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CHAPTER

 One




Not a bad-looking Burglar, he said. I dont suppose youd happen to have a decent Alibi?


I didnt hear the italics. Theyre present not to indicate vocal stress but to show that they were titles, or at least truncated titles. A Is for Alibi and B Is for Burglar, those were the books in question, and he had just laid a copy of the latter volume on the counter in front of me, which might have given me a clue. But it didnt, and I didnt hear the italics. What I heard was a stocky fellow with a gruff voice calling me a burglar, albeit a not-bad-looking one, and asking if I had an alibi, and I have to tell you it gave me a turn.


Because I am a burglar, although thats something Ive tried to keep from getting around. Im also a bookseller, in which capacity I was sitting on a stool behind the counter at Barnegat Books. In fact, Id just about managed to forsake burglary entirely in favor of bookselling, having gone over a year without letting myself into a strangers abode. Lately, though, Id been feeling on the verge of what those earnest folk in twelve-step programs would very likely call a slip.


Less forgiving souls would call it a premeditated felony.


Whatever you called it, I was a little sensitive on the subject. I went all cold inside, and then my eyes dropped to the book, and light dawned. Oh, I said. Sue Grafton.


Right. Have you got A Is for Alibi?


I dont believe so. I had a copy of the book-club edition, but


Im not interested in book-club editions.


No. Well, even if you were, I couldnt sell it to you. I dont have it anymore. Someone bought it.


Why would anyone buy the book-club edition?


Well, the prints a little larger than the paperback.


So?


Makes it easier to read.


The expression on his face told me what he thought of people who bought books for no better reason than to read them. He was in his late thirties, clean-shaven, with a suit and a tie and a full head of glossy brown hair. His mouth was fulllipped and pouty, and hed have to lose a few pounds if he wanted a jawline.


How much? he demanded.



I checked the penciled price on the flyleaf. Eighty dollars. With tax it comes toa glance at the tax tableeighty-six sixty.


Ill give you a check.


All right.


Or I could give you eighty dollars in cash, he said, and we can just forget about the tax.


Sometimes this works. Truth to tell, there arent many books on my shelves I cant be persuaded to discount by ten percent or so, even without the incentive of blindsiding the governor. But I told him a check would be fine, and to make it payable to Barnegat Books. When he was done scribbling I looked at the check and read the signature. Borden Stoppelgard, he had written, and that very name was imprinted at the top of his check, along with an address on East Thirty-seventh Street.


I looked at the signature and I looked at him. Ill have to see some identification, I said.


Dont ask me why. I didnt really think there could be anything wrong with him or his check. The lads who write hot checks dont offer you cash in an attempt to avoid paying sales tax. I guess I just didnt like him, and I was trying to be a generic pain in the neck.


He gave me a look that suggested as much, then hauled out his wallet and came up with a credit card and drivers license. I verified his signature, jotted down his Amex number on the back of the check, then looked at the picture on the license. It was him, all right, if a touch less jowly. I read the name, Stoppelgard, Borden, and finally the penny dropped.


Borden Stoppelgard, I said.


Thats right.


Of Hearthstone Realty.


His expression turned guarded. It hadnt been all that open in the first place, but now it was a fortress, and he was busy digging a moat around it.


Youre my landlord, I said. You just bought this building.


I own a lot of buildings, he said. I buy them, I sell them.


You bought this one, and now youre looking to raise my rent.


You can hardly deny that its ridiculously low.


Its eight seventy-five a month, I said. The lease is up the first of the year, and youre offering me a new lease at ten thousand five hundred dollars a month.


I imagine that strikes you as high.


High? I said. What makes you say that?


Because I can assure you


Try stratospheric, I suggested.


that its very much in line with the market.


All I know, I said, is that its completely out of the question. You want me to pay more each month than Ive been paying for an entire year. Thats an increase of what, twelve hundred percent? Ten-five a month is more than I gross, for Gods sake.


He shrugged. I guess youll have to move.



I dont want to move, I said. I love this store. I bought it from Mr. Litzauer when he decided to retire to Florida, and I want to go on owning it until I retire, and


Perhaps you should start thinking early retirement.


I looked at him.


