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      On the fifth day of the New Year, my Aunt Beatrice adhered strictly to her usual morning schedule. She rose at five, read a book till six, was showered and dressed by six thirty. By seven she headed north on her morning constitutional toward the colorful streets of Greenwich Village.

      Aunt Bea is fond of saying that she walks briskly every morning to keep in shape. But I can’t say this approach has yielded sterling results. Her shape and carriage hasn’t changed one bit in thirty years.

      The weather had been miserable these last few weeks, with rain, sleet, or snow in irritating abundance. It was officially The Winter Everyone Hated. After only minutes of traipsing through the slush, Bea sought the comforts of the warm, butter-scented interior of Anzotti’s Bakery on Thompson Street. She barreled up to the display case and began surveying the morning pastries. Behind the glass counter she saw everything from coffee cakes and English muffins to turnovers and sixteen types of doughnuts, cream and jelly-filled. They even had an international delights counter, complete with little paper flags of the world’s pastry-loving nations. My aunt’s eye beheld Irish soda bread, Mexican flan, Viennese strudel, not to mention Italian grostoli, cannoli, strufoli, sfogliatelle, biscotti, farfallette dolci, amaretti, panettone, and pasticcini.

      Aunt Bea inspected all these things and said, “I’ll take three prune Danish.”

      In other words, her usual order.

      She got one for herself, the others for her two longtime business associates, Amos Horne and Milo Barski.

      “That one looks a little flat,” she said, rapping the counter with her knuckles.

      “This one?” said the salesgirl, peering over the top. She knew my aunt by sight. Bea was the tall woman of a certain age, with a single stripe of white running through her thick, jet-black hair. She wore a wide-brimmed wool hat, a green puffy down jacket, a thick orange cardigan, and a flowery garment that some would charitably call a caftan and others would call a sheet.

      You might say that my aunt is legendary in this neighborhood. A legendary pain in the butt.

      “You talking about this one?” the salesgirl said, waiting.

      My aunt smiled. The sales clerk was a sleepy little thing, flour-faced and pimply, but Bea had no patience for her chicanery. “No,” she said, rapping again. “The one you slipped in the bag when you thought I was looking at the Bundt cakes.”

      “You want another one?” the girl said.

      “If you’re asking if I’d like the offending Danish replaced with a plumper one, then yes, I would.”

      The girl rolled her eyes and made the switch. My aunt said later that she was glad she’d spoken up. She knew Milo and Amos would kick up a fuss if their pastries were second rate. Had she known what was in store for her, she would have skipped the munchies altogether.

      She left the bakery, unfolded her gigantic umbrella—the one with the pink-and-yellow duck print—and walked a few blocks in the freezing rain to Broadway and Eighth Street, where she waited at the top of the subway steps. She glanced at her watch. It was 8:04 a.m. Amos was late. Figures. It was six minutes later, 8:10 a.m. precisely, when she spotted her arthritic friend slowly climbing the steps to the sidewalk.

      He was a small, neat, elderly man with a bristly gray moustache, wearing a tan overcoat and thick red scarf looped around his neck. On his head was a jaunty blue beret, dripping rain from its little tail. He looked ready to burst into “La Marseillaise.” He said, “You been waiting long?”

      Bea said no, of course not. She’d just gotten there. She used one of her oversized pink handkerchiefs to wipe droplets of rain from her face, and they were off. They walked four blocks up and two over to Fourth Avenue. My aunt unlocked the door of Book Lady & Friends Bookshop, and stepped into a cavernous space filled with used and rare books that stretched from floor to ceiling. It’s the sort of place that makes you feel as though you’ve fallen into a well whose walls are lined with paper and ink.

      Scented geraniums grow in the front windows in such profusion that they have pressed their thick leaves across the glass and climbed ever upward, blocking the view of all but the tallest of passersby. The ceiling is the original tin, painted bright screaming yellow. There’s a front checkout area with a cash register, a table to wrap purchases and sort new acquisitions, and a little conversation area in the back left corner, presided over by a giant spinning globe and a surly bronze bust of Giuseppe Verdi.

      Theoretically the bookstore carries a volume on every subject under the sun, but you don’t have to look far to glean my aunt’s true area of expertise—and her passion. The most striking thing about the Book Lady bookshop is the fully stocked demo kitchen situated at the back half of the store. There, cast-iron skillets and copper pots dangle overhead and threaten to brain anyone who wanders too close.

