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CHAPTER 
One



The lobby was a bit the worse for wear. The large oriental carpet had seen better days, lots of them. The facing Lawson sofas sagged invitingly and, like the rest of the furniture, showed the effects of long use. They were in use now; two women sat in animated conversation, and, a few yards away, a man with a long oval face and a high forehead sat reading a copy of GQ. He wore sunglasses, which made him look dapper and sly. I dont know how they made the magazine look. Dark, I suppose.

While the lobby may have been the least bit down at the heels, the overall impression was not so much of shabbiness as of comfort. The glow of a fire in the fireplace, a welcome sight on a brisk October day, put everything in the best possible light. And, centered above the fireplace mantel, painted with such il-tromping realism you wanted to reach out and pick him up and hug him, was the hotels namesake.


He was a bear, of course, but not the sort whose predilection for sylvan defecation is as proverbial as the Holy Fathers Catholicism. This bear, one saw at a glance, had never been to the woods, let alone behaved irresponsibly there. He was wearing a little red jacket, and he had a floppy royal blue rain hat on his head, and his legs ended in a pair of Wellington boots the color of a canary, and every bit as cheerful. He was perched on a shelf between a battered Gladstone grip and a shopping bag from Harrods, and a stenciled sign overhead proclaimed, Left Luggage, and

But I dont need to go on, do I? If you didnt have such a bear yourself, surely you knew someone who did. For this was Paddington Bear himself, and who else should it be? Who better to grace the lobby of the legendary Paddington Hotel?

And legendary was the word for it. The Paddington, seven stories of red brick and black ironwork, stands at the corner of Madison Avenue and East Twenty-fifth Street, across from Madison Square and not far from the site of Stanford Whites Madison Square Garden. (That was the second Madison Square Garden, as opposed to Garden #3, the one your father remembers at Eighth Avenue and Fiftieth Street, or the current entry, Garden #4, above Penn Station. Whites Garden was an architectural masterpiece, but then so was the original Penn Station. Sic transit damn near everything.)

But not the Paddington, which had gone up before the Garden and had lived to tell the tale. Built around the turn of the century, it had watched the neighborhood (and the city, and the world) reinvent itself continually over the years. For all that, the old hotel remained essentially the same. It had never been terribly grand, had always had more permanent residents than transient guests, and had from its earliest days drawn persons in the arts. Brass plaques flanking the entrance recorded some of the Paddingtons more prominent tenants, including the writers Stephen Crane and Theodore Dreiser and the Shakespearean actor Reginald French. John Steinbeck had spent a month there during a period of marital disharmony, and Robert Henri, the Ashcan School artist, had stayed at the Paddington before relocating a few blocks south and east at Gramercy Park.

More recently, the hotel had drawn touring British rock stars, who seemed less inclined to destroy rooms here than in other American hotels, either out of respect for its traditions or from a sense that the damage they did might go unnoticed. Two of them had died on the premises, one murdered by a drifter hed brought back to his room, the other more conventionally of a heroin overdose.

Classical music was represented as well, by at least two of the permanent residents, and the occasional performer on tour. An octogenarian pianist, Alfred Hertel, whose annual Christmas concert at Carnegie Hall was always sold out, had occupied an apartment on the top floor for over forty years. At the opposite end of the same floor lived the aging diva Sonia Brigandi, whose legendary temperament survived the decline of her legendary soprano voice. Once in a while one or both of them would leave their doors open, and one would play what the other would sing, thrilling (or annoying) the other residents with something from Puccini or Verdi or Wagner.

Other than that they didnt speak. Rumors aboundedthat theyd had an affair, that theyd been rivals for some other tenants affections. He was said to be gay, although hed been married twice and had children and grandchildren. She had never married and was said to have had lovers of both sexes. And both of them were supposed to have slept with Edgar Lee Horvath, whod never slept with anyone. Except for his bears, of course.

It was Horvath, the founder of Pop Realism, who had painted the Paddington Bear over the lobby fireplace. Hed taken rooms in the hotel in the mid-sixties, shortly after the success of his first one-man show, and had lived there until his death in 1979. The painting had been a gift to the hotel, given early in his stay, and, with the sharp increase in value of Horvaths works since his death, it was probably worth close to a million dollars. And there it was, hanging right there in plain sight, in an essentially unguarded lobby.