Face it, he said. Im not raising the rent because Im out to get you. Believe me, its nothing personal. Your rents been a steal since before you even bought the store. Some idiot gave your buddy Litzauer a thirty-year lease, and the escalators in it didnt begin to keep pace with the realities of commercial real estate in an inflationary economy. Once I get you out of here Ill rip out all that shelving and rent the place to a Thai restaurant or a Korean greengrocer, and do you know what kind of rent Ill get for a nice big space like this? Forget ten-five. Try fifteen a month, fifteen thousand dollars, and the tenantll be glad to pay it.


But what am I supposed to do?


Not my problem. But Im sure there are places in Brooklyn or Queens where you can get this kind of square footage at an affordable rent.


Who goes there to buy books?


Who comes here to buy books? Youre an anachronism, my friend. Youre a throwback to the days when Fourth Avenue was known throughout the world as Booksellers Row. Dozens of stores, and what happened to them? The business changed. Paperback books undermined the secondhand market. The general used-book store became a thing of the past, with the owners retiring or dying off. The few who are left are on the tail end of long-term leases like yours, or theyre run by canny old codgers who bought their buildings outright years ago. Youre in a dying business, Mr. Rhodenbarr. Here we are on a beautiful September afternoon and Im the only customer in your shop. What does that say about your business?


I guess I ought to be selling kiwi fruit, I said. Or cold noodles with sesame sauce.


You could probably make this enterprise profitable, he said. Throw out ninety-five percent of this junk and specialize in high-ticket collector items. That way you could make do with a tenth the square footage. You could get off the street and run the whole operation out of an upstairs office, or even out of your home. But I dont want to tell you how to run your business.


Youre already telling me to get out of it.


Am I supposed to support you in a doomed enterprise? Im not in business for my health.


But, I said.


But what?


But youre a patron of the arts, I said. I saw your name in the Times last week. You donated a painting to a fund-raising auction to benefit the New York Public Library.


My accountant advised it, he said. Explained to me how Ill save more in taxes than Id have made selling the painting.



Still, you have literary interests. Bookstores like this one are a cultural asset, as important in their own way as the library. You can hardly fail to appreciate that. As a collector


An investor.


I pointed at B Is for Burglar. An investment?


Of course, and a hell of a good one. Women crime writers are a hot item right now. Alibi was less than fifteen dollars when it was published a dozen or so years ago. Do you know what a mint copy with dust jacket will bring now?


Not offhand.


Somewhere around eight-fifty. So Im buying Grafton, Im buying Nancy Pickard, Im buying Linda Barnes. I have a standing order at Murder Ink for every first novel by a female author, because how can you tell whos going to turn out to be important? Most of them wont ever amount to much, but this way I dont have to worry about missing the occasional book that jumps from twenty dollars to a thousand in a few years time.


So youre just interested in investment, I said.


Absolutely. You dont think I read this crap, do you?


I pushed his credit card across the counter, followed it with his drivers license. I picked up his check and tore it in half, then in half again.


Get out of here, I said.


Whats the matter with you?


Nothings the matter with me, I said. I sell books to people who enjoy reading them. Its anachronistic, I know, but its what I do. I also sell them to people who get satisfaction out of collecting rare copies of their favorite authors, and probably to a few visually oriented souls who just like the way good books look on the wall flanking the fireplace. I may even have a few customers who buy with an eye toward investment, although it strikes me as an uncertain way of providing for ones old age. But I havent yet had a customer who was openly contemptuous of what he was buying, and I dont think I want that kind of customer. I may not be able to pay the rent, Mr. Stoppelgard, but as long as its my store I ought to be able to decide whose check I take.


Ill give you cash.


I dont want your cash either.


I reached for the book, but he snatched it away from me. No! he cried. I found it and I want it. You have to sell it to me.


The hell I do.


You do! Ill file suit if I have to. But I wont have to, will I? He got a hundred-dollar bill out of his wallet, slapped it on the counter. You can keep the change, he said. Im taking the book. If you try to stop me youll find yourself charged with assault.


Oh, for Gods sake, I said. Im not going to fight you for it. Hold on a second and Ill get you your change.


I told you to keep it. What do I care about the change? I just bought a five-hundred-dollar book for a hundred dollars. You damned fool, you dont even know how to price your own stock. No wonder you cant afford the rent.













CHAPTER

 Two




According to Oscar Wilde, I told Carolyn, a cynic is a man who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing. Id say that fits Borden Stoppelgard well enough. He doesnt even read the books but he knows what theyre worth. I called a couple of the mystery bookstores, and the son of a bitch is right about the prices. A Is for Alibi has been bringing close to a thousand in decent shape. And my copy of Burglar was a five-hundred-dollar book.


