to see “a little baggie get passed 
between hands,” she says, but the transac-
tion supposedly happened at night—and 
the view was “blocked by trees.” “There’s 
no way anyone could see that. It was ab-
surd,” she declares. “Now, was the alleged 
drug dealer a questionable character? Prob-
ably. However, in this case it doesn’t matter 
if he dealt drugs 50 times before. They can’t 
just make up stuff to get a guilty verdict.”

One of the few times she has felt threat-
ened came while investigating a police shoot-
ing, and someone—either a fellow private 
detective or a law-enforcement officer (she 
believes it was the latter)—used an autho-
rized database to link her to the case. “They 
published my name and address and my par-
ents’ address and wrote ‘This is the wom-
an,’” she says. Police misconduct occurs, she 

says, but “I do wonder to what extent a lot 
of police officers are suffering from a kind 
of PTSD, and so [they display] this hyper-
vigilance. It doesn’t excuse [misconduct] but 
it maybe explains some of the behavior. I am 
not anti-police; I think it’s a very tough job.”

Within an often overheated, adversari-

al system, Alcorn’s duties are surprisingly 
neutral. She finds out what witnesses saw 
and think they know to be true (the accu-
racy of eyewitness testimony, once the bed-
rock of guilty verdicts, is increasingly being 
contested by scientists and in the courts), 
and what they will say on the stand, tak-
ing notes that can lead to depositions. She 

reports “whatever it is: good, bad, or indif-
ferent.” If someone tells her the gun was in 
her client’s hand, she needs to know that’s 
what will surface at trial.

The work resembles social anthropology, 
in its conscious avoidance of moral judg-
ments. “People waste a lot of time trying 

to understand crime in moral terms,” David 
Prum notes, “but crime is a completely nor-
mal human activity.” There are lawbreak-
ers devoid of a moral compass, he explains, 
“just like some people are color-blind,” 
but among the thousands of cases he has 
worked on, “I’ve only run into a few stone-
cold psychos. And it’s obvious when you do. 

You can’t fake that, nor would anyone 
want to.”

Instead Prum, who like Alcorn has 
theater experience, looks at many crimes 
as “bad performance art. What you see in 
courts is the result of a lot of young men—
because the majority of violent crimes are 
committed by men between the ages of 16 
and 24—who are stuck in a malignant nar-
rative. They are dramatizing themselves, 

New Leader,  
New Look
The Harvard Club of 
Boston, established in 
1908, has elected its first 
female president. Belmont 
resident Karen Van Win-
kle ’80, vice president of 
business development and 
marketing for Creative 
Office Pavilion, has been 
among those who helped 
launch and oversee the renovations that have transformed the Commonwealth Av-
enue club (see harvardmag.com/hcob-16). The improvements include a new rear 
entrance and elevator, six overnight room makeovers, numerous cosmetic updates, 
a revamped athletic club, and a new restaurant, called Veritas. 

The Harvard Club of Boston’s renovated Harvard Hall 
foyer (above), and new library-styled restaurant, Veritas

P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  R i c h a r d  M a n d e l k o r n / T h e  H a r v a r d  C l u b  o f  B o s t o n

“I am not anti-police; I think it’s a very tough job.”
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acting out to have an impact on their en-
vironment, not to be noticed but to notice 
themselves, expressing their beings in the 
face of a reality that ignores them.” He has 
never carried a gun because “What’s go-
ing to happen in a tense situation when a 
bad guy with a gun knows you’ve got one? 
He’s likely to use his first. I’ve been in bad 
situations with armed people and simply 
walked away. It’s not worth their while to 
attack if they see you leaving.”

With this in mind, Alcorn favors Mace 
over a gun. She approaches the job, at least 
when interviewing potential witnesses, 
largely as a creative employment of empathy. 
“The ability to imagine other people’s states 
of mind,” Prum calls it—to “care about what 
they are going to share with you.” Often, for 

witnesses and victims, these are the gritti-
est details of the most traumatic event of 
their lives. Alcorn, he says, has an “incred-
ible curiosity about other people—not be-
cause she is superficially interested in what 
she can get out of them, but because she is 
genuinely interested in the person sitting 
in front of her.”