Of course a person would have to be crazy to steal it. Edgar Horvath had painted a whole series of teddy bears, from bedraggled early Stieff creations to contemporary plush creatures, and a teddy bear of one sort or another was invariably present in his portraits and landscapes and interiors. His desert landscapes, done during a brief stay in Taos, show bears sprawled at the foot of an enormous cactus, or straddling a fence rail, or propped up against an adobe wall.

But, as far as anyone knew, hed only painted Paddington once. And that painting hung famously in the hotels famously threadbare lobby. It was there for the taking, but so what? If you hooked that painting, how and to whom would you sell it?

I knew all that. But old habits die hard, and Ive never been able to look at something of great value without trying to figure out a way to rescue it from its rightful owner. The painting was in a massive frame of gilded wood, and I pondered the relative merits of cutting it out of its frame as opposed to lifting it, frame and all.


I was busy contemplating grand larceny when the desk clerk asked if he could help me.

Sorry, I said. I was looking at the painting.

Our mascot, he said. He was a man about fifty, wearing a dark green silk shirt with a flowing collar and a string tie with a turquoise slide. His hair was Just for Men black, and his sideburns were longer than fashion would have them. He was clean-shaven, but he looked as though he ought to have a mustache, and as though it ought to be waxed.

Poor Eddie Horvath painted him, he said. Such a loss when he died, and so ironic.

He died in a restaurant, didnt he?

Right around the corner. Eddie had the worlds worst diet, he lived on cheeseburgers and Coca-Cola and Hostess cupcakes. And then some doctor convinced him to change his ways, and overnight he became a health-food fanatic.

And it didnt agree with him?

I didnt notice any difference, he said, except that he became a bit of a bore on the subject, as converts will do in the early days of their conversion. Im sure hed have outgrown it, but he never had the chance. He died at the dinner table, choked to death on a piece of tofu.

How awful.

Awful enough to eat it, he said. Hideous to die of it. But Eddies painting linked us forever to Paddington Bear, to the point where people think were named for him.

The hotel came first, didnt it?

By a good many years. Michael Bonds book about the brave little bear in the Left Luggage isnt much more than thirty years old, while we go back to the turn of the century. I cant say for certain if we were named for Paddington Station or its immediate environs. The neighborhoods not the best in London, Im sorry to say, but its not the worst, either. Cheap hotels and Asian restaurants. The Welsh take rooms there, fresh off the trains that pull into Paddington Station. And theres a tube stop there as well, but I cant believe this hotel was named after a tube stop.

Im sure it wasnt.

And Im sure youre terribly polite, letting me natter on this way. Now how may I help you?

The nattering had changed the way he sounded, I noted; talking about London had given him an English accent. I told him I had a reservation, and he asked my name.

Peter Jeffries, I said.

Jeffries, he said, thumbing a stack of cards. I dont seem tooh, for heavens sake. Someones written it down as Jeffrey Peters.

I said it was a natural mistake, fairly certain as I spoke that the mistake was mine. Id somehow managed to screw up my own alias. Inverting the first and last names was a natural consequence of picking an alias consisting of two first names, which in turn is something amateurs tend to do all the time. And that was more dismaying than the mistake itself. For what was I if not a professional? And where was I if I started behaving like an amateur?

I filled out the cardan address in San Francisco, a departure date three days offand said Id be paying cash. Three nights at $155 a night plus tax, and a deposit for the phone, came to somewhere around $575. I counted out six hundreds and the fellow ran a finger over his upper lip, grooming the mustache he didnt have, and asked me if I would be wanting a bear.


A bear?

He nodded at a trio of Paddington Bears, perched atop a filing cabinet and looking quite like the bear over the fireplace. You may think this is all too cute for words, he said, the English accent gone now, and perhaps youd be right. It started after Eddies painting brought the hotel a new burst of fame. He collected teddy bears, you know, and after he died his collection brought ridiculous prices at Sothebys. A Horvath Collection pedigree is for a bear what a few hours around Jackie Os neck is for a string of cultured pearls.

And these three bears were his?

On, no, not at all. Theyre ours, Im afraid, purchased by the management from FAO Schwartz or Bears R Us. I dont really know where we get them. Any guest who wants can have the company of a bear during his stay. Theres no charge.

Really.

You neednt think its sheer altruism on our part. A surprising number of guests decide theyd rather take Paddington home with them than get their deposit back. Not everyone takes a bear upstairs in the first place, but of those who do, few want to give them up.

Ill take a bear, I said recklessly.

And Ill take a fifty-dollar deposit, cheerfully refunded on checkout, unless you want him to share your life forever.