I have both of them.


Really?


In paperback.


In paperback theyre worth something like a buck apiece.


Thats okay, Bern. I wasnt planning on selling them anyway. I have all the early books in paperback. I didnt start buying Sue Grafton in hardcover until the book about the photographer who took blackmail shots of the school principal and the nun. I forget the title.


F Is for Stop.


Yeah, thats the one. I think its the first book of hers I ever picked up in hardcover. Or was it the one about the exploitative sex therapist?


G Is for Spot?


Great book. I know Ive got that one in hardcover, and I think Ive got the F one, too, but I didnt buy them for investment. I just didnt want to wait a year for them to come out in paperback. Bern? Do you suppose shes gay?


Sue Grafton? Gee, I dont think so. Isnt she married?


She shook her head, impatient. Not Sue Grafton, she said. Im positive shes straight. Didnt I tell you I met her at a signing last spring at Foul Play? Her husband was there, too. Real muscular guy, he looked like he could bench-press a Pontiac. No, I would say shes definitely straight.


Thats what I thought.


No lesbian vibes at all. Hundred percent heterosexual, thats my take on the woman. She sighed. What a waste.


Well, if shes straight


Definitely, Bern. No question.


Then who were you wondering about?


Kinsey.


Kinsey?


Kinsey Millhone.


Kinsey Millhone?



What are you, an echo? Yeah, Kinsey Millhone. Whats the matter with you, Bernie? Kinsey Millhone, leading private detective of Santa Teresa, California. Jesus, Bern, dont you read the books?


Of course I read the books. You think Kinseys gay?


I think theres a good possibility.


Shes divorced, I said, and shes involved with men from time to time, and


Camouflage, Bern. I mean, look at the evidence, okay? She doesnt care about makeup, shes got this one all-purpose dress that shes still wearing ten books into the series, shes tough-minded, shes hard-boiled, shes sensible, shes logical


Must be a lesbian.


My point exactly. God, look at the men she gets involved with, like that shmendrick of a cop. Pure camouflage. She shrugged. Now, I can certainly understand why shed be in the closet. Shed lose a lot of readers otherwise. But who knows what she gets mixed up in between books?


Did you ask Sue Grafton?


Are you kidding? I could barely bring myself to speak. The last thing I was gonna do was ask her what Kinsey liked to do in bed. She signed her book for me, Bern. In fact, she inscribed it to me personally.


Thats great.


Isnt it? I said, Miss Grafton, my names Carolyn, Im a real Kinsey Millhone fan. And she inscribed it, To Carolyn, a real Kinsey Millhone fan. 


Thats pretty imaginative.


Ill say. Well, the womans a writer, Bern. Anyway, Ive got a signed copy of one of her books, but I dont suppose itll ever be worth a thousand dollars, because there must be a ton of them. The line that day reached all the way to the corner. Its the book about the doctor. Have you read it yet?


Not yet.


Well, you cant borrow my copy, because its autographed. Youll have to wait for the paperback. Since you havent read it I wont say anything about the murder method, but I have to tell you its a shocker. The guys a proctologist, if that gives you a hint. Why cant I ever remember the titles?


H Is for Preparation.


Thats it. Wonderful book. I think shes gay, though, Bern. I really do.


Carolyn.


What?


Carolyn, shes a character. In a book.


I know that. Bern, just because somebody happens to be a character in a book, do you think she cant have a sexual preference?


But


And dont you think she might decide to keep it to herself? Do you figure there arent any closets in books?


But



Never mind, she said. I understand. Youre upset about the rent, about maybe losing the store. Thats why youre not thinking clearly.





It was around six in the evening, some three hours after Borden Stoppelgard had paid me a fifth of fair market value for my copy of the second novel about that notorious dyke Kinsey Millhone, and I was with Carolyn Kaiser in the Bum Rap, a shabby little ginmill at Eleventh and Broadway. While it may hearken back to the days when Fourth Avenue was given over largely to dealers in secondhand books, Barnegat Books itself is situated on Eleventh Street about halfway between Broadway and University Place. (You could say its a stones throw from Fourth Avenue, but its a block and a half, and if you can throw a stone that far you dont belong on Fourth Avenue or East Eleventh Street. You ought to be up in the Bronx, playing right field for the Yankees.)