      My aunt installed the kitchen decades ago, at a time when many of her culinary heroes still lived and thought nothing of stopping by the shop to sign old copies of their backlist cookbooks and whip up a soufflé while they were at it. I remember one time walking in to find my aunt in deep conversation with Julia Child and Craig Claiborne. Each of them was wearing a pair of white gloves and taking turns carefully paging through some old book on culinary herbs that Aunt Bea had scored on a buying trip to London. The book later sold to a collector in Chappaqua for an undisclosed sum, but not before Child, Claiborne, and Aunt Bea made a careful transcription of the “receipts” preserved in those fragile brown pages.

      Fourth Avenue’s Book Row was like that once, a mile-long string of bookshops that was a tourist destination unto itself, drawing bibliophiles from all over the world. It was said that it could take you an entire Saturday to work your way down one end of the avenue to the other and back up again, browsing through store after store with all their little specialties. Once, there had been stores that sold nothing but travel books and maps, stores that specialized in biographies, ones that carried the poshest art and coffee table books you’ve ever seen, and ones that cared for nothing but poetry, the stranger the better.

      Years ago, the city had strangely decreed that the booksellers could no longer sell from carts on the sidewalk. They were a public menace! They blocked the flow of pedestrians! Anyone found in violation of that ordinance would be fined. Most booksellers complied, but after those long New York winters, who could blame them if they rolled out a cart or two on the first warm days of spring? In seconds, thanks to a couple of stir-crazy bookmen and ladies, that little stretch of New York City looked like Paris. I gather it must have been a pretty sweet thing to shop for books while the sun warmed your back and the planetrees on the sidewalk unfurled their crimson bulbous flowers.

      But that magical world had largely faded into the past. One by one, many stores closed due to rising rents and unsympathetic landlords, until there were just a few left. Hangers-on like my aunt and a few others.

      She stood in the kitchen now—that crazy wide hat still on her head—firing up the temperamental espresso machine and setting out the store-bought pastries on mismatched plates of bone china. As she started the first of her morning cappuccinos, she peered over the kitchen counter toward the front of the store.

      Amos Horne stood in the doorway with a frown on his face. “You know,” he said, “that’s peculiar.”

      “What is?”

      “You know how he’s always in before us? Well, he’s not.”

      “Nonsense. He’s always in.”

      Amos threw up his hands. “What can I tell you?”

      Aunt Bea glanced at her watch: 8:19 a.m. She switched off the espresso machine and stepped out of her shop with Amos to the storefront next door. She stopped when she saw that the ribbed metal security door in front of M. BARSKI ANTIQUES was down.

      “How strange!” she said. “The door’s down but the padlocks are missing.”

      “Maybe he forgot something at home,” Amos said.

      My aunt waved that remark away as if it weren’t worth her time. She slid up the metal like a garage door, revealing the darkened windows of Barski’s shop. In the window she saw the usual: odd pieces of furniture and ceramics doing their darndest to look desirable. My aunt peered once through the window and said, “Oh dear.”

      “What?” Amos said. “What’s oh dear, dear?”

      Aunt Bea tried the door. It was locked. But the light on the little box attached to the door was dimmed, indicating that the security alarm was off. She excused herself momentarily and returned to her shop. She emerged seconds later, swinging wood.

      “What’s that?”

      “This, Amos, is what is known as a Louisville Slugger. Kindly get out of my way, please.”

      “What are you gonna do with that?”

      “Well,” my aunt said, “seeing as the Mets haven’t exactly picked up my contract this year, I guess I’m going to have to take my game elsewhere. Are you moving?”

      Amos scurried to the street, fiddling with his scarf.

      “Thank you.”

      Beatrice took a few preparatory swings, stepped up to the imaginary plate, and proceeded to smack a line drive through the glass window of Barski’s shop door. The time was 8:22 a.m.

      “Goodness, you’re nuts!” Amos yelped. He watched Aunt Bea wrap her hand in her damp handkerchief, reach in and unlock the door. Then she stepped into the shop.

      “Milo …?” she called.

      She took two steps before clapping the handkerchief to her mouth. Amos was right behind her. They entered the cluttered kingdom of one Milo Barski, miser, Jack of all trades, grouch. Amid pricy relics of the past, they found a Milo sprawled out on his back under a stack of books. He looked as if someone had taken a Louisville Slugger to the side of his head. There was a good deal of blood.

      Amos gulped twice, his moustache twitching. “Oh sweet mother of God. Is he …?”

      My aunt bent once to touch Milo. The temperature of the poor fellow’s cheek told her everything she needed to know. She straightened up and nodded. “Don’t touch a thing. Come with me! We can call the police from my place. Heavens, what terrible timing! Who’s going to eat that extra Danish?”