Alcorn admits to  an abiding “affection 
for morally ambiguous people.” Where it 
stems from, she has no idea, but she seems 
to root for the “Tony Sopranos of the world.” 
And she finds crime—“why it happens, how 
it happens, how it’s solved, forensics, the 
incidental narratives—infinitely fascinat-
ing, you know?” She is also nosy. Engaging 
with thousands of people and visiting their 

homes, seeing how they live, offers “a view 
of the range of humanity that most people 
don’t get to see.” A hoarder’s home where 
“every single item was pink or purple, even 
the Christmas decorations. Floor to ceiling, 
filled with pink and purple clothing, boxes, 
toys.” The backyard of a house in the coun-
try where a murder had taken place, that 
was strewn with a dozen deer legs stick-
ing out of the frozen ground—“someone 
had been dressing deer back there”—and 
a dead cat.

Thirsty from an early age for such extreme 
sights, Alcorn moved to New York City after 
graduation to work in theater production, 
then quickly on to Los Angeles. There, she 
focused on production design, like creating 
props for Bottle Rocket, idiosyncratic director 
Wes Anderson’s first movie (she was also his 
girlfriend for a year). Her Hollywood career 
ultimately “tanked,” she says, “mostly be-
cause I was bottoming out on partying and 
bad activities.” In 1997, she returned to Bos-
ton, moved in with her parents (her father, 
Alfred Alcorn ’64, writes academic murder 
mysteries; see “Curating Murders,” July-Au-
gust 2010, page 15), and got sober through a 
12-step recovery process that she still abides 
by, finding that “doing the next right thing” 
serves her well.

Once clear-headed enough, she decided 
to put her love of research (likely inherited 
from her father, she adds) and preoccupa-
tion with crime to constructive use. She 
applied to become an FBI agent but, fortu-
itously, around that time met Prum through 
mutual friends, and “basically stalked him 
until he hired me.” (He confirms that.)

Alcorn had already been victimized by 
then, and responded with stealth. An ex-
boyfriend had been stalking her (“to the 
tune of trying to break down the door of 
my apartment”) and despite a restraining 
order, he didn’t stop. Alcorn staked out his 
house, followed him, and called the police 
on her cell phone until they served him with 
a restraining order-violation notice.

After five years as Prum’s apprentice and 
an interview with the Massachusetts State 
Police (both requirements for her state li-
cense), she officially became a private de-
tective—and, along the way, got married, 
had a daughter, Juliet, and soon divorced. 
She loves the jolt, what she calls the “hit,” 
of moving from “playing Barbies” on the 
carpet at home to, an hour later, locking 
up her valuables and “being processed” 
through the metal detector by guards at 

The Harvard Alumni Association  (HAA) has named Annalee Perez ’17, of Dunster 
House, and Brittany Wang ’17, of Quincy House, the 2016 David and Mimi Aloian 
Memorial Scholars for “honoring  the value of House life.”

In addition to serving in other roles on the House committee, Perez, of Murfrees-
boro, Tennessee, spearheaded the Big Moose and Little Moose mentoring program 
that pairs newly arrived sophomores with juniors and helped organize Senior Common 
Room dinners, Dunster Downtime, and other social gatherings to promote inclusion.

House committee co-chair Wang, of Southlake, Texas, spread awareness of mental-
health issues by connecting fellow students with Quincy Wellness Tutors. She also 
instituted Quincy Quarnival, an evening of games, to build a sense of community. 

Seniors  Help Houses Thr i ve
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Outstanding Service

Six alumni  are to receive Harvard Alum-
ni Association (HAA) Awards—for out-
standing volunteer service to the Univer-
sity through alumni activities—during the 
HAA board of directors’ fall 
meeting.

Walter K. Clair ’77, M.D. 
’81, M.P.H. ’85, of Nashville, 
is a former member of the 
Harvard Board of Over-
seers and of the governing 
boards’ joint committee for 
alumni affairs and develop-
ment. An HAA-elected director from 2002 
to 2005, he has also served as an executive 
committee member of the Harvard Club of 
Middle Tennessee, and as a member of  the 
admissions committees at Harvard Medical 
School and the Harvard T.H. Chan School 
of Public Health.

Ann Rand Eldridge ’57, M.A.T. ’59, of 
Cambridge, received the Radcliffe Distin-

guished Service Award in 
2007 for her work with the 
Radcliffe College Alumnae 
Association (RCAA) and 
the Radcliffe Institute. 
She is currently a Radcliffe 
Campaign volunteer and, 
at the HAA, a college di-
rector and former co-chair 

of the committee focused on maintaining 
connections with alumni. In addition, she 
chaired the Harvard Club of Eastern New 
York’s schools and scholarships committee 
for more than two decades, for which she 
received the Hiram S. Hunn Award in 2000. 

