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CHAPTER
 
One






Gramercy Park, said Miss Henrietta Tyler, is an oasis in the middle of a cruel sea, a respite from the slings and arrows of which the Bard has warned us. A sigh escaped her lips, the sort of sigh that follows upon the contemplation of an oasis in the middle of a sea. Young man, she said, I do not know what I would do without this blessed green plot. I simply do not know what I would do.


The blessed green plot is a private park tucked into Manhattans East Twenties. There is a fence around the park, a black wrought-iron fence seven or eight feet high. A locked gate denies access to persons who have no legal right to enter. Only those persons who live in certain buildings surrounding the park and who pay an annual fee toward its maintenance are issued keys that will unlock the iron gate.


Miss Henrietta Tyler, who was seated on the green bench beside me, had such a key. She had told me her name, along with much of her personal history, in the fifteen minutes or so wed been sitting together. Given time, I was fairly sure shed tell me everything that had occurred in New York since her birth, which I calculated had taken place just a year or two after Napoleons defeat at Waterloo. She was a dear old thing, was Miss Henrietta, and she wore a sweet little hat with a veil. My grandmother used to wear sweet little hats with veils. You dont see them much anymore.


Absence of dogs, Miss Henrietta was saying. Im ever so glad they dont allow dogs in this park. Its the only spot left in the city where one may walk without constantly scanning the pavement beneath ones feet. A disgusting animal, the dog. It leaves its dirt anywhere at all. The cat is infinitely more fastidious, isnt it? Not that I would care to have one underfoot. Ive never understood this compulsion people have to bring animals into their houses. Why, I wouldnt even care to have a fur coat. Let that sort of thing stay in the forest where it belongs.


Im sure Miss Henrietta wouldnt have talked thus to a stranger. But strangers, like dogs, are not to be found in Gramercy Park. My presence in the park indicated that I was decent and respectable, that I had a rewarding occupation or an independent income, that I was one of Us and not one of Them. My clothes had certainly been chosen to reinforce that image. My suit was a tropical worsted, a windowpane check in light and dark gray. My shirt was light blue with a medium-length button-down collar. My tie carried stripes of silver and sky blue on a navy field. The attach case at my feet was a slim model in cocoa Ultrasuede that had cost someone a pretty penny.


I looked, all in all, like a bachelor taking a breather in the park after a hard day in a stuffy office. Perhaps Id stopped somewhere for a bracing brace of martinis. Now I was taking some air on this balmy September evening before I trotted on home to my well-appointed apartment, there to pop a TV dinner in the microwave oven and inhale a beer or two while the Mets dropped a squeaker on the tube.


Well, not quite, Miss Henrietta.


No hard day, no stuffy office. No martinis, because I do not permit myself so much as a sniff of the cork when I am about to go to work. And theres no microwave oven in my modest apartment, and no TV dinners either, and I stopped watching the Mets when they traded Seaver. My apartments on the Upper West Side, several miles from Gramercy Park, and I didnt pay a cent for the Ultrasuede attach case, having appropriated it some months ago while liberating an absent gentlemans coin collection. Im sure it had cost him a pretty penny, and God knows it contained any number of pretty pennies when I waltzed out the door with it in hand.


Why, I didnt even have a key to the park. Id let myself in with a cunning little piece of high-tempered German steel. The lock on the gate is a shockingly simple one to pick. Its surprising more people dont let themselves in when they want to spend an hour away from dogs and strangers.


This business of running around the park, Miss Henrietta was saying. There goes one of them now. Look at him, wont you?


I looked. The chap in question was around my age, somewhere in his middle thirties, but hed lost a good deal of his hair. Perhaps hed run out from under it. He was running now, or jogging, or whatever.


You see them day and night, winter and summer. Theres no end to it. On cold days they wear those suits, sweating suits I believe theyre called. Unbecoming gray things. On a warm night like tonight they wear cotton shorts. Is it healthy to carry on like that, do you suppose?



Why else would anyone do it?


Miss Henrietta nodded. But I cant believe its good for one, she said. It looks so unpleasant. You dont do anything of the sort, do you?