I counted out a few more bills and he wrote out a receipt and handed over the key to Room 415, then scooped up the trio of Paddingtons and invited me to select one.

They all looked the same to me, so I did what I do in such circumstances. I took the one on the left.

A good choice, he said, the way the waiter does when you say youll have the rack of lamb with new potatoes. What, I often wonder, are the bad choices? If theyre so awful, what are they doing on the menu?

Hes a cute little fellow, I started to say, and in midsentence the cute little fellow slipped out of my arms and landed on the floor. I bent over and came up with him in one hand and a purple envelope in the other. ANTHEA LANDAU, it said, in block capitals, and that was all it said. This was on the floor, I told the clerk. Im afraid Ive stepped on it.

He curled his lip, then took a Kleenex from a box on the ledge behind the desk and wiped at the mark my shoe had left. Someone must have left it on the counter, he said, rubbing briskly, and someone else must have knocked it off. No harm done.

Paddington seems to have survived the experience.

Oh, hes a durable chap, he said. But I must say you surprised me. I didnt really think youd take a bear. I play a little game with myself, trying to guess who will and who wont, and I ought to give it up because Im not very good at it. Almost anyones apt to take a bear, or not to take a bear. Men on business trips are least likely to be bear people, but theyll surprise you. Theres one gentleman from Chicago whos here twice a month for four days at a time. He always has a bear and never takes the little fellow home. And he doesnt seem to care if its the same bear every time. Theyre not identical, you know. They vary in size, and in the color of their hats and coats and wellies. Most of the wellies are black, but the pair in the picture are yellow.

I noticed.

Tourists tend to take bears, and to want to keep them as souvenirs. Especially honeymoon couples. Except one couplethe woman wanted to take Paddington home, and the husband wanted his deposit back. I dont have much hope for that marriage.

Did they keep the bear?

They did, and hell probably wind up fighting her for custody of it when they divorce. For most couples, though, its never a question. They want the bear. Europeans, except for the English, dont generally take the bears in the first place. Japanese always take bears to their room, sometimes more than one. And they always pay for them and take them home.

And take pictures of them, I ventured.

Oh, you have no idea! Pictures of themselves, holding their bears. Pictures of me, with or without the bears. Pictures of them and their bears on the street in front of the hotel, and posed in front of poor Eddies painting, and in their rooms, and in front of the various rooms where some of our more famous guests lived or died. What do you suppose they do with all the pictures? When can they possibly find the time to look at them?

Maybe theres no film in the camera.

Why, Mr. Peters! he said. What a devious mind you have.

He had no idea.



Bear or no bear, Room 415 didnt look like $155 a night plus tax. The maroon carpet was threadbare, the dresser top scarred here and there by neglected cigarettes, and the one window looked out on an airshaft. And, as any member of the Friars Club would be quick to tell you, the room was so small you had to go out to the hall to change your mind.

But I hadnt expected anything different. The Paddington was a great deal for its permanent residents, who paid less for a month in a spacious one-bedroom apartment than a transient paid for a week-long stay in a room like mine. There was, I suppose, a trade-off; the transients paid a premium to bask in the painter-writer-musician glamour of the place, and subsidized the artists who lived there year-round and provided the glamour.

I wasnt too sure how the little chap in the floppy blue hat fit into the equation. Charming or twee, as you prefer, it made good marketing sense, giving the hotel a human (well, ursine) face while constituting a small profit center in its own right. If half the guests took bears, and if half of those decided they couldnt part with their bears, and if the per-bear markup was a conservative fifty percent, well, it would come to enough annually to pay the light bill, or a good chunk of it, anyway. Enough, at the very least, to make the operation cost-effective.

There was a mantelpiece above a fireplace that had long since been bricked up and plastered over, and thats where I placed Paddington, where he could have a good look around and make sure that everything was all right. Id let you look out the window, I told him, but theres nothing to see out there. Just a brick wall, and a window with the shade down. And maybe thats a good idea, drawing the shade. What do you think?

He didnt say. I drew the shade, tossed my small suitcase onto the bed, popped the catches, and opened it. I put my shirts and socks and underwear in the dresser, hung a pair of khakis in the tiny closet, closed the suitcase, and stood it against a wall.

I looked at my watch. It was time I got out of there. I had a business to run.

I said goodbye to the bear, who paid about as much attention as my cat does when I say goodbye to him. I pulled the door shut. That was enough to engage the snap lock, but I double-locked the door with my key before taking the elevator to the lobby.