      That’s how I got invited to breakfast.
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            SNOOPS AMONG THE DEAD

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was a kid, Milo Barski used to sell these exquisite little train sets imported from Germany that he’d set up in the windows of his shop, along with Japanese pasteboard houses and Neapolitan nativity sets and vintage nutcrackers. Everything sort of mismatched, but still enticing to a kid’s eye. If we were lucky, he’d get busy with a host of other projects and forget to take down the holiday village until spring.

      Even though our mother had admonished us repeatedly to view those cunning creations from the street, my sisters and I could not resist slipping inside to take a closer peek. He kept a watchful eye on us and tolerated our visits, so long as they were brief, probably because he wanted to stay on good terms with Bea and other proprietors on that wondrous stretch of Fourth Avenue.

      Even now I can still see Barski—pot-bellied and tweedy, gray-haired and ponytailed—scuttling up and down the aisles of his shop, picking his way through the junk. I see him griping at customers who were foolish enough to bring their kids along. “Don’t touch! Let me help you with that. It’s very delicate. Very rare.” Throughout the shop, he leaned hand-lettered signs written on pieces of dry-cleaner’s cardboard, which warned customers in stern red Magic Marker, You break it, you bought it!

      He had always been serious. So serious that we kids took turns doing impressions of him when the grown-ups weren’t around. “How much?” a customer might ask, and out came his bifocals, which were repaired with first aid bandage tape. The whole while he was inspecting a price tag, one of his eyes would rove the shop on the prowl for shoplifters.

      On occasion he’d chase my sisters and me back to my aunt’s shop. I’d run and hide in European history because there was a big brown armchair there that hid my height perfectly. My sisters would climb into the ground-level kitchen cabinets and huddle amid the pie plates and mixing bowls. I was closer to the sitting area, and thus prime witness to the gentle way my aunt calmed Barski down, offering him an anisette cookie from her stash, or pouring him a little nip from whatever bottle was hidden in the make-believe books on the shelves near her desk.

      Barski would nip and nibble, then wander back to his place a much more subdued man. When I was close to becoming a teenager, my Aunt Bea threw her arm around me after one of these incidents and said, perfectly innocently, “I know it’s great fun to torment him, but haven’t you outgrown him? There’s a whole world of people waiting to be tormented by the likes of you, Dante. Do yourself a favor. Leave poor Milo alone and go find them. No doubt they will be infinitely more interesting.”

      I didn’t realize until I was much older that that conversation marked one of the last times I ever stepped into Barski’s shop, until I was much older and was occasionally looking to impress a girl by sprucing up my apartment with some kind of knickknack.

      It was a little after nine when I reached Fourth Avenue. The cops had put up their bright yellow party streamers, and a few patrolmen were keeping the onlookers back. Through the windows of the shop I could see my aunt and Amos, looking like a pair of gawkers on their way to cash their Social Security checks.

      Barski’s was the corner shop with two windows in an otherwise dingy tenement. The Book Row I’d grown up hearing about has been largely rent-hiked out of existence. Most of the bookstores have been replaced with overpriced boutiques selling leather, pottery, wall hangings, or bizarre contraptions of twisted metal you stick in the corner of your loft.

      The patrolmen outside didn’t give me much of a hassle. Took a peek at my license and let me slip under the tape. When I got inside and smelled the place, I wanted out. The air was hot and stifling, smelling of mothballs and death. In the vicinity of Barski’s checkout area footprints were clearly visible in the dried blood, running almost to the front door. They were small prints, size six or seven, and judging from the way the forensics photographer was snapping away, they were marked for the highest scrutiny.

      Amos looked wet and shocked and scared. My aunt looked indignant. She’s a large woman who often has trouble deciding what to do with her hands. Digging them into her hips is her usual solution, though it makes her look like the peeved headmistress of some snooty private school. I’m told that in youth she was regarded as a beauty, though people nowadays more often describe her as handsome. I don’t know if that’s a compliment, but I do know that she doesn’t often care what people think. To me her best features are her piercing dark eyes and that sharp nose of hers, the kind a Roman statue would envy. That morning, she looked like a very angry statue indeed, leaning on my old baseball bat.

      “You guys okay?” I said, dripping rain onto the cheap industrial carpet.

      She drew her lips up into a fleeting impression of a duck. “Are we okay? Do you hear him, Amos? Do you know the state has seen fit to license this man?”

      “Have the police told you what happened yet?”

      “I don’t need the police to tell me that, dear boy. Isn’t it obvious? Someone brained him and locked up after themselves. They flipped the bolt on the door so it would lock on their way out, or they scampered out the back exit. There are no wet footprints besides our own, which suggests no one entered the shop this morning. The police, I am told, agree with my assessment.”