Every once in a while I think it might be good for me. But I just take two aspirin and lie down until the thought passes.


I believe thats wise. It appears ridiculous, for one thing, and nothing that looks so ridiculous can possibly be good for you. Once more a sigh escaped her lips. At least theyre constrained to do it outside the park, she said, and not inside the park. Weve that to be thankful for.


Like the dogs.


She looked at me, and her eyes glinted behind the veil. Why, yes, she said. Quite like the dogs.





By seven-thirty Miss Henrietta was dozing lightly and the jogger had run away somewhere. More to the point, a woman with shoulder-length ash-blond hair and wearing a paisley print blouse and wheat-colored jeans had descended the stone steps in front of 17 Gramercy Park West, glanced at her watch, and headed around the corner on Twenty-first Street. Fifteen minutes had passed and she had not returned. Unless the building had held two women of that description, she was Crystal Sheldrake, the future ex-wife of Craig Sheldrake, the Worlds Greatest Dentist. And if she was out of her apartment it was time for me to go into it.


I let myself out of the park. (You dont need a key to do that, or even a piece of high-tempered German steel.) I crossed the street, attach case in hand, and mounted the steps of Number Seventeen. It was four stories tall, an exemplary specimen of Greek Revival architecture thrown up early in the nineteenth century. Originally, I suppose, one family had sprawled over all four floors and stowed their luggage and old newspapers in the basement. But standards have crumbled, as Im sure Miss Henrietta could have told me, and now each floor was a separate apartment. I studied the four bells in the vestibule, passed up the ones marked Yalman, Porlock, and Leffingwell (which, taken as a trio, sounds rather like a firm of architects specializing in industrial parks) and poked the one marked Sheldrake. Nothing happened. I rang again, and nothing happened again, and I let myself in.


With a key. The bitch changed the lock, Craig had told me, but she couldnt hardly change the one downstairs without getting the neighbors steamed at her. Having the key saved me a couple of minutes, the lock being a rather decent one. I pocketed the key and walked to the elevator. It was in service though, the cage descending toward me, and I decided I didnt much want to meet Yalman or PorlockLeffingwell lived on the first floor, but I decided it might even be he in the elevator, returning to base after watering his rooftop garden. No matter; I walked on down the hallway to the stairs and climbed two flights of carpeted steps to Crystal Sheldrakes apartment. I rang her bell and listened to two-tone chimes within, then knocked a couple of times, all in the name of insurance. Then I put my ear to the door and listened for a moment, and then I retrieved my ear and went to work.


Crystal Sheldrakes door had not one but two new locks, both of them Rabsons. The Rabsons a good lock to begin with, and one of these was equipped with their new pickproof cylinder. Its not as pickproof as theyd like you to think but its not a plate of chopped liver either, and the damn thing took me a while to get past. It would have taken even longer except that I have a pair of locks just like it at home. Ones in my living room, where I can practice picking it with my eyes closed while I listen to records. The others on my own door, keeping out burglars less industrious than I.


I picked my way in, albeit with my eyes open, and before I even locked the door behind me I took a quick tour of the apartment. Once upon a time I didnt bother to do this, and it later turned out that there was a dead person in the apartment, and the situation proved an embarrassment of the rankest order. Experience is as effective a teacher as she is because one does tend to remember her lessons.


No dead bodies. No live bodies except my own. I went back and locked both locks, plopped my attach case upon a Victorian rosewood love seat, slipped my hands into a pair of skintight sheer rubber gloves, and went to work.


The name of the game I was playing was Treasure Hunt. Id like to see you strip the place to the four walls, Craig had said, and I was going to do my best to oblige him. There seemed to be more than four wallsthe living room Id entered, a full dining room, a large bedroom, a small bedroom that had been set up as a sort of den and television parlor, and a kitchen with a fake brick floor and real brick walls and a lot of copper pots and pans hanging from iron hooks. The kitchen was my favorite room. The bedroom was all chintzy and virginal, the den angular and uninspired, and the living room an eclectic triumph featuring examples of bad taste down through the centuries. So I started in the kitchen and found six hundred dollars in the butter compartment of the refrigerator door.