The pair of women had ended their conversation, or at least taken it somewhere else. The guy with the long face and high forehead and horn-rimmed shades had put down GQ and picked up a paperback. I walked over and dropped my key at the desk. It was an actual brass key, unlike the computerized plastic key cards the newer hotels use, and it had a heavy brass fob attached, designed to punish you for walking off with it by ripping a hole in your pocket. I was happy to leave it, glad of an excuse to pass the desk and have a quick look at the triple row of guest mailboxes.

That purple envelope Id found on the floor was in Box 602.

I slapped down my key, gave the fellow with the too-black hair a nod and a smile, and watched a tall and elegant older gentleman enter the lobby from the street, looking as though he could have stepped out of the pages of the long-faced guys GQ. He was wearing a beautifully tailored sport jacket and slacks and escorting a much younger woman.

Our eyes met. His widened in recognition. I couldnt see mine, but they may have done the same. I recognized him, even as he clearly recognized me. And we did what gentlemen do when they encounter one another in a hotel lobby. We passed each other without a word.











CHAPTER 
Two



The business is Barnegat Books, an antiquarian bookstore on East Eleventh Street between University Place and Broadway. The Paddington is fourteen blocks north of my shop, and north-south blocks in Manhattan run twenty to the mile, and Ill leave it to you to do the mathematics. I wanted to open up by two, as the sign on my door promised, but a few minutes one way or the other wouldnt matter, and it was too nice a day for a cab or a subway. Id come up by taxi, suitcase in tow, but I could walk back, and did.

I cut through Madison Square, paying my respects to the statue of Chester Alan Arthur, twenty-first President of the United States and a man with even more first names than Jeffrey Peters. I walked down Broadway, trying to remember what I knew about Chester Alan Arthur, and once I got the store open and dragged the bargain table (Your Choice 3 for $5) out front, I browsed through my own stock until I found The Lives of the Presidents, by William Fortescue. It had been published in 1925, and only went as far as Warren Gamaliel Harding (one first name, one last name, and one that was essentially a toss-up). The book was evidently written with a teenage audience in mind, though I couldnt think of too many teenagers whod rush to turn off MTV and check out what Fortescue had to say about Franklin Pierce and Rutherford Birchard Hayes (who could boast, youll notice, not a single first name between them).

Fortescues volume had had a long shelf life at Barnegat Books, having been part of the original stock when I bought the place from old Mr. Litzauer some years ago. I didnt expect to sell it anytime soon either, but that didnt mean it was destined for the bargain table. It was a worthy volume, the sort of book you liked to have around a bookshop, and this wasnt the first time I had consulted it. Id let Fortescue fill me in a few months ago on Zachary Taylor, although I cant remember much of what I read, or why Id been interested in the first place. Still, hed come in handy thenFortescue, I mean, not Taylorand he was handy now.

I kept the book on the counter and dipped into it during slow periods, of which there are an abundance in the life of an antiquarian bookman. I did have some traffic that afternoon, and I did do some buying and selling. A regular customer found some mysteries she hadnt read, along with an out-of-print Fredric Brown she figured she must have read, but wouldnt mind reading again. Id had the same thought myself, and was sorry to see the book go before I had another crack at it, but thats part of the game.

A stout gentleman with a droopy mustache spent a lot of time browsing a six-volume half-leather edition of Omans History of Britain Before the Norman Conquest. I had it tagged at $125, and allowed I would probably take a little less than sticker price for the set, but not a great deal less.

Ill be back, he said finally, and left. And perhaps he would, but I wasnt counting on it. Customers (or more accurately, noncustomers) use that as an exit line, handing it out to tradesmen the way men tell women, Ill call you. Maybe they will, and then again maybe they wont, and theres no point sitting by the phone waiting.

My next customer brought in a book from the bargain table, paid his two bucks for it, and asked if he could browse a bit. I told him to feel free, but that it was a dangerous pastime. You never knew when youd find something you felt compelled to buy.

Ill risk it, he said, and disappeared into the stacks. Hed been around a couple of times in the course of the past week, looking quite presentable if the slightest bit down at the heels and smelling faintly and not disagreeably of whiskey. He was somewhere around sixty, about the same age as the man Id seen at the Paddington, with a deep suntan and a carefully trimmed little beard and mustache. The beard was V-shaped and came to a precise point, and it was silver in hue, as were his eyebrows and the hair on his head, or at least as much of it as showed out from under his tan beret.