      “Well, either they do, or they’re afraid to disagree with you, Aunt Bea.”

      “It’s an outrage, if you ask me.” Amos said. “What have I been saying for years? The neighborhood’s going downhill. This is proof of it!” The little birdlike man’s eyes were moist, and he kept tugging at his face. I’ve often theorized that if indeed the meek will inherit the earth, then Amos may someday make a killing in real estate.

      A big plainclothes cop with dark hair and eyes came over. “You gentlemen and lady want to step this way? I got some more questions.”

      We followed him a few steps into the store, losing sight of the body. The Crime Scene Unit prowled the shop, dusting for prints, measuring, collecting, fiddling with something hidden behind Barski’s sales counter.

      Memories flooded me. Barski with his stooped shoulders, doing his crab-walk through the artifacts at the end of another day. Cleaning up, dusting, straightening picture frames and chairs. Pouncing on paper clips and hoarding them in the pockets of his ratty Harris tweed, the one with the leather patches.

      Though the sign out front proclaimed that you were entering an emporium devoted to books and antiques, I always regarded it as a high-end junk shop. It’s just that the little white tags fluttering from every object never reflected the going price of junk.

      Overhead a few chandeliers and a pair of large fluorescent lamps dangled from the ceiling. The chandeliers, strung up on J-hooks, seemed capable of braining us at a sneeze. The floor was a maze of early American furniture. An oaken dining room set. A grandfather clock. Secretary tables, settees, a collection of brass headboards, and more lamps. Most of the tables held little breakable knickknacks and wind-up clocks, tea sets, nautical trinkets, jewelry boxes, porcelain and brass animals, china sets and spice jars all as perfectly cluttered as a doting grandmother’s living room. The walls, wherever they were free of bric-a-brac shelves, were covered with water-stained prints and framed photos. It was unsettling to find that we had an audience of sorts. Behind their glass, dour-faced, sepia-toned people stared down upon us.

      Only two images had captivated me since childhood, and they were never for sale. They were two massive black-and-white photographs in black frames that hung in recesses along the north wall, illuminated by overhead lights. One showed Grace Kelly in a little black dress, her head thrown back in laughter, while a gaggle of nameless men ogled her. They appeared to be at a cocktail party in some California modern house. Everyone in the photo clutched a drink except Grace herself.

      The second photo might have been taken at the very same party. It showed a door in the act of being closed on the photographer. Most of the image was in shadow, except for the part the door hasn’t closed on yet. In that bright chunk of space you could see a man glaring at the person taking the picture. Without a doubt the man behind the door was a young, petulant Marlon Brando. Over his shoulder you could just make out the image of a young beautiful woman checking herself in a compact mirror. (No, it’s not Grace.) All my life I’ve always wondered what went on behind that closed door.

      The cop tapped two fingers on my trench coat. “Who’s this?” he asked, almost as if he were inquiring about the price of one of the items. He was built like an athlete, maybe forty. Under his overcoat he wore a tan woolen blazer and a reddish tie crawling with stylish paramecia. These days cops dress well for murders; hourly guys like me are the slobs.

      Bea navigated around a red velvet ottoman and did the honors. She didn’t have to. When the cop flashed his shield and ID, I learned that I had just had the pleasure of meeting Detective Luis Munoz. He looked at me and skipped the handshake. “Sleet,” he said, repeating my name. “Do I know that name?”

      “You do now.”

      His mouth was a broken line. “Hah. You a book dealer, too, Mr. Sleet?”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “You sell antiques?”

      “Nope.”

      “You knew the guy?”

      “Back in the day, sure.”

      “Did you see him last week, before or after his little accident?”

      “No.”

      “You didn’t see him fall?”

      “No.”

      “Did you see him yesterday?”

      “No.”

      “Have you seen him anytime in the last seventy-two hours?”

      “I haven’t seen him in years.”

      Munoz grimaced. “Pardon my French, Mr. Sleet, but why the heck are you here?”

      “I’m providing moral support for my aunt. Also, I heard there’d be snacks.”

      Behind me I heard my dear Aunt Beatrice inhale sixty-three percent of the oxygen in the room. Munoz’s eyes clenched. He towered over me, and that’s no easy feat. He gave me his back and glared at Bea. “I thought you said he knew something.”

      “I said he might. He’s grown into a very astute young man.”

      Munoz patted down his hair and took us a few more tentative steps forward, stopping at the end of the checkout area. Barski had constructed his command station out of three different pieces of furniture. There was a desk, which held a blotter and cash register. This was flanked on the left by a cheap folding table stacked with bubble wrap, sheets of newspaper, and brown wrapping paper. Behind the desk, against the wall, was a tall breakfront cabinet with glass windows.