Now the refrigerators always a good place to look. A surprising number of people keep money in the kitchen, and many of them tuck it into the fridge. Cold cash, I suppose. But I didnt pick up the six hundred by playing the averages. I had inside information.


The slut keeps money in the refrigerator, Craig had told me. Usually has a couple hundred stashed in the butter keeper. Keeps the bread with the butter.


Clever.


Isnt it just? She used to keep marijuana in the tea canister. If she lived where people have lawns shed probably store it with the grass seed.


I didnt look in the tea canister so I dont know what kind of tea it contained. I put the cash in my wallet and returned to the living room to have a shot at the desk. There was more money in the top right-hand drawer, maybe two hundred dollars at most in fives and tens and twenties. It wasnt enough to get excited about but I was getting excited anyway, the automatic tickle of excitement that starts working the instant I let myself into someone elses abode, the excitement that builds every time I lay hands on someone elses property and make it my own. I know this is all morally reprehensible and there are days when it bothers me, but theres no getting around it. My name is Bernie Rhodenbarr and Im a thief and I love to steal. I just plain love it.



The money went in my pocket and became my money, and I started slamming through the other drawers in the little kneehole desk, and several in a row contained nothing noteworthy and then I opened another and right on top were three cases of the sort that good watches come in. The first one was empty. The second and third were not. One of them was an Omega and the other was a Patek Philippe and they were both gorgeous. I closed the cases and placed them in my attach case where they belonged.


The watches were choice but that was it for the living room and it was actually more than Id expected. Because the living room like the kitchen was just a warm-up. Crystal Sheldrake lived alone, although she often had overnight guests, and she was a woman with a lot of valuable jewelry, and women keep their jewelry in the bedroom. Im sure they think they do it so its handy when theyre getting dressed, but I think the real reason is that they sleep better surrounded by gold and diamonds. It makes them feel secure.


It used to drive me crazy, Craig had said. Sometimes she left things lying out in plain sight. Or shed just toss a bracelet and a necklace in the top drawer of the bedside table. She had the bedside table on the left-hand side, but I suppose theyre both hers now so check em both. No kidding. I useta beg her to keep some of that stuff in a safe-deposit box. She said its too much trouble. She wouldnt listen to me.


Lets hope she didnt start listening recently.


Not Crystal. She never listened to anybody.


I took my attach case into the bedroom with me and had a look for myself. Earrings, finger rings, bracelets, necklaces. Brooches, pendants, watches. Modern jewelry and antique jewelry. Fair stuff, good stuff, and a couple things that looked, to my reasonably professional eye, to be very good indeed. Dentists take in a certain amount of cash along with the checks, and hard as it may be to believe this, some of that cash doesnt get reported to the Internal Revenue people. Some of it gets turned quietly into jewelry, and that jewelry could now get turned just as quietly right back into cash again. It wouldnt bring in what it had cost in the first place, since your average fence is a rather more careful customer than your average dentist, but it would still amount to a fairly impressive sum when you consider that it all started out with nothing but a whole lot of toothaches and root-canal work.


I searched very carefully, not wanting to miss anything. Crystal Sheldrake kept a very neat apartment on the surface, but the interiors of her drawers were a scandal, with baubles and beads forced to keep company with rumpled panty hose and half-full make-up jars. So I took my time, and my attach case grew heavier as my fingers grew lighter. There was plenty of time. She had left the house at seven-fifteen and would probably not return until after midnight, if indeed she returned before dawn. Her standard operating procedure, according to Craig, called for a drink or two at each of several neighborhood watering holes, a bite of dinner somewhere along the way, and then a few hours devoted to a combination of serious drinking and even more serious cruising. Of course there were nights that got planned in advance, dinner engagements and theater dates, but shed left the house dressed for a casual nights entertainment.


That meant shed either bring home a stranger or go to a strangers home, and either way Id be long gone before she recrossed her own threshold. If they settled on his place, the jewels might be fenced before she knew they were missing. If she brought the guy home and they were both too sloshed to notice anything was missing, and if he in turn let himself out before she woke up, she might just tag the crime on him. Either way I looked to be in the clear, and enough thousands of dollars ahead so that I could coast for the next eight or ten months, even after I gave Craig his share. Of course it was hard to tell just what the attach case contained, and its a long, long way from jewelry to cash, but things were looking good for Mrs. Rhodenbarrs boy Bernard, no question about it.