This was the first time hed bought anything, and I had a hunch he thought of the two dollars as an admission charge. Some people just like to hang out in bookstoresI did, before I bought one of my ownand Mr. Silver Beard struck me as a fellow who didnt have anything much to do or anyplace to do it. He wasnt homeless, he was too well groomed for that, but he looked to be biding his time.


If hed gone on biding it until six oclock Id have gotten him to give me a hand closing up. But he was long gone by then. The phone rang around five-thirty, and it was Alice Cottrell. Ive got a room, I said. I didnt mention the bear.

And tonight?

If all goes well, I said. If not, the rooms mine for two more nights. But I figure the sooner the better.

And then we said the things a man and a woman will say when theyve been rather more to each other than bookseller and customer. I dropped my voice to say them, and I kept it low even after Mr. Silver Beard had given me a wave and departed. She said goodbye after wed done a reasonable amount of billing and cooing, and not too long after that I brought in the bargain table all by myself. That done, I put fresh water in Raffless water bowl, replenished the dry food in his dish, and made sure the bathroom door was open in case he needed to use the toilet. Then I locked up for the night and went over to the Bum Rap.



The Bum Rap, where Carolyn Kaiser and I meet almost every evening for a Thank God Its Over drink, is a neighborhood saloon with an eclectic juke box and a bartender who cant make a gin and tonic without looking it up first in his Old Mr. Boston manual. We have our usual table, although its no big deal if its taken and we have to sit somewhere else. It was taken this evening, I noticed. There were two women sitting there. Then I looked again and saw that one of them was Carolyn.

The other was Erica Darby, whod come into Carolyns life recently in a big way. Erica did something at a cable TV company. I wasnt too clear on what it was, but I was sure it was important, and probably glamorous. You sensed that about Erica. She was smart and polished and great-looking, with long chestnut hair and bright blue eyes and a figure I had the good sense not to notice.

Hey, Bernie, she said. Hows the book biz?

Leisurely, I said.

Thats great, she said. When my business is leisurely, that means were about to be driven out of it. She pushed back her chair, got to her feet. Gotta run, kiddies. She leaned over, kissed Carolyn on the mouth. See ya.

She swept out. I sat down. Carolyn had a tall glass of ruby liquid in front of her, and I asked if it was cranberry juice.

Campari and soda. You wanna taste it, Bern?

It seems to me I had it once, I said, and it seems to me once was enough. Anyway, it has alcohol in it, doesnt it?

They claim it does, she said, but you couldnt prove it by me.

Well, Ill take their word for it, I said, and motioned for Maxine. When she came over I ordered a Perrier.

Youre working tonight, Carolyn said.

I checked in this afternoon.

Hows your room?

Small, but who cares? Its just a place to put my bear.

Huh?

I explained about the loaner bears the hotel furnished, and Carolyn raised an eyebrow. Im not sure why I took the bear, I went on. Maybe I didnt want it to feel rejected.

Thats a good reason.


Anyway, I get the deposit back when I check out.

Unless you keep the bear.

Why would I keep the bear?

To keep it from feeling rejected, she said, and it would be a more serious rejection now, after all the two of you have been to each other. Bern, I know what your problem is.

You do?

Uh-huh. Youre too tense. You need to loosen up. Id tell Maxine to bring you a scotch, but you wouldnt drink it, would you?

I shook my head. Im not positive Ill pull it off tonight, I said, but Ive got a shot. I paid cash at the Paddington for three nights

Not to mention a bear, Bern.

So dont mention it. Anyway, if I can get in and out in one night I wont complain. And I know the room number, so thats taken care of.

Youre staying in a room and you know the number? I guess youre not losing your edge after all, Bern.

I know Anthea Landaus room number, I said. You knew thats what I meant, didnt you?

Well, yeah. She picked up her glass of Campari, made the face people dont usually make until theyve had a sip of the stuff, and put it down untasted. So youre sticking to Perrier, she said.

Right.

Thats what I figured, she said, and waved a hand for the waitresss attention. Hey, Max, she called out, bring Bernie here a drink, will you? Rye whiskey, and you might as well make it a double.

I just said

I heard you, Bern. And I get the message. Tonights a working night, and you dont drink when you work. Aside from soda water and fruit juice and coffee and other things that dont count. I know all that.

Then why

I understand your no-alcohol policy, she went on, even if it does strike me as the least bit extreme. And I certainly wouldnt do anything to sabotage it.

But you just ordered me a drink.