Frederick V. Fortmiller ’51, M.B.A. ’53, 
of Wellesley, Massachusetts, is a veteran of 
the U.S. Navy and the Ko-
rean War who, after his fif-
ty-fifth reunion, organized 
and published The Harvard 
College Class of 1951: In the Na-
tion’s Service, a collection 
of classmates’ service re-
membrances. As a class 
committee member since 
graduation, he has also been active with 
the reunion gift and planning committees 
and co-chaired the sixty-fifth reunion. He 
is also a stalwart on the HAA board of di-
rectors’ Happy Observance of Commence-
ment committee.

Kalle J. Heikkinen, M.B.A. ’91, of Hel-
sinki, is the founder and 
former president of the 
Harvard Club of Fin-
land, which hosted the 
2007 HAA European Club 
Leaders Meeting, and has 
raised scholarship mon-
ey for Finnish students to 
attend Harvard. He has 

chaired the club’s schools and scholarships 
committee for nearly 20 years, and joined 
the HAA’s board of directors in 2009 as a 
regional director for Europe. 

Juanita C. Hernández ’82, J.D. ’85, of 
Washington, D.C., is a longtime leader 
within the Harvard Law 
School Association, and 
a founding member and 
chair of its Latino alumni 
committee. She has been 
instrumental in organiz-
ing the school’s Celebra-
tion of Latino Alumni 
conferences, is president 
of the HLSA Club of Washington, D.C., 
chaired her thirtieth law-school reunion, 
and served as an HAA elected director 
from 1994 to 1997.

Carl F. Muller ’73, J.D.-M.B.A. ’76, of 
Greenville, South Carolina, worked with the 
HAA in various roles for more than a decade, 
and ended his tenure there as president in 
2013. He was a key member of the task force 
that rewrote the HAA’s constitution and 

helped align the work of 
the HAA and the Harvard 
College Fund. On the local 
level, he is a former presi-
dent of the Harvard Club 
of South Carolina and has 
been an alumni interviewer 
since 1973.

Walter K. 
Clair

Ann Rand 
Eldridge

Juanita C. 
Hernández

Carl F. Muller
Kalle J. 
Heikkinen

Frederick V. 
Fortmiller

a prison in order to interview a murderer. 
As a Harvard-educated, artistic sin-

gle mom, Alcorn knows she’s “a bit of an 
oddball in this business.” At educational 
workshops, conferences, and meetings of 
the Licensed Private Detective Association 
of Massachusetts, most of her colleagues 
have been “male, Republican, ex-cops with 
bellies,” she says—and “total sweethearts, 
helpful and accepting of me.” More wom-
en have entered the field within the last 
decade, however, and Alcorn, who stays 
abreast of the latest forensic procedures, le-
galities, databases, and technology through 
conferences and seminars, enjoys following 
the expertise of two of them—“location/
background gurus” Cynthia Hetherington 

and Michèle Stuart. At a recent course on 
conducting Dark Web searches (for typi-
cally illegal content that exists apart from 
the publicly accessible Internet and search 
engines), Alcorn says Hetherington warned 
that, “from a cyber safety perspective, it’s 
like walking with open cuts into a room 
full of vampires.”

Humorous—were it not true. Criminal 
work is steeped in “the darker side of human 
nature,” Alcorn acknowledges. “It is psy-
chically taxing, if nothing else.” More than 
90 percent of her cases result from people 
doing “something stupid to get money to 
get drugs, or being on drugs or alcohol,” she 
reports. Without insight into the addict’s 
frame of mind, and her own hard-earned 

recovery, she wouldn’t have lasted in the job 
“because there is so much hopelessness and 
death.” Every day she meets people strug-
gling just to get by and build a clean life who 
are consistently “hobbled by the system.” 
A witness she recently spoke to is on pro-
bation and therefore on call for drug test-
ing, meaning that even at work (and he feels 
lucky to have a job, she says), for a spot-
check, he must leave his post, take a long, 
round-trip bus ride to the site, and pay $11 
for the test. “How is he supposed to do that, 
and keep his job?” she asks.

Alcorn can’t help identifying with some 
people, especially women, especially wom-
en who drink. “I’ll show up in court some-
times and see some woman whose hair is all 
messy, her eyes are sunken, she’s got hand-
cuffs on, she looks completely confused, 
she’s hit someone with her car,” she says. 
“And I am no different. If I had not chosen 
the path that I took, I could be that woman, 
you know?” 

Ninety percent of  Alcorn’s cases result from 
people doing “something stupid to get money 
to get drugs, or being on drugs or alcohol.”
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