I remember having that thought. I cant begin to tell you what a comfort it was a little later when Crystal Sheldrake locked me in the bedroom closet.
















CHAPTER

 Two






The problem, of course, derived from an offshoot of Parkinsons Law. A person, be he bureaucrat or burglar, tends to take for a task as much time as is available for it. Because I knew Crystal Sheldrake would be absent from her apartment for hours on end, I was inclined to spend several of those hours divesting her of her possessions. Ive always known that burglars should observe the old Playboy Philosophyi.e., Get In and Get Outbut theres something to be said for making use of the available time. You can miss things if your work is rushed. You can leave incriminating evidence behind. And its a kick, going through another persons things, participating vicariously (and perhaps neurotically) in that persons life. The kicks involved are one of the attractions of burglary for me. I can admit that, even if I cant do anything much about it.


So I lingered. I could have tossed the Sheldrake pied--terre in twenty efficient minutes if I put my mind to it. Instead I took my precious time.


Id finished picking the second Sheldrake lock at 7:57I happened to note the time before easing the door open. At 9:14 I closed my attach case and fastened the snaps. I picked it up and noted its increased weight with approval, trying to think of the avoir-dupois more in terms of carats than ounces.


Then I set the case down again and gave the premises another careful contemplative toss. I dont even know if I was really looking for anything at this point. A person younger than I might have said I was trying to pick up vibrations. Come to think of it, I might have said that myself, but not aloud. What I was probably trying to do, in truth, was prolong the delicious feeling of being where I wasnt supposed to be and where no one knew I was. Not even Craig knew I was there. Id told him I would go in a night or two later, but it was such a pleasant evening, such a propitious night for breaking and entering


So I was in the bedroom, examining a pastel portrait of a youngish woman elegantly coiffed and gowned, with an emerald at her throat that looked to be head and shoulders above anything Id stolen from Crystal Sheldrake. The painting looked early nineteenth century and the woman looked French, but she might simply have cultivated the art of looking French. There was something fetching about her expression. I decided shed been disappointed so many times in life, largely by men, that shed reached a point where she expected disappointment and decided that she could live with it, but it still rather rankled. I was between women myself at the time and told her with my eyes that I could make her life a joy and a fulfillment, but her chalky blues met mine and she let me know that she was sure Id be just as big a letdown as everybody else. I figured she was probably right.


Then I heard the key in the lock.


It was a good thing there were two locks, and it was another good thing Id relocked them upon entering. (I could have bolted them as well, so that they couldnt be opened from outside, but Id given up doing that a while ago, figuring that it just let citizens know there was a burglar inside and moved them to come back with a cop or two in tow.) I froze, and my heart ascended to within an inch or two of my tonsils, and my body got damp in all those spots the antiperspirant ads warn you about. The key turned in the lock, and the bolt drew back, and someone said something inaudible, to another person or to the empty air, and another key found its way into another lock, and I stopped being frozen and started moving.


There was a window in the bedroom, conventionally enough, but there was an air conditioner in it so there was no quick way to open it. There was another smaller window, large enough so that I could have gotten through it, but some spoilsport had installed bars on it to prevent some rotten burglar from climbing in through it. This also prevented rotten burglars from climbing out, although the installer had probably not had that specifically in mind.


I registered this, then looked at the bed with its lacy spread and thought about throwing myself under it. But there wasnt really a hell of a lot of room between the box spring and the carpet. I could have fit but I could not have been happy about it. And theres something so undignified about hiding under a bed. Its such a dreary clich.


The bedroom closet was every bit as trite but rather more comfortable. Even as the key was turning in the second Rabson lock, I was darting into the closet. Id opened it before to paw through garments and check hatboxes in the hope that they held more than hats. It had then been quaintly locked, the key stuck right there in the lock waiting for me to turn it. I dont know why people do this but they do it all the time. I guess if they keep the key somewhere else its too much trouble hunting for it every time they want to change their shoes, and I guess locking a door provides some sort of emotional security even when you leave the key in the lock. Id taken nothing from her closet earlier; if she had furs they were in storage, and I hate stealing furs anyway, and I certainly wasnt going to make off with her Capezios.