I did, she said, and I made it rye whiskey, because you seemed to enjoy it the other night. What do you know, here it comes. Thanks, Maxine, and why dont you take this and pour it back in the Lavoris bottle? She handed Maxine the unfinished Campari. Heres mud in your eye, Bern.

And she picked up my drink and drank it down. Its this deal Ive got with Erica, she explained. Shes not much of a drinker herself, and she doesnt really get it, you know? She ordered the Campari for me because its real easy to stop at one.

Theres a recommendation. Order a Campariyoull never want another.

The point is, shes concerned about how much I drink.

You dont drink all that much.

I know, she said, and if I ordered girly-girly drinks with fruit salad and little umbrellas, or if I put away a couple of bottles of chardonnay with dinner, why, she wouldnt think twice about it. But because I happen to drink like a man, shes all set to race off to an Al-Anon meeting and tell them all what a raging drunk I am.

Youre occasionally drunk, I allowed, but you hardly ever rage.

My point exactly. Anyway, shes concerned that I celebrate a little too enthusiastically every time I get through one more day of dog washing. She wanted me to quit coming to the Bum Rap altogether. I told her that wasnt negotiable. Bernies my best friend in all the world, and Im not going to force the man to drink alone. So get that right out of your pretty little head. And she really is pretty, Bern. Dont you think?

Very pretty.

And whats neat, she said, tossing her head, is she thinks Im pretty. Isnt that a hoot?

I think so, too, though its not something I tend to dwell on. Carolyn Kaiser is a couple of inches shorter than the five-two she claims to be, which leaves her not much taller than some of the dogs she grooms at the Poodle Factory just two doors down the street (or up the street, depending which way youre headed) from Barnegat Books. We lunch together during the week, at her place or mine, and we unwind after work at the Bum Rap, and she is my best friend and occasional henchperson. If she didnt happen to be a lesbian (or, by the same token, if I didnt happen to be a guy) wed probably have a romance, as people do, and it would run its course, as romances do, and that would be that. But this way we can be best friends forever, and I honestly think we will. (It got a little complicated once when we were both sleeping with the same girl, but we got over that with no damage done.)

So yes, shes pretty, with dark hair and a round face and big eyes, and sometimes Ill compliment her on what shes wearing, the way I might say something nice about a male friends necktie. But it doesnt happen very often, because I dont notice very often.

Shes right, I said now. In fact, theres something different about you. Youre letting your hair grow, arent you?


Everybody does, Bern. Between haircuts. Its not like shaving. You dont have to do it every day.

It looks longer than usual, I said. As long as Ive known Carolyn shes worn her hair Dutch-boy style, perhaps in unconscious tribute to the resourceful lad who saved Holland from flooding by putting his finger where it would do the most good. The bangs are the same as always, but its longer in back.

So Im trying something a little different, she said, just to see how it looks.

Well, it looks nice.

Thats what Erica said. In fact it was her idea.

Its becoming, I said. Its sort of

Finish the thought, Bern.

Its just different, thats all.

Softer, more feminine. Thats what you were gonna say, Bern. Right?

Well

Pretty soon guysll be holding doors open for me, and Ill be sipping Sambucca instead of Johnnie Walker Red, and Ill lose my edge and turn into Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm. Is that what you were going to say?

Actually, I was going to say something about Chester Alan Arthur.

Why, for Gods sake?

To change the subject, I said, and because I saw his statue in Madison Square and spent the afternoon reading about him. He got the Vice-Presidential nomination in 1880 as a sop to Roscoe Conkling, the Republican boss of New York State. He was Garfields running mate, and

You dont mean John Garfield, do you?

No, or Brian, either. James Abram Garfield, and the ticket won, and Garfield was inaugurated in March, and


Not in January?

No, it took them longer in those days. Garfield was inaugurated in March, and in June he met up with Charles Guiteau. My name is Charles Guiteau, my name Ill never deny. Remember that song?

No, Bern, but I dont remember a whole lot of songs from 1881.

Some folksinger recorded it a few years ago. I thought you might have heard it.

I must have been too busy listening to Anita ODay and Billie Holiday. They didnt play songs about Charles Guiteau in Paulas or the Duchess. They might have in Swing Rendezvous, but that was before my time. Who was Charles Guiteau and why sing a song about him?

He was a disappointed office-seeker. He shot Garfield because he couldnt get a job, and a month later Garfield died.

I guess dying took longer then, too.

