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Authors Note




Once again, its my great pleasure to thank Writers Room, of Greenwich Village, where some preliminary work on this book was done, and Ragdale, of Lake Forest, Illinois, where it was written.

A good thing about writing, so they tell me, is that you can do it anywhere. Well, the hell you can. But I can, in these two blessed places, and I am forever grateful to them.








    

One




The man, said my friend Marty Gilmartin, is an absolutea completean utter and total He held out his hands, shook his head, and sighed. Words fail me.

Apparently, I agreed. Nouns, anyway. Adjectives seem to be supporting you well enough, but nouns

Help me out, Bernard, he said. Who is more qualified to supply le mot juste? Words, after all, are your mtier.

They are?

Books are your stock-in-trade, he said, and what is a book? Paper and ink and cloth and glue, to be sure, but if a book were nothing more than those mundane components, no one would want to own more than one of them. No, its the words that constitute a book, sixty or eighty or a hundred thousand of them.

Or two hundred thousand, or even three. Id read Grub Street recently, and was thinking about the less-than-eminent Victorians George Gissing wrote about, forced by their publishers to grind out interminable three-volume novels for a body of readers who clearly had far too much time on their hands.

Thats more words than I require, Marty said. Just one, Bernie, to sum uphe glanced around the room, lowered his voiceno, to impale Crandall Rountree Mapes like an insect upon a pin.

An insect, I suggested.

Far too mild.

A worm, a rat. He was shaking his head, so I shifted gears and exited the animal kingdom. A bounder?

Thats closer, Bernie. By God, he is a bounder, but hes much worse than that.

A cad.

Better, but

I frowned, trying to conjure up a thesaurus spread open before me. A bounder, a cad

A rotter?

Oh, that comes close, he said. Well settle for that if we cant do any better. Its just archaic enough, isnt it? And its better than bounder or cad because its clearly not a temporary condition. The corruption is permanent, the man is putrid to the core. He picked up his glass, breathed in the bouquet of aged cognac. Rotter comes very close indeed to conveying just what a thoroughgoing shitheel goes by the name of Crandall Rountree Mapes.

I started to say something, but he held up a hand to stop me. Bernie, he said, wide-eyed with wonder, did you hear what I just said?

Shitheel.

Precisely. Thats perfect, the quintessential summation of the man. And where do you suppose the word came from? Not its derivation, that would seem clear enough, but how did it get into our conversation? No one says shitheel anymore.

You just did.

I did, and I couldnt guess the last time I uttered it. He beamed. I must have been inspired, he said, and rewarded himself with a small sip of the venerable brandy. I couldnt think of anything Id done to merit a reward, but I had a sip from my own glass just the same. It filled the mouth like liquid gold, slid down the gullet like honey, and warmed every cell of the body even as it exalted the spirit.


I wasnt going to drive or operate machinery, so what the hell. I had another sip.



We were in the dining room of The Pretenders, a private club on Gramercy Park every bit as venerable as the cognac. The membership ran to actors and writers, men in or on the fringes of the arts, but there was a membership category called Patron of the Theater, and it was through that door that Martin Gilmartin had entered.

We need members, hed told me once, and the main criterion for membership at this point is the possession of a pulse and a checkbook, though to look around you, you might suspect that some of our members have neither. Would you like to become a member, Bernie? Did you ever see Cats? If you loved it, you can join as a Patron of the Theater. If you hated it, you can come in as a Critic.

Id passed up the chance to join, figuring they might draw the line at prospective members with criminal records. But I rarely turned down an invitation to join Marty there for lunch. The food was passable, the drink first-rate, and the service impeccable, but the half-mile walk from Barnegat Books led me past eight or ten restaurants that could say the same. What they couldnt provide was the rich atmosphere of the nineteenth-century mansion that housed The Pretenders, and the aura of history and tradition that permeated the place. And then there was Martys good company, which Id be glad of in any surroundings.

Hes an older gentleman, and hes what fellows who read Esquire want to be when they grow uptall and slender, with a year-round tan and a full head of hair the color of old silver. Hes always well groomed and freshly barbered, his mustache trimmed, his attire quietly elegant but never foppish. While enjoying a comfortable retirement, he keeps busy managing his investments and dipping a toe in the water when an attractive business venture comes his way.

And, of course, hes a patron of the theater. As such he goes to quite a few shows, both on and off Broadway, and occasionally invests a few dollars in a production that strikes his fancy. More to the point, his theatrical patronage has consisted in large part of underwriting the careers of a succession of theatrical ingnues, some of whom have actually demonstrated a certain modicum of talent.

Dramatic talent, that is to say. Their talent in another more private realm is something upon which only Marty could comment, and he wouldnt. The man is discretion personified.

We met, I would have to say, in highly unlikely circumstances. Marty had assembled a substantial collection of baseball cards, and I stole them.

Except, of course, it was more complicated than that. I hadnt even known about his card collection, but I did know that he and his wife were going to the theater on a particular evening, so I planned to drop in. I got drunk instead, and Marty (who had cash flow problems) reported his collection as stolen, so that he could collect the insurance. I wound up with the cardsI told you it was complicatedand cleared enough selling them to buy the building that houses my bookstore. Thats remarkable enough, but no more so than the fact that Marty and I wound up friends, and occasional co-conspirators in the commission of a felony.*

And felony, it turned out, was very much what Marty had in mind this afternoon. The putative victim, you wont be surprised to learn, was one Crandall Rountree Mapes, aka That Shitheel.