At any rate, I hadnt bothered relocking the closet and that saved unlocking it all over again. I popped inside and drew it shut after me, slipped between a couple of faintly perfumed gowns and adjusted them again in front of me, took a deep breath that didnt even begin to fill my aching lungs, and listened carefully as the door opened and two people entered.


It was not hard to know that there were two of them because I could hear them talking, even though I could not yet make out their conversation. From the pitch of their voices I could tell that one was female and one was male, and I assumed the female was Crystal Sheldrake, wheat jeans and paisley blouse and all. I had no idea who the man might be. All I knew was that he was a fast worker, having hustled her back here so swiftly. Maybe he was married. That would explain his hurry, and why theyd wound up here rather than at his place.



Sounds of ice clinking, sounds of liquid pouring. I breathed in the closet smells of Arpge and Shalimar and antique perspiration and thought wistfully of the two before-dinner martinis Id neglected to have. I never drink before I work because it might impair my efficiency, and I thought about that policy, and I thought about my efficiency, and I felt rather stupider than usual.


I hadnt had the before-dinner drinks and I hadnt had the dinner either, preferring to postpone that pleasure until I could do it in style and in celebration. Id been thinking in terms of a latish supper at a little hideaway I know on Cornelia Street in the Village. Those two marts first, of course, and then that cold asparagus soup they do such a good job with, and then the sweetbreads with mushrooms, God, those sweetbreads, and a salad of arugola and spinach with mandarin orange sections, ah yes, and perhaps a half bottle of something nice to go with the sweetbreads. A white wine, of course, but what white wine? It was something to ponder.


Then coffee, lots of coffee, all of it black. And of course a postprandial brandy with the coffee. No dessert, no point in overdoing it, got to watch the old waistline even if ones not quite obsessive enough to jog around Gramercy Park. No dessert, then, but perhaps a second snifter of that brandy just to take the edge off all that coffee and reward oneself for a job well done.


A job well done indeed.


In the living room, ice continued to clink in glasses. I heard laughter. The radio or the record player was pressed into service. More ice clinking. More laughter, a little more carefree now.


I stood there in the closet and found my thoughts turning inexorably in the direction of alcohol. I thought about the martinis, cold as the Klondike, three hearty ounces of crystal-clear Tanqueray gin with just the most fleeting kiss of Noilly Prat vermouth, a ribbon of twisted lemon peel afloat, the stemmed glass perfectly frosted. Then my mind moved to the wine. Just what white wine would be ideal?


beautiful, beautiful evening, the woman sang out. Know something, though? Im a little warmish, sweetie.


Warmish? I couldnt imagine why. There were two air conditioners in the apartment, one in the bedroom and one in the living room, and shed left them both running in her absence. Theyd kept the apartment more than comfortable. My hands are always warm and sweaty inside my rubber gloves, but the rest of me had been cool and dry.


Until now, that is. The bedroom air conditioner was having no discernible effect on the air in the closet, which was not what youd call conditioned. My hands were getting the worst of it and I peeled my gloves off and stuck them in my pocket. At the moment fingerprints were my least pressing concern. Suffocation probably headed the list, or at least it seemed to, and close behind it came apprehension and arrest and prison, following one upon the other in a most unpleasant way.


I breathed in. I breathed out. Maybe, I thought, just maybe, I could get away with this one. Maybe Crystal and her gentleman friend would be sufficiently involved in one another so as not to notice the absence of jewelry. Maybe theyd do whatever theyd come to do, and having done it perhaps theyd leave, or lapse into coma, and then maybe I could let myself out of the closet and the apartment. Then, swag in hand, I could return to my own neighborhood and


Hell!