It didnt take long for Guiteau. They hanged him, and Chester Alan Arthur was President of the United States of America. And Roscoe Conkling thought he had the keys to Fort Knox, but it didnt work out that way. Arthur wound up pushing for the Civil Service System, which eliminated most of the federal patronage and left the bosses with fewer jobs to hand out.

I guess thats one way to cut down on disappointed office-seekers, she said, but you cant win, can you? This way youre up to your neck in disgruntled postal employees. What happened to Arthur? Was he considered a hero?

I shook my head. Conkling was pissed off, and the party didnt nominate him in 84. They ran James G. Blaine instead, and Grover Cleveland beat him, and Chester Alan Arthur returned to the obscurity most people figure he richly deserved.

But at least he got a statue in the park.

So did Conkling, I said. The same park, but the other end of it. The two of them stare across Madison Square at each other. It seems to me they both look disappointed.

Thats a sad story, she said. It shows what happens when a person tries to do the right thing. She waved a hand. Maxine, she called out, Bernie just told me a sad story. You better bring the poor guy another double.

She drank my drink, and I had another Perrier to keep her company. We raised our glasses to Chester Alan Arthur, and I wondered how long it had been since anyone had drunk the mans health. Probably a long time, I decided. Possibly forever.

Thats better, Carolyn said, setting her glass down empty. Ill tell you, its no hardship limiting myself to a glass of that mouthwash as long as Ive got you across the table from me. Ill be seeing Erica later, and she probably wont say anything, but if she does I can just tell the truth. I just had the one Campari, Ill say, while I kept Bernie company.

I suppose there are people who would call that a lie of omission, I said.

I suppose there are, Bern, and I say the hell with them. She peered at me. I know what youre thinking. Youd like to order one more for the road, but Im not going to let you do it. Im going to show a little restraint, even if you dont.

If it werent for you, I said, Id probably be rolling in the gutter.

Instead of heading off to commit a felony. She signaled for the check, then waved me off when I reached for my wallet. Get out of here, she said. You didnt have anything but H2O and CO2. The least I can do is pick up the tab.

If I get it, I said, I can call it a business expense. Its a small price to pay for a clear head on a working night.

You figure tonights the night, Bern?

Well, the sooner the better.

Haste makes waste, she said sagely, and youve got to look before you leap. She frowned. On the other hand, youve got to strike while the iron is hot, and he who hesitates is lost.

Thats helpful, I said.

I hope so, she said, because its confusing the hell out of me. Maybe you shouldnt have had that last drink. It went right to my head.

Ill try to restrain myself next time.

Anyway, she said, this is on me. Youve already got a lot invested in this business, havent you?

Six hundred and change.

All to get into the hotel.

In and out whenever I want, I said, just like a legitimate guest, which is what I am. Its the one foolproof way to get past hotel security. Take a room, pay for it, and youve got the run of the place. Of course, youre not entitled to break into the other guests rooms, but how are they going to stop you?

Your whole face glows when you talk about it, Bern. Its something to see.

Well, its exciting, I said. A hotel is like a cafeteria for a thief, or a smorgasbord table. But instead of seeing everything all laid out for you, its all tucked away behind closed doors. And you never know what youll find. I smiled at a memory. One time, I said, I checked into the old Hotel Astor. It was early in my career and late in the life of the hotel, but we had that one brief moment together.

You make it sound like a romance.

I got my key, I said, and it took me an hour or two to do this, but I filed it and buffed it until Id turned it into a master key for every lock in the hotel. Im pretty quick picking a lock, but Im even faster when Ive got the key. I must have hit fifty rooms that night. I came up empty in a lot of them, but it still added up to a profitable nights work.

You wont hit fifty rooms at the Paddington, will you, Bern?

One should be plenty.

And you really think youll find what youre looking for?

I dont know.

If you do, the six hundred dollars is a good investment. If not, its a lot of money down the drain.

Ill get fifty bucks back, I said, when I return the bear. And theres a deposit for the phone, and I dont expect to be making any calls, so Ill get that back too.

You really think youll be able to get the bear deposit back, Bern?

Not if I have to leave in a hurry. But otherwise, sure, theyll give me the money back. As long as I return old Paddy in good condition.

Thats not what I meant.

Its not?

Not exactly. What I meant was, will you be able to part with him? I used to have a Paddington Bear when I was a kid, and I never would have given him up for fifty dollars, or even five hundred. He was my little buddy.