      Together, these three pieces of furniture formed the U-shaped station from which Barski lorded over the shop. From here he could ring up someone’s payment, wrap the object if it was small enough, and tuck it into a plastic or paper bag for the journey home. But making that U all the more snug was the fact that Barski had placed another piece of furniture—a drop-leaf table—to the right of his desk. It was marked with a yellow tag that read SOLD.

      The top of the drop leaf table held a silver-plated Sheffield water pitcher and what looked like a hand-painted chamber pot done up in red flowers. From the blood streaks on the carpet, it looked as if one end of the drop-leaf table had been temporarily placed right against the breakfront cabinet. So close that Milo would have been obliged to slide the drop-leaf table out of the way to open the breakfront.

      Barski had an obsession with locks and chains and childish systems of security. The links of a long chain ran through the pulls of the breakfront, and were locked in front with a hefty padlock. We used to think it funny, watching him lock up, snapping the padlock shut, letting it rest left of the center doors, as it was now. And he had no qualms about sliding other pieces in front of it. The drop-leaf table was there now, but back in the day it was stuff like lamps, statuary, picture frames—stuff he was planning to wrap for a customer, refinish, or repair. He had so much stuff in his work zone that the only space he had left to position his chair was the size of a twenty-five-cent stamp.

      But whoever had been here last hadn’t bothered with the locks and chains. They’d simply conked Milo on the head, slid the drop leaf table away, and smashed the glass. Two of the peacock feathers that Milo had so carefully preserved inside that breakfront were scattered underfoot. Feather No. 3 had floated down into the chamber pot.

      Munoz stood at the far end of the desk. The tan cash register and credit card machine sat on a wide piece of faded red felt near a phone and desk blotter. Papers littered the desk. Munoz studied a group of objects spread out on a white handkerchief. A wallet, some coins, a batch of keys, a shiny black comb. He frowned, then looked at Aunt Bea. “Miss Valentine, do you mind stepping over here, please?”

      “Ms. Valentine.”

      “Fine, have it your way. Easy now, Ms. Valentine, careful of the books.”

      Bea stepped forward slowly. From that end of the desk, she could see Milo’s feet under the chair and pile of books. She didn’t cringe or flinch. Munoz asked if that’s how she found him. My aunt said yes—feet towards the back of the store, head and arms splayed out toward the front.

      “How long was he wearing that bandage?”

      Bea’s face was stone, her cheekbones damp with sweat. “As I’ve already indicated, he fell last Thursday, New Year’s Day, and broke his nose. Or so he said.”

      I leaned over the desk, craning to get a peek. Barski wore a jacket and tie, coal pants, and a stiff bandage on his nose. The nose didn’t look too bad, but someone had given him a new wound to worry about on the left side of his head. His glasses had flown off.

      Munoz gestured at the drop-leaf table. Next to the Sheffield pitcher and chamber pot was a bloodied brass statue of a pudgy peacock. The bird’s feathers jutted out at odd angles from a squat body as big as a bocce ball. It weighed six or seven pounds and sat on a short pair of scrawny brass legs.

      “That bird,” Munoz said. “Was that his?”

      “Of course,” she said. “It’s been a fixture here for years.”

      I recognized it instantly, though it had been years since I’d seen it last. Barski had kept the peacock right on the corner of his desk. It was never for sale. Now his prize was spattered with blood. Streaks in the blood showed how the killer had dragged the drop leaf table away, closer to Barski’s head.

      “I gather he came in on the holiday to clean up the shop,” my aunt said without being asked. “He said he was hanging one of these lamps and fell off the ladder. He told us about it when we saw him Friday, adorned with that sad splint.”

      My eyes rolled up to the chandeliers. In the glare of the fluorescent lights, their crystal teardrops seemed coated with peach fuzz. Just think—one low price bought you the chandelier and thirty years of dust.

      Birk waved his chin at the breakfront. “What kind of books did he keep up there? Anything valuable?”

      “That’s the thing,” Amos said, “I never got the impression that he loved books or did much trade in that area. My God, just look at the place!”

      Munoz didn’t. He looked at Amos instead, peering at him as if for the first time. His eyes went from Amos’s beret to his shoes, and lingered there a moment. Then Munoz looked at the other plainclothesman, a wide, puffy-faced cop with a slick head of coppery hair. Sweat coursed down his face. “He’s been rolled,” this detective told Munoz. “No cash in the wallet, nothing in the cash register. There’s a safe out back, but it’s locked. Whoever killed him did it for the cash on hand.”