Swag in hand indeed. My swag, all of it neatly packed in the Ultrasuede attach case, was not by any means in hand, not in hand and not at hand either. It was resting on the opposite side of the bedroom from me, propped against the wall under the pastel portrait of the disappointed mademoiselle. So even if Crystal didnt notice the absence of her jewelry she seemed more than likely to notice the presence of the case, and that would indicate not merely that she had been burgled but that the burglar had been interrupted while at work, and that would mean she would put in an urgent phone call to 911, and cop cars would descend upon the scene of the crime, and some minion of the law would be bright enough to open the closet, and I, Bernard Grimes Rhodenbarr, would be instantly up the creek, and in no time at all, up the river as well.


Hell!


Something more comfortable, the woman said. I could hear them better now because they were en route to the bedroom, which I cant say astonished me. And then they were in the bedroom, and then they did what theyd come to the bedroom to do, and thats all youre going to hear from me on that subject. It was no fun listening to it and Im certainly not going to try to re-create the experience for you.


As a matter of fact, I paid them the absolute minimum of attention myself. I let my mind return to the question of the perfect wine as accompaniment to the sweetbreads. Not a French white, I decided, for all that the sweetbreads were a French dish. A German white might have a little more oomph. A Rhine? That would do, certainly, but I decided after some thought that a choice Moselle might carry a wee bit more authority. I thought about a Piesporter Goldtrpfchen Id had not long ago, a bottle shared with a young woman with whom, as it turned out, that was all that was to be shared. That would be acceptable with the sweetbreads, certainly. One wouldnt want anything too dry. And yet the dish did call for a wine with a slight lingering sweetness, a fruity nose


Of course! My mind summoned up memories of a 75 Ockfener Bockstein Kabinett, with a full, lovely flowery scent, a tart freshness of flavor like a bite out of a perfect Granny Smith apple, the merest hint of spice, just a trace of tongue-tickling spritz. There was no guarantee that the restaurant Id chosen would have that particular wine, but neither was there any guarantee that Id be having dinner there instead of doing five-to-fifteen at Attica, so I might as well give my imagination free rein. And what was that nonsense about a half bottle of wine? Any wine worth drinking was worth having a full bottle of, surely.


I rounded out my meal somewhat by guessing what the vegetable du jour might chance to be. Broccoli, I decided, steamed al dente, uncomplicated with Hollandaisejust dotted lightly with sweet butter. Or, failing that, some undercooked zucchini sauced very lightly with tomato and basil and dusted with grated Parmesan.


My thoughts then jumped sensibly enough to the after-dinner brandy. A good Cognac, I thought. Any good Cognac. And I let myself dwell on various good Cognacs Id had at one time or another and the ever-more-comfortable circumstances than the present in which Id relished them.


A drink, I thought, would help. It might not really help, but it would seem to help and Id settle for that just now. A well-equipped burglar, I told myself, really ought to be supplied with a hip flask. Or even a square flask. A thermos, perhaps, to keep the martinis properly chilled





Nothing lasts forever. The lovemaking of Crystal Sheldrake and her latest friend, which certainly seemed eternal to me if not to them, lasted by actual measurement twenty-three minutes. I cant say when Crystals key turned in her lock, having had more urgent matters on my mind at the time. But I did glance at my watch not too long after and noted that it was 9:38. I glanced again when the two of them entered the bedroom. 10:02. I checked again from time to time while the performance was in progress, and when the finale descended with a crash my glow-in-the-dark watch told me it was 10:25.


There was a spate of silence, a chorus of Gee, you were terrific and Youre sensational and Weve got to do this more often, all the things good up-to-date people say instead of I love you. Then the man said, Christ, its later than I thought. Half-past ten already. I better get going.


Running back home to whats-her-name?


As if you didnt remember her name.


I prefer to forget it. There are moments, my sweet, when I actually manage to forget her existence altogether.


You sound jealous.


Of course Im jealous, baby. Does that come as a surprise to you?


Oh, come on, Crystal, you arent really jealous.


No?


Not a chance.


Think its just a role I play? Maybe youre right. I couldnt say. Your ties crooked.


Mmm, thanks.


They went on like this, not saying anything I had any enormous need to hear. I had trouble keeping all of my mind on their conversation, not only because it was duller than a Swedish film but because I kept waiting for one or the other of them to stub a toe on the attach case and wonder aloud how it happened to be there. This, however, did not happen. There was more chitchat, and then she walked him to the door and let him out and locked up after him, and I think I heard the sound of her snicking the sliding bolt shut. Fine precaution to take, lady, I thought, with the burglar already tucked away in your clothes closet.