Also on Eleventh Street, but two doors closer to Broadway, is the Poodle Factory, where Carolyn earns a precarious living washing dogs, many of them larger than herself. We met shortly after I bought the store, hit it off from the start, and have been best friends ever since. We usually have lunch together, and we almost always stop at the Bum Rap after work for a drink.


Typically Ill nurse a bottle of beer while Carolyn puts away a couple of scotches. Tonight, though, when the waitress came over to ask if we wanted the usual, I started to say, Yeah, sure, but stopped myself. Wait a second, Maxine, I said.


Oh-oh, Carolyn said.


Eighty-six the beer, I said. Make it scotch for both of us. To Carolyn I said, What do you mean, oh-oh?


False alarm, she said. Eighty-six the oh-oh. You had me worried for a second, thats all.


Oh?


I was afraid you were going to order Perrier.


And you know that stuff makes me crazy.


Bern


Its the little bubbles. Theyre small enough to pierce the blood-brain barrier, and the next thing you know


Bern, cut it out.


Most people, I said, would be apprehensive if they thought a friend was about to order scotch, and relieved if he wound up ordering soda water. With you its the other way around.


Bern, she said, we both know what it means when a certain person orders Perrier.


It means he wants a clear head.


And nimble fingers, and quick reflexes, and all the other things you need if youre about to go break into somebodys house.


Wait a minute, I said. Plenty of times Ill have a Coke or a Perrier instead of a beer. It doesnt always mean Im getting ready to commit a felony.



I know that. I dont pretend to understand it, but I know its true.


So?


I also know you make it a rule not to drink any alcohol whatsoever before you go out burgling, and


Burgling, I said.


Its a word, isnt it?


And a colorful one at that. Here are our drinks.


And not a moment too soon. Well, heres to crime. Scratch that, I didnt mean it.


Sure you did, I said, and we drank.





We talked about my landlord, the book lover, and then we talked about Sue Grafton and her closeted heroine, and somewhere along the way we ordered a second round of drinks. Two scotches, Carolyn said. I guess I dont have to worry about you tonight.


You can sleep easy, I said, knowing that Im half in the bag. I looked down at the tabletop, where Id been busy making interlocking rings with the bottom of my glass, trying to duplicate the Olympics logo. As a matter of fact, I said, I had a reason to order scotch tonight.


I always order scotch, she said, and believe me, I always have a reason. But Ive got to admit you had a particularly good reason after that scene with your friend Stoppelgard.


Thats not the reason.



Its not?


I shook my head. Im drinking, I said, to make sure I dont commit a burglary tonight. For ten days now Ive been fighting the urge.


Because of


The rent increase. You know, I never got into the book business to make money. I just figured I could come close to breaking even. I made my real money stealing, and the store gave me a respectable front and provided me with all the reading material I could possibly want. And I thought it would be a good place to meet girls.


Well, you met me.


Ive met a lot of people, and most of the meetings have been pleasant ones. A nice thing about the book business is your clientele tends to be literate and your relationships with them are rarely adversarial, todays episode notwithstanding. And, amazingly, the store has actually become profitable as Ive learned more about the business. Oh, itll never be a gold mine. Nobody gets rich doing this. But for the past year Ive been able to live on what I take home from the shop.


Thats great, Bern.


I guess so. I never actually decided to give it up. I just kept putting it off, and then one day I realized it had been over six months since my last burglary, and then the next thing I knew it was a year. And I thought, well, maybe Ive reformed, maybe the good moral upbringing I had as a child has finally taken hold, or maybe its just adulthood creeping up on me, but whatever it was I seemed ready to be a decent law-abiding citizen. Then I found out what my new landlord wanted in the way of rent and I suddenly couldnt see the point of it all.


I can imagine.


The rent increase was on my mind all the time, and I couldnt figure out what to do about it. Believe me, theres no way to pick up an extra ten grand a month selling more books. What am I going to do, hike the price of the books on my three-for-a-buck table? So I found myself thinking, well, maybe I could cover the increase by stealing a hundred and twenty thousand dollars a year.


To plow back into the business.


I know it doesnt make any sense, but I just hate the thought of giving up the store. Still, I was all right until ten days ago.


What happened ten days ago?


Maybe it was nine days.


So what happened nine days ago?


No, I was right the first time. Ten days.


Jesus, Bernie.


Im sorry. What happened was I was standing in line to get tickets for If Wishes Were Horses. I picked up a pair for the following nights performance, but the woman in front of me was getting tickets ten days in advance. She was wearing fur and a lot of jewelry, and she was having a very la-di-da conversation with another similarly pelted and bejeweled woman, and it struck me that I knew her name and address and that she and her husband would be away from the apartment on a particular September evening.