      Munoz scowled at his partner. “Of course there’s nothing in the register. Look at the sign out front. He didn’t open on Sundays. Probably just stopped by yesterday for some reason, and they hit him then.”

      “ME hasn’t looked at him yet,” his partner reminded him. “Dead guy could have come in early this morning.”

      Munoz shook his head. “Birk, you think I need a doctor to tell me how long he’s been dead? Rigor’s starting to pass, blood’s all down … what else you need? It happened sometime yesterday and he’s been stewing in this heat all night. He’s lucky the place wasn’t looted.”

      “Some luck,” Amos snapped.

      Munoz waved a hand at his partner. “Go find the thermostat or call the landlord. I’m dying over here.”

      Birk pushed past a technician and clunked off. Munoz used a handkerchief to lift Barski’s keys. He came around the desk and skipped daintily over Barski’s outstretched arm and the puddle of blood to try the keys in the padlock on the breakfront. Nothing doing. The CSU guy watched him. We were silent. He finally gave up and barked, “How you making out, Birk?”

      Birk poked his head out of a back room and announced, “Hey, we got a darkroom back here, Luis.”

      A damn fine deduction, I thought. Two points for the detective. Munoz looked at us. “Man took pictures?”

      “Yes,” my aunt said impatiently. “In another life he was a photojournalist with a newspaper out west, and a stringer for one of the European agencies.” She pointed at Grace Kelly and Brando on the wall across from us. “Those were his. All this …” she said, waving at the shop, “came later.”

      Munoz studied Grace and Brando almost as closely as he’d studied Amos Horne’s shoes. “Hmmph,” he said. “Those aren’t bad. You would have thought he’d open a photo gallery, not an antique place.” He turned his attention back to the breakfront and the padlock. He worked his way through all of Milo’s keys, and when he came empty, he shot a look at one of the forensics guys. “You find any other keys on this guy?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Detective,” my aunt said. “You’ll find the keys to the padlock in the right top drawer of his desk. One of those keys in your hand unlocks the drawer. I can show you if you’d like⁠—”

      He waved her off curtly. “I don’t need your help, lady. I got it.”

      My aunt took no offense at his brusque manner. She tilted her head wistfully at the ceiling. “You’re quite correct about him, by the way. You’d think a man would adhere strictly to his area of expertise, but that isn’t Milo. He prefers to dabble.”

      “You’re getting your tenses confused, Ms. Valentine,” Munoz said snarkily. “That wasn’t Milo. He preferred. Past tense.”

      Following her instructions, he unlocked the drawer. He took out scratch pads, pieces of Barski’s blue-edged writing paper, a wicked-looking letter opener, lots of blank price tags, a Rolodex. But no key.

      “They took his watch!” Amos said, glancing over the items spread out on the handkerchief. “Do you see it, Bea? He loved that pocket watch. Crooks took it too!”

      All along, I’d thought Munoz had done a great job shrugging off my aunt and Amos’s comments. But now, for some reason, he snapped. “Okay, Boy Scouts, that’s enough!” he said, shooing us out of the dead zone with his notebook. “Single file, up front. Everybody out!”
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      The doc arrived with an assistant DA who looked like a high schooler who’d gotten lost on his way to the Debate Team meeting. I guess it was a dull Monday downtown. I watched them work, felt my bad leg start to stiffen up on me, and looked out the front door. People shouting. A guy my age was picking a fight with a cop at the door. It took me a while to make him.

      Kenning.

      He’d changed. Looked neater, more presentable. No beard and moth-eaten sweaters. New glasses, too; round, wire-rimmed ones that made him look like he wasn’t actually an art geek. He wore a beige overcoat and gray fedora and struggled as the cops tried to keep him out.

      “Bea!” he yelled. “Would you tell ’em to lay off?”

      Munoz wiped his forehead. “Who are you?”

      “Kenning. Walter Kenning,” he was saying, shaking them off to fix his tie. He had a tie bar under the knot, very crisp and snappy. “You people make it a point to rag on everyone? Hey, Dante, Bea. Amos, how’s it going?”

      Munoz whirled to face Bea. “Another one of your friends, Ms. Valentine? Why don’t you send out some invitations while you’re at it, have a tea party?”

      “Tea,” she scoffed. “It’s not yet time for tea, young man. I have excellent coffee waiting for me next door. But you’d be remiss to discount our visitor. This young man worked for Milo for some time.”

      “Partner?”

      “Intern, assistant, whatever,” Kenning corrected him.