Then I heard nothing at all for a while, and then the phone rang twice and was answered, and there was a conversation which I couldnt make out. More silence, this time followed by a temper tantrum of brief duration. Stinking sonofabitch bastard, Crystal roared, out of the blue. I had no way of knowing whether she was referring to her recent bedmate, her ex-husband, her telephone caller, or someone else altogether. Nor did I too much care. She yelled out just once, and then there was a thudding sound, perhaps of her heaving something at a wall. Then calm returned.


And so did Crystal, retracing her steps from living room to bedroom. I guess she had replenished her drink somewhere along the way, because I heard ice cubes clinking. By now, however, I no longer actively wanted something wet. I just wanted to go home.


The next thing I heard was water running. There was a lavatory in the hallway off the living room, a full bathroom off the bedroom. The bathroom had a stall shower and thats what I was hearing. Crystal was going to erase the patina of love-making. The man had left and Crystal was going to take a shower and all I had to do was pop out of the closet and scoop up my jewel-laden attach case and be gone.



I was just about to do this when the shower became suddenly more audible than it had been. I shrank back behind the rack of dresses and sundry garments, and footsteps approached me, and a key turned, neatly locking me in the closet.


Which of course was not her intent. She wanted to unlock the door, and she had left it locked and assumed it was still locked, so shed turned the key, and


Funny, she said aloud. And paused, and then turned the key in the opposite direction, this time unlocking the closet, and reached in to take a hooded lime-green terry-cloth robe from a hanger.


I did not breathe while this was happening. Not specifically to escape detection but because breathing is impossible when your heart is lodged in your windpipe.


There was Crystal, ash-blond hair stuffed into a coral shower cap. I saw her but she didnt see me, and that was just fine, and in the wink of an eye (if anyones eye winked) she was closing the door again.


And locking it.


Wonderful. She had a thing about closets. Some people cant leave a room for five minutes without turning off the lights. Crystal couldnt walk away from an unlocked closet. I listened as her footsteps carried her back to the bathroom, listened as the bathroom door closed, listened as she settled herself under her pulsating massagic shower head (no speculation; Id looked in the bathroom and she had one of those jobbies).


Then I stopped listening and poked between the dresses and turned the doorknob and pushed, and when the door predictably refused to budge I could have wept.


What an incredible comedy of errors. What a massive farce.


I stroked the lock with my fingertips. It was laughable, of course. A good kick would have sent the door flying open, but that would involve more noise than I cared to create. So Id have to find a gentler way out, and the first step was to get the damned key out of the lock.


Which is easy enough. I supplied myself with a scrap of paper by tearing one of the protective garment bags that was protecting one of Crystals garments. I scrunched down on hands and knees and slipped the paper under the door so that it was positioned beneath the keyhole. Then I used one of my little pieces of steel to poke around in the silly-ass lock until the key jiggled loose and fell to the floor.


Back on my hands and knees again, tugging at the paper. Tugging gently, because a swift tug would have the effect of a swift yank on a tablecloth, removing the cloth but leaving the dishes behind. I didnt just want the paper. I wanted the key that was on it as well. Why pick a lock if the keys just inches from your grasp? Easy does it, take your time, easy, thats right


And then the door buzzer buzzed.


I swear I wanted to spit. The damned buzzer made a sound loud enough to make hens stop laying. I froze where I was, praying fervently that Crystal wouldnt hear it under the shower, but evidently my prayer wasnt quite fervent enough. Because the thing sounded again, a long horrible piercing blurt, and while it was so doing Crystal shut off the water.


I stayed where I was and I went on tugging at the scrap of paper. The last thing I wanted was for her to spot the key on the floor on her way to the door. The key cleared the door and came into view, and while this was happening the bathroom door opened and I heard her footsteps.


I stayed where I was, crouched on the floor as if in prayer. If she noticed that the key was missing, well, at least she wouldnt be able to open it because I had the key. That, I told myself, was something.