Tonights the night?


It is, I agreed, and held up a hand to get Maxines attention, and made that circular motion you make to order another round. Tonights the night. When the curtain goes up at eight this evening at the Cort Theatre, the audience will include Martin and Edna Gilmartin, currently residing in Apartment 6-L at 1416 York Avenue.


They make you give your apartment number when you buy theater tickets?


Not as of ten days ago. But I picked up some information from her conversation with her friend, and then I did a little research later on my own.


You were planning to burgle the place.


Not exactly.


Not exactly?


I was thinking about it, I said. Thats all. I was keeping my options open. Thats why Stoppelgard gave me such a turn at the beginning, mentioning burglars and alibis before I even realized he was talking about books. I stopped talking while Maxine brought our drinks, then took a sip of mine and said, It would be stupid to go back to burglary, and it wouldnt work anyway. I cant steal myself solvent.


Can you relocate?


Not unless I want to leave the neighborhood altogether. I checked on some vacancies around here, and the best I could do was a place way east on Ninth Street with half my present square footage and a base rental three times what Im paying now, with escalators that will double that figure by the end of five years.


Thats no good.


No kidding. I looked at lofts, too, but I need ground-floor space for the kind of store I have. I need the passerby trade, the people who start out browsing the bargain table and wind up coming inside. To duplicate what Ive got Id have to move clear out of Manhattan, and whats the point? No one would ever walk into the store. Including me, because I wouldnt want to go there either. I want to stay right where I am, Carolyn. I want to be two doors away from the Poodle Factory so we can always have lunch together, and I want to be a block from the Bum Rap so we can come here after work and get snockered.


Are you getting snockered?


Maybe a little.


Well, youre entitled, she said. And its good insurance against visiting the Gilhooleys tonight.


The Gilmartins.


Thats what I meant.


The Martin Gilmartins. If your name was Gilmartin, would you name your son Marty?


Probably not.


I should hope not. What a thing to do to a kid.


Well, at least you wont be picking their locks.



Are you kidding? I never have so much as a beer before I go out. And Ive had what, three drinks?


Three and a half, actually. Youve been drinking mine.


Sorry.


No, thats okay.


Three and a half scotches, I said. And you think I could pick locks in this condition?


Bern


I couldnt pick bagels, I said.


Bern, not so loud.


That was a joke, Carolyn. I couldnt pick locks, I couldnt even pick bagels. Get it?


I got it.


You didnt laugh.


I figured Id laugh later, she said, when I have more time. Bern, the thing is youre talking kind of loud to be talking about picking locks.


Or bagels.


Or bagels, she agreed. Either way, the volume control needs adjusting.


Oh. I didnt realize I was shouting.


Well, not shouting exactly, but


But loud.


Kind of.


I didnt realize it, I said. Am I talking loud now?


No, this is fine.


Youre sure?


Positive.



Its funny how you can talk loud without even knowing it. It never happens on Perrier, I can tell you that.


I know.


Do you have any quarters?


Quarters?


Round things, I said. George Washington on one side, a bird on the other. They still call them quarters, dont they?


I think so, she said. Heres one, heres another. Is that enough, Bern? What do you want them for?


Im going to play the jukebox, I said. You wait right here. Ill be right back.





The jukebox at the Bum Rap is eclectic, which is to say that theres something on it to offend every taste. It leans more toward country and western than anything else, but theres some jazz and some rock and a single Bing Crosby record, with Mother Machree on the flip side of Galway Bay. In the midst of all this are the two best records ever madeI Cant Get Started With You with a vocal and trumpet solo by Bunny Berrigan, and Faded Love, sung by The Late Great Patsy Cline. They are wonderful recordings, and you do not by any means have to be drunk to enjoy them, but Ill tell you something. It doesnt hurt.


I finished Carolyns drink while the records played, and I was chewing ice cubes by the time the second one was done. How lucky we are, I told Carolyn. How incredibly lucky we are.


How so, Bern?


It could as easily have gone the other way around, I said. We could have had Bunny Berrigan singing Faded Love and The Late Great Patsy Cline singing I Cant Get Started. Then where would we be?


Youre right.


No, youre right, I said. Youre right when you say that Im right. You know what that means, dont you?


Were both right.


Were both right, I said. God, what a world. What an absolutely incredible world.