      “Fine,” Munoz said. “Fine, pal, you come walking in here, you wait for someone to let you in. This is crazy, all these people in here. You,” he said, looking at Walt. “You know anything about a darkroom?”

      “He sent out a little catalog every quarter to a small mailing list. He’d photograph some of the pieces he was most proud of,” Kenning said. He turned to my aunt. “What are they looking for? Don’t they know who did it?”

      “No,” my aunt said, surveying Barski’s desk. “And at the rate they’re going, they probably won’t.”

      “I heard that, lady,” Munoz snapped.

      “Gosh, look at the place!” Kenning said. “Cops trash it?” Kenning hadn’t lost his Midwestern accent; his voice rose and dipped like hilly farmland.

      “Whoever killed Milo did this,” I told him. I was getting self-conscious in his presence. I reached up and straightened my tie. In general I would describe my sartorial style as unformed. A few years back, Kenning and I had looked unformed together. Back then, we had plenty of things to talk about, plans for the future. I used to worry he’d grow up and become Barski No. 2. Judging from appearances I needn’t have worried. I wondered if he still painted.

      Munoz finished bagging the contents of the dead man’s pockets and came over to break up our chatting. “Again, mister, from the top?”

      “Well, like I was saying, he had that little catalog,” Kenning said, “and sometimes, if he got in good with certain customers, he’d photograph and appraise their pieces for insurance purposes. Insurance riders can get pricey, but almost anyone who collects seriously adds them to their homeowner’s policy. They just need to have proof of the object’s value. That’s where Milo came in.”

      “There’s a safe back here. You know the combination?”

      “No. Milo kept that to himself.”

      “Any of you know the combo?”

      Blank faces.

      Kenning extracted a light blue handkerchief from his fancy gray suit and dabbed at his eyes. He was a little shorter than I was, maybe six feet, with the dashing good looks of a Sharper Image model. Hand the man an exploding briefcase and he was ready for a photo shoot. The glasses, though, made him look nebbishy.

      Munoz opened his notebook. “You worked here how long?”

      “Three years? I was going to school. NYU.”

      “Uh-huh. And you last saw him when? Heya, you got a problem, Ms. Valentine?”

      Bea had been staring at Barski’s desk blotter. Under a blotter flap were sheets of fine white tissue paper for wrapping delicate pieces.

      “Look,” she said.

      Munoz swiveled his head, unreasonably flustered. “At what?”

      “The top sheet is ripped,” my aunt said. “Milo often used them for scratch paper when he was on the phone. One might theorize that if he had a sensitive note there in plain sight, the killer⁠—”

      Munoz exploded. “Get them out of here! All of them!”

      As we filed past him on the way out the door, he stuffed his hand in his coat and came up with a plastic bag. “See, Ms. Sherlock?” he said, shoving it in Bea’s face. “We got it, okay? How about letting us do our jobs? Birk, get them next door and take their statements.”

      Out on the sidewalk, Walt said out of the side of his mouth, “People are soooo sensitive.”

      Through the broken glass of the door, we heard Munoz chucking a fit. “Hey! We got a couple of junior G-men here! You believe this? Lock that door!”

      “The glass is broken, sir.”

      “Lock it anyway!”

      I could breathe much easier in the cold air of the sidewalk. The rain had let up, the sky a shifting mass of gray clouds. We moved past the patrolmen and headed to the Book Lady bookshop. Amos and Walter Kenning went in, but Bea stopped out front. She produced a tiny spiral notebook from the pockets of her down jacket and wrote in it with a tiny silver pen.

      “Are you free to run an errand of the utmost urgency?” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Why, he says. I love when you say Why. Why can you never do what I ask without giving me an argument?”

      “Why do you insist on making an ass of yourself? What was that cute stunt you pulled in there just now?”

      She chewed the tip of her tongue as she wrote. “Shall we try again? We shall have need of a cab.”

      It was a rainy day in Manhattan, and the likelihood of hailing a cab was as good as becoming drinking buddies with your proctologist. “I can try,” I said, adding, just for the heck of it, “Why?”

      When she didn’t answer, I looked at her notebook. In that bizarre penmanship she learned from a deranged teacher decades ago, she had written:

      
        
        FRI. Haverstrom Grouser Club 3p

      

      

      “What is that?”

      “Milo’s note. I memorized it when that ignoramus showed it to me. Now, would you kindly summon a vehicle while I fetch my umbrella and feed a little white lie to Amos and Walter?”
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      It had taken me years to learn what my parents had always known; my aunt had a notion that she was a genius, a notion that unfortunately prompted her to stick her pointy nose into everyone’s business. I couldn’t argue with her intelligence. I just wished she’d keep it to herself. So far the morning had been one piece of theater after another, and I knew she was only getting started.