But she didnt even slow down as she passed the closet. She swept right on by, presumably in her lime-green terry-cloth robe. I suppose she poked the answering buzzer to unlatch the downstairs door. I waited, and I suppose she waited, and then the doorbell sounded its two-tone chime. Then she opened the door.


By this time I had gotten to my feet again and was standing behind the rack of dresses. I was also paying close attention to what was happening, but it was hard for me to get a clear picture of what was going on. The door opened. I heard Crystal saying something. Part of what she said was inaudible, but I could make out What is it? What do you want? and similar expressions. It seems to me that there was panic in her voice, or at the least a whole lot of apprehension, but I may have just filled that in after the fact.


Then she said No, no! very loud, and there was no missing the terror. And then she screamed, but it was a very brief scream, chopped off abruptly as if it were a recording and someone lifted the tone arm from the record.


Then a thudding sound.


Then nothing at all.


And there I was, standing snugly in my closet like the worlds most cautious homosexual. After a moment or two I thought about using the key in my hand to unlock the door, but then once again I heard movement outside. Footsteps, but they sounded different from Crystals. I couldnt say that they were lighter or heavier. Just a different step. Id grown used to Crystals footsteps, having spent so much time lately listening to them.


The footsteps approached, reached the bedroom. The source of the footsteps began moving around the bedroom, opening drawers, moving furniture around. At one point the doorknob turned but of course the door was still locked. Whoever had turned the knob was evidently not proficient at picking locks. The closet was abandoned and I was safe inside it.


More movement. Then, after what couldnt really have been an eternity, the footsteps passed me again and returned to the living room. The apartments outer door opened and closedId learned to recognize that sound.


I looked at my watch. It was eleven minutes to eleven, and thinking of it that way made it more memorable than 10:49. I looked at the key I was holding and I slipped it into the lock and turned it, and then I hesitated before opening the door. Because I had all too good an idea what Id find there and it wasnt anything I was in a rush to look at.


On the other hand, I was really sick of that closet.


I let myself out. And found, in the living room, pretty much what Id expected. Crystal Sheldrake, sprawled out on her back, one leg bent at the knee, the foot cramped beneath the opposite thigh. Blond hair in shower cap. Green robe open so that most of her rather spectacular body was exposed.


An ugly purple welt high on her right cheekbone. A thin red line, sort of a scratch, reaching from just below her left eye to the left side of her chin.


More to the point, a gleaming steel instrument plunged between her noteworthy breasts and into her heart.





I tried to take her pulse. I dont know why I made the attempt because God knows she looked deader than the Charleston, but people are always taking pulses on television and it seemed like the thing to do. I spent a long time taking hers because I wasnt sure I was doing it right, but finally I gave up and said the hell with it.


I didnt get sick or anything. My knees felt weak for a moment, but then the sensation lifted and I was all right. I felt rotten because death is a rotten thing and murder is particularly horrible, and I felt vaguely that there should have been something I could have done to prevent this particular murder, but I was damned if I could see what it was.


First things first. She was dead and I couldnt help her, and I was a burglar who certainly did not want to be found at the scene of a far more serious crime than burglary. I had to wipe off whatever surfaces might hold my fingerprints and I had to retrieve my attach case and then I had to get the hell out of there.


I didnt have to wipe Crystals wrist. Skin doesnt take fingerprints, any number of inane television programs notwithstanding. What I did have to wipe were the surfaces Id been near since I took off my rubber gloves (which I now put back on, incidentally). So I got a washcloth from the bathroom and I wiped the inside of the closet door and the floor of the closet, and I couldnt think what else I might have touched but I wiped around the outside closet knob just to make sure.


Of course the murderer had touched that knob. So maybe I was wiping away his prints. On the other hand, maybe hed been wearing gloves.


Not my concern.


I finished wiping, and I went back to the bathroom and put the washcloth back on its hook, and then I returned to the bedroom for a quick look at the disappointed pastel lady, and I gave her a quick wink and dropped my eyes to look for my attach case.


To no avail.


Whoever killed Crystal Sheldrake had taken her jewelry home with him.











End of sample
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