She laid a hand on top of mine. Bern, she said gently, I think we should think about getting something to eat.


Here? At the Bum Rap?


No, of course not. I thought


Good, because we tried that once, remember? Maxine popped a couple of burritos in the microwave for us. It took forever before they were cool enough to eat, and by then they were stale.


I remember.


For days, I said, all I did was fart. I frowned. Im sorry.


Dont apologize now, Bern. That was a year and a half ago.


Im not sorry I farted. Im sorry I mentioned it. Its not terribly elegant, is it? Talking about farting. Damn, I just did it again.


Bern.


I dont mean I farted again. I mentioned it again, thats all. Isnt it amazing that Ill ordinarily go weeks on end without using the word fart, and all of a sudden I cant seem to get through a sentence without it?


Bern, what I was thinking


So Id better not have any burritos tonight. I mean, if I cant even handle the whole concept verbally


I thought Indian food.


Hmmm.


Or maybe Italian.


Maybe.


Or Thai.


Always a possibility, I said. A thought started to slip past me on the right, and I extended a mental foot and sent it sprawling. But Im afraid tonights out of the question, I said. I must plead a previous engagement.


You were going to cancel the Gilmartins, she said. Remember?


Not the Gilmartins. My dates with Patience. Isnt that a great name?


It is, Bern.


Deliriously old-fashioned, you might say.


You might, she agreed. Shes the poet, right?


Shes a poetry therapist, I said. She has an MSW from NYU. Or is it an MSU from NYW?



I think you were right the first time.


Maybe its a BMW, I said, from PDQ. Anyway, what she does is work with emotionally disturbed people, teaching them to express their innermost feelings through poetry. That way nobody will realize theyre crazy. Theyll just think theyre poets.


Does it work?


I guess so. Of course Patience is a poet, too, besides being a poetry therapist.


Do people realize shes crazy?


Crazy? Who said she was crazy?


Never mind, she said. Look, Bern, I think Id better call her.


What for?


To break the date.


To break the date? I stared at her. Wait a goddam minute here, I said. You mean to say youve got a date with her? I thought I was the one who had a date with her.


You do.


This isnt gonna be another Denise Raphaelson affair, is it?


No, of course not.


Remember Denise Raphaelson?


Of course I remember her.


She was my girlfriend, I said, and then one day she was your girlfriend.


Bern


Just like that, I said. Poof. Just like that.


Bern, focus for a minute, okay? Pull yourself together.



Okay.


I want to call Patience to break your date because youre drunk and it wouldnt be a great idea for you to see her tonight. Do you understand?


Yes.


Youve just started seeing her, its still early in the relationship, and youd be making the wrong impression.


I might fart, I said.


Well


Or mention farting, or something. So Id better not see her. I took a deep breath. Youre absolutely right, Carolyn. Ill call her right now.


No, Ill call.


Would you do that? Would you really do that for me?


Sure.


Youre a wonderful person, Carolyn. Youre the best friend any man ever had. Or any woman. Youre an equal-opportunity friend, Carolyn.


Just let me have her number, Bern.


Oh, I said. Right.


She went away, and a few minutes later she was back again. All taken care of, she said. I told her you had a nasty case of stomach flu and the doctor thought it was probably food poisoning. I said it looked as though you got a bad burrito at lunch.


And we know what thatll do, dont we?


She was very sympathetic, Bern. She seems like a nice person.



They all seem nice, I said darkly. And then you get to know them.


I guess thats one way to look at it. Bernie, where did these drinks come from? We never ordered them.


It must be a miracle.


You ordered them, she said. You ordered them while I was on the phone.


Its still a miracle.


Bern


Dont worry about a thing, I said. If you cant handle yours, Ill drink em both.


Oh, God, she said. I dont thinkBern, whats that music?


I cocked an ear. Galway Bay, I said. Thats The Late Great Bing Crosby singing. I played it.


No kidding.


It turns out Maxine had quarters, I said, with Washington on one side and a bird on the other. She let me have four of them for a dollar.


Sounds about right.


Well, I dont know. Hows she gonna make a living that way? Be like selling B Is for Burglar for eighty-six sixty. Hows she gonna pay the rent? God, dont you just love Galway Bay?


No.


Well, youll like the next one. Mother Machree. 


Oh, God, she said.











CHAPTER

 Three




The rents only part of it, I said. Theres more to it than that. I miss breaking and entering. Sometimes I forget how much I miss it, but the minute something comes along to raise the old anxiety level, well, this old burglar remembers in a hurry.