      After some legerdemain I managed to land a cab, and we headed south in silence, me sulking, her scribbling. After a while she put down the notebook, dried her hair and face with a fresh handkerchief from her massive purse, and offered me a pastry from a small white bag. When I declined, she persisted, using a word that was always tossed around in our family.

      “Mangia,” she said.

      “I don’t want to mangia,” I said. “You mangia.”

      She shrugged as if I were the sensitive one, and bit into Barski’s turnover. I hoped she’d choke. “At least drink the cappuccino,” she coaxed, offering me a small paper cup with a plastic lid.

      I sipped as the cab joined the stream of cars heading down the West Side Highway. Was it my imagination or did the city look dirtier after a rain?

      “Why can’t we stay out of it this time?”

      “Because something’s wrong about the whole thing. You saw the chandeliers. Their significance failed to impress the detective,” she said.

      “Yeah. The chandeliers were dusty and the rest of the place looked like a mother-in-law just gave it the white glove treatment.”

      “Precisely. If Milo had fiddled with those chandeliers last Thursday as he claimed, it would have been to clean them. They were in the shop for months. So he didn’t clean them. He lied. Now I ask you,” she said, wagging a finger at me. “Why would he lie?”

      “You think someone popped him in the face.”

      “Yes, pop.”

      “And they came back and did it for good?”

      She shrugged and stared out the window. I let her stare. Traffic was bad, and I kind of wished I had something to occupy my thoughts. My mind kept unspooling the scene in the shop. When we reached the entrance to the Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel, she said, “Our poor fool is dead.”

      “I know. And we always made fun of him. He was one big joke to us.”

      “Children are that way,” she said, deflecting.

      “You did, too!”

      Her cheeks turned scarlet. “You needn’t remind me. What can I say? He is—er, he was an odd bird, wasn’t he? A bizarre, unusual man. The quirks of his character are what we’ll always remember about him. To be honest, I thought him a poser, but I am bound by our friendship, such as it was, to look into the matter. By now, that should be simple.”

      Sure it would—for her. Last summer she’d stuck her nose into the strange kidnapping of the daughter of one of my employer’s clients, and ended up sending the cops on the right path. Before that, it was the mysterious case of an investment banker who had stepped into an empty conference room on the thirty-eighth floor of a Financial District skyscraper and disappeared. Before that, it was a diamond dealer and his missing bucket of ice (not what you think). Two Christmases ago, it had been the bit with the drunken Santa and the arsonist from Corona, Queens. No matter how you looked at it, Aunt Bea was becoming an excellent meddler.

      “But if you never liked him much, why bother?”

      She looked stunned. Crossing her arms, she said absently, “Like it or not, we were in the same line of work. He was vain, cheap, a bit of a charmer. I considered him a phony, but I suppose he had to be in order to wheedle his way into his clients’ homes and take pictures of their precious objets d’art. But he was a bookseller in part, and that association must be honored in some way. It is—how shall we say?—a necessary obligation.”

      “Amos liked him, played chess with him,” I said dreamily. “Walt won’t admit it, but I think he was locked in kind of father-figure-slash-mentor scenario with Barski. But you? You hated the guy.”

      “Untrue! That’s a hurtful thing to say. He just rubbed me the wrong way. Did you ever hear him talk? I was a bookseller, but he sold antiquarian volumes. He knew furniture, I give him that. His family was in the trade for years. But only a man like him would have the effrontery to think that he could easily add books to his repertoire. He knew only what Amos and I taught him.”

      Several minutes later, while I was digging in my wallet, she peered through raindrops at a simple two-family house, redone in awful white siding and white brickface. Barski’s Brooklyn chateau.

      “Do you have a key to his place?”

      “What key?”

      She paused at the front steps and ran her fingers along a spiked fence around a square of yellow grass the size of a burial plot. In the street in front of the house, she studied the windshield of a red Ford Escort; it had two parking tickets. Behind it, a green Dodge Aspen blocked a fire hydrant and sported one ticket on the windshield. The Ford was Barski’s car, hit with two counts of illegal parking, two days in a row. I didn’t recognize the Dodge. But Bea plucked the ticket from its wiper. Her eyes glanced up at the windows of the house, still lined with colored lights and a gold banner proclaiming, FELIZ NAVIDAD!

      Bea’s eyes brightened. She winked at me. “Mrs. Gutierrez … lovely lady, but a poor driver. Shall we?”

      I followed her up, watching her fuss with her hair, practice her smile, hand
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