Mines a perfectly good bear, I said, but I dont foresee a whole lot of separation anxiety. We havent had enough time to bond, and if all goes well Ill be out of there before were all that deeply attached to one another.

Maybe.

You sound dubious.

Well, it took me about ten seconds to fall in love with my own Paddington Bear, Bern. Of course I was younger then. I dont commit that quickly these days.

Youre older.

Right.

Seasoned. More mature.

You bet.

How long did it take you to flip over Erica?

About ten seconds, she said, but thats different. All I had to do was look at her. Shes beautiful, isnt she, Bern?

Shes very good-looking.

You could go for her yourself, right?

I wouldnt, I said, for all the usual reasons. But as a hypothetical question, well, sure. Shes an attractive woman.

Beautys only skin deep, she said, but unless youre a radiologist, I figure thats plenty. Bern, youre staring at me. Youve been sneaking stares all night and youre doing it again.

Sorry.

Maybe you need another drink. But Im not so sure thats a good idea.

Neither am I. Carolyn, you look different. Thats why Ive been staring.

I guess its the hair.

Thats what I thought, but theres something else, isnt there? What is it?


Youre seeing things, Bern.

Its lipstick, I said. Carolyn, youre wearing lipstick!

Not so loud! Whats the matter with you, Bern?

Sorry, but

How would you like it? Hey, Bern, whats with the blusher and mascara? And next thing you know the whole rooms gawking at you.

I said I was sorry. You took me by surprise, thats all.

Yeah, it was a real sneak attack. Weve been sitting here for close to an hour, and I just now snuck up and ambushed you.

Lipstick, I said.

Cut it out, Bern. Its not such a big deal.

Long hair and lipstick.

Not long hair. Longer, thats all. And the lipsticks just to add a little color.

Why else would anyone wear it? Thats all it ever does, it adds color.

Right. So dont make a federal case out of it, okay?

Lipstick, I marveled. My best friend is turning into a lipstick lesbian.

Bern

So long, L. L. Bean, I said. Hello, Victorias Secret.

Some secret. You know how many of those catalogs they mail out every month? They dont make money on me, Bern. All I like to do is look at the pictures.

If you say so.

Its not like Ive got a closet full of flannel shirts, you know. Ive never dressed all that butch. A blazer and slacks doesnt make me a diesel dyke, does it?

Far from it.

And its just a touch of lipstick. You sat across the table from me for a whole hour without noticing it.


I noticed it, I said. I just didnt know what I was noticing.

My point exactly. Its not blatant. Just a subtle touch.

Of femininity.

Of youth, she said. If I were a teenager I wouldnt need it, but Im old enough so nature can use a little help. Dont look at me like that, Bern.

Like what?

Like that. All right, dammit. It was Ericas idea. Are you happy now?

I was already happy.

Shes a genuine lipstick lesbian, she said, and thats something Ive never objected to, Bern, philosophically or aesthetically. I like lipstick lesbians. I think theyre hot. She shrugged. I just never thought I was going to be one, thats all. I didnt think I was cut out for it.

But now youve changed your mind?

Erica thinks its low self-esteem, and not feeling confident about my looks. And she thinks a softer hairstyle and a little lipstick will change my self-image, and I have to say I think shes right. Anyway, she likes me this way.

Cant argue with results.

Thats what I figure.

And you look nice, I said. Ill tell you, I cant wait to see how you look in a dress.

Cut it out, Bern.

Something low-cut, with lace trimming. Thats always nice. Or one of those scoop-necked peasant blouses, the gypsy look. That might work for you.

She rolled her eyes.

Or a dirndl, I went on. Whats a dirndl, anyway? What does it look like?


To me, she said, it always looks like a typographical error. Beyond that I dont know what it is, and I dont plan on knowing. Could we talk about something else, Bern?

Earrings, I suggested. Gold hoops would be good with the peasant blouse, but how will they look with the dirndl?

Keep going, Bern. What are we gonna talk about next? Panty hose? High heels?

And perfume, I said, and sat up and sniffed the air. Youre wearing perfume!

Its a cologne, she said, and Ive been keeping a bottle at the Poodle Factory for years. I splash on a little after work sometimes to counteract the doggie smell.

Oh.

Dont look so disappointed. Listen, I cant tell you how much Im enjoying this conversation, and Im glad you let me buy you those drinks. They really loosened you up, even if I was the one who drank them.

Well

But all good things have to end, she went on, including this sparkling conversation. Its time we got out of here. Ive got a late date with a beautiful woman. And youve got a date with a bear.
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