What is it you miss, Bern?


The excitement. Theres a thrill I get when I let myself into somebody elses home thats unlike anything else Ive ever experienced. You tickle a lock and tease it into opening, you turn a knob and slip through a half-open door, and then at last youre inside and its as if youre trying another persons life on for size. Youre Goldilocks, sitting in all the chairs, sleeping in all the beds. You know, I never understood the end of that story. Why did the bears get so angry? Heres this sweet little blond girl sleeping like a lamb. Youd think theyd want to adopt her, and instead theyre royally pissed. I dont get it.



Well, she wasnt a very good houseguest, Bern. She ate their food, remember? And she broke the baby bears chair.


One lousy bowl of porridge, I said. And when she ate it it was Just Right, remember? So by the time the bears got home it would have been Too Cold, just like the mama bears. And Ive always wondered about that chair, now that you mention it. What kind of chair supports a husky young bear but buckles under the weight of a little slip of a girl?


How do you know she was such a little slip of a girl, Bern? Maybe she was a real porker. Look how she tucked into that porridge.


She was never chubby in any of the illustrations I ever saw. If you ask me, there was something wrong with the chair. It was ready to collapse the minute anybody sat on it.


So thats your take on Goldilocks and the Three Bears, Bern? The chair was defective?


Must have been.


I like that, she said. It adds a whole new dimension to the story. Sounds to me as though shed have a damn good negligence case.


I suppose she could have filed suit, come to think of it.


Maybe thats why she ran all the way home. She wanted to call her lawyer before he left the office. Ill tell you one thing, Bernie. You proved your point.


What point was that?



That youve still got burglary in your soul. Who else but a born burglar would see the story that way?


The negligence case was your idea, I said, and only a born lawyer


Watch it, Bern.


The thing is, I said, Im pretty honest in ordinary circumstances. I call people back when they walk off without their change. When a waiter forgets to charge me for dessert I generally call it to his attention.


Ive seen you do that, she said, and Ive never understood it. What do you do when a pay phone gives you an extra quarter back? Send it to them in stamps?


No, I keep it. But I never shoplift, and I pay my taxes. Im really only a crook when Im out burgling. So Im not a born thief, but I guess youre right, I guess Im a born burglar. Born to Burgle. That would be the perfect tattoo for me.


Dont get a tattoo, Bern.


Hey, not to worry, I said. Im not that drunk.


Yes you are, she said. But dont do it.




Truth to tell, I was barely drunk at all. We were in a no-nonsense Italian restaurant in a basement of Thompson Street two blocks south of Washington Square. We had ruled out Indian and Thai food because I didnt think my stomach could handle it, not after the attack of stomach flu Carolyn had invented for me. (Mexican, of course, was out of the question.) The fresh air on the way over from the Bum Rap had cleared my head considerably, and now, after a big plate of spaghetti marinara and two cups of espresso, I was pretty close to sober.


It was 9:17 when Carolyn waved at the waiter and made a scribbling motion in the middle of the air. I know this because I immediately glanced at my watch. Its still early, I told her. You want to have another espresso?


I didnt want the last one, she said. No, I want to get home and check the cats and feed the mail. Whats the matter?


Check the cats and feed the mail?


Is that what I said? Well, you know what I meant. Whatever it is, I want to go do it. Its been a long day.


I know what you mean, I said. Just let me make a phone call.


Dont, Bern.


Huh?


If you were going to call Patience, dont. I called her and broke the date for you, remember?


As if it were yesterday. I wasnt going to call her, but I suppose I could, couldnt I?


Dont.


Miracle recovery, hit me like a ton of bricks and then it was over in nothing flat, blah blah blah. You think its a bad idea, huh?


Trust me.



I guess youre right. Shed just think I wasnt sick in the first place, and shed probably figure I went out with some other woman. And, come to think of it, shed be right, wouldnt she?


I got up and walked past the waiter, who was struggling with a column of figures, and used the phone. When I got back to the table, Carolyn was frowning at the check. I guess this is right, she said. With handwriting like this the guy should have been a doctor. We split the check and she asked me if Id made my call. Because you werent on the phone long, she said.


Nobody home.


Oh.


I got my quarter back. But I didnt get an extra quarter, so I didnt have to wrestle with a moral dilemma.


Thats just as well, she said. Its been a long day for both of us.




We headed west, crossed Sixth Avenue. As we were passing a quiet bar on one of the side streets, I suggested stopping for a drink.


In that place? I never go there.


Well, neither do I. Maybe its nice.


She shook her head. I looked in the door once, Bern. Old guys in thrift-shop overcoats, all of them carefully spaced a few stools apart. Youd think they were watching a porn movie.


Oh.


I dont think theyd let us in, Bern. Neither of us has been through detox even once. I think thats an entrance requirement.


Oh. How about the place on the next corner? The Battered Child.


All college kids. Loud, rowdy, spilling beer on everybody.


Youre hard to please, I said. One joints too quiet and the others too noisy.


I know, Im worse than Goldilocks.


Theres a phone, I said. Let me try that number again. I did, and nobody answered, and this time I didnt get my quarter back, either. I hit the side of the phone a couple of times with the heel of my hand, the way you do, and it held onto my quarter, the way it does.


Dammit, I said. I hate when that happens.


Whod you call?


The Gilmartins.


Theyre at the theater, Bern.


I know. The final curtains not until ten thirty-eight.


You really did research this, didnt you?


Well, it wasnt all that tricky. I went to the play myself, remember? So all I had to do was look at my watch when it was over.


So why are you trying to reach them? Am I missing something here, Bern? You decided not to break into their apartment, remember?


I nodded and lowered my eyes to gaze at the pavement, as if I expected to find my quarter there. Thats why Ive been calling, I said.



I dont get it.


As soon as theyre home, I said, Ill be able to relax, because I wont be in any danger of acting on impulse. And as long as Im with somebody, having a meal or a drink or a cup of coffee, Im out of harms way. Thats why I made the date with Patience in the first place. I figured Id be with her until they were home from the theater, and then I could go home myself.


Unless you got lucky.


If I just get through the night without committing a felony, thats as lucky as I want to get. I thought Id make sure by having a drink after work, but I made a little too sure and got drunk, and you had to break the date for me. Which I appreciate, dont get me wrong, because I was in no condition to see her, but now itsI checked my watchnot quite ten and the play doesnt end for another forty minutes and God knows what theyll do afterward. Suppose they go out for a late supper? They might not get home for hours.


You poor guy. She put a hand on my arm. Youre really scared, arent you?


Im making a big deal out of nothing, I said, but I guess you could say Im experiencing a little anxiety.


So walk me home, she said. You can have a drink or a cup of coffee and watch a little TV. You can try the Gilmartins every five minutes if you want, and you wont need a quarter. If they make a late night of it you can spend the night on the sofa. How does that sound?


It sounds wonderful, I said. Thank God youre a lesbian.


Huh?


Because youre the best friend anybody ever had, and if you were straight wed get married, and that would ruin everything.


It generally does, she said. Cmon, Bern. Lets go home.




At a quarter to twelve I picked up Carolyns phone for the umpteenth timeor was it the zillionth? I poked the redial button and listened to half a dozen rings before hanging up.


I cant believe they dont have an answering machine, I said.


Maybe they had one, she suggested, until a burglar broke in and stole it. Are you about ready to bed down for the night, Bern? Because Im starting to fade myself.


Im afraid the coffee worked too well.


Youre wired, huh?


Sort of. But you go ahead. Ill just sit here in the dark.


She gave me a look, then turned her attention back to the television set, where Charlie Rose was asking thoughtful, probing questions of an earnest chap who looked terribly knowledgeable and seriously constipated. I paid what attention I could, tearing myself away every five minutes to hit the redial button, and the fourth or fifth time I did this someone finally answered the phone. It was a man, and he said, Hello?


Mr. Gilmartin?


Yes?


Well, thank God, I said. I was starting to worry about you.


Who is this?


Just someone with your best interests at heart. Look, youre home now, and thats what counts. How was the play?


There was a sharp intake of breath. Then, Do you have any idea what time it is?


Ive got twelve-oh-nine, but Ive been running a minute or so fast lately. Hey, lighten up, Marty. I just wanted to wish you and Edna the best. You get some sleep now, okay?


I hung up and turned to see Carolyn shaking her head at me. So I got carried away, I said. So I had a little harmless fun at Marty Gs expense. Well, I figured he owed me one. Look what I went through just to keep him from getting burgled tonight.


I see what you mean. Are you going, Bern? You dont have to, you can still stay over.


I thought about it. It was late, and if I stayed the night at Carolyns West Village apartment I could walk
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