That shitheel, Marty said with feeling. Its abundantly clear that he doesnt give a damn about the girl. He doesnt care about nurturing her talent or fostering her career. His interest is exclusively carnal. He seduced her, he led her astray, the cad, the bounder, the rotter, the

Shitheel?

Precisely. My God, Bernie, hes old enough to be her father.

Is he your age, Marty?

Oh, I suppose hes a few years younger than I.

The bastard, I said.


And did I mention that hes married?

The swine. Marty himself is married, and living with his wife. I saw no need to point this out.

By now I had a good idea where the story was going, but I let Marty tell it at his own pace. In the course of it our cognac vanished, and our waiter, an aging cherub with glossy black curls and a bulging waistcoat, took away our empty glasses and brought them back replenished. The minutes ticked away, the lunch crowd thinned out, and Marty went on telling me how Marisol (A lovely name, dont you think, Bernie? Its Spanish, of course, and comes from mar y sol, meaning sea and sun. Her mothers Puerto Rican, her father from one of those charming little countries on the Baltic. Sea and sun indeed!) was indeed abundantly talented, and quite beautiful, with an aura of genuine innocence about her that could break ones heart. Hed seen her in a showcase presentation of Chekhovs The Three Sisters, of which the less said the better, but her performance and her incandescent stage presence drew him as he had not been drawn in years.

And so hed gone backstage, and took her to lunch the next day to discuss her career, and squired her to a play he felt she simply must see, and, well, you can imagine the rest. A small monthly check, barely a blip on his own financial radar, meant she could quit waitressing and have more time for auditions and classes and, not incidentally, Marty, who took to visiting her Hells Kitchen apartment at the days end, for what the French call a cinq  sept, or a little earlier, for what New Yorkers call a nooner.

She was living in South Brooklyn, he said, which meant a long subway ride. Now shes a five-minute walk from a few dozen theaters. Her new digs were also a short cab ride from Martys apartment and an even shorter one from his office, which made the arrangement convenient all around.

He was besotted with her, and she seemed equally impassioned. With the shades drawn in the West 46th Street walk-up, hed shown her a few refinements her younger lovers had never introduced, and he was pleased to report that the vigor and energy of youth was no match for the art and sophistication of experience.


It was a veritable Eden, that apartment hed found for her, and all it lacked was a serpent, which soon appeared in the person of that acknowledged shitheel, Crandall Mapes. Ill spare you the details, which is more than Marty did for me; suffice it to say that a sobbing Marisol had told a heartbroken Martin Gilmartin that she couldnt see him anymore, that she would always be grateful to him for his generosity, and not least of all for the gift of himself, but that she had lost her heart to the man with whom she knew she was destined to spend the rest of her life, and possibly all eternity as well.

And that man, Marty was shattered to learn, was the shitheel himself. She thinks hes going to leave his wife for her, he said. He has a new girl every six months, Bernie. Once in a while one of them lasts a full year. They all think hes going to leave his wife, and one of these days he will actually leave her, but not the way they think. Hell leave her a rich widow, when a heart attack does what Id like to do and takes him out of the game for good.

If Marty was unusually bitter, it was explained in part by the fact that Mapes was not an entirely faceless rival. Marty knew the man, and had more than a nodding acquaintance with him. Hed run into him at shows and backers auditions, and he and Edna had actually been to the Mapes home, a fieldstone mansion in Riverdale. The occasion was a benefit for Everett Quintons Ridiculous Theater Company, which was looking for a new home after having lost its longtime house on Sheridan Square. You paid a couple of hundred dollars for dinner and an intimate performance, he recalled, and then they did what they could to persuade you to write out a check for another thousand or two. Dinner was all right, though the wines were no more than passable, but Quintons a genius and Id have made a contribution in any case. And Edna was glad for a look at their house. We all got the grand tour. They didnt show us the basement or the attic, but they did drag us through all the bedrooms, and there was a painting in the master bedroom, a seascape.

I dont suppose it was a Turner.

He shook his head. It was just passable, he said, like the wine. Your basic generic sailing ship. The only thing significant about the painting is that it was tilted.


That shitheel!

He raised an eyebrow. Im not compulsive about it, he said, but it bothers me to see a picture hung at an angle. It goes against the order of things. Even so, Im not ordinarily the type to go around straightening the paintings in other peoples houses.

But this time you did.

I was the last one to leave the room, Bernie, and something made me stop and return to the painting. You know that line of Coleridge? As idle as a painted ship / Upon a painted ocean. 

I recognized the linetwo lines, actuallyas from The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, a poem which, unlike most of the other imperishable works wed had to read in high school English, Id actually liked.  Water, water, everywhere,  I quoted back,  And all the boards did shrink; Water, water, everywhere, / Nor any drop to drink. 

He nodded approvingly. Most people think the last line is And not a drop to drink. 

Most people are wrong, I said, most of the time, about most things. Was the painted ship silent, upon its painted ocean?

It was, said Martin Gilmartin. But what was behind it spoke volumes.







    

Two




A wall safe, Carolyn Kaiser said. He was straightening the picture and he felt something behind it, and it was a wall safe.

Right.

And Martys idea, she said, and the whole point of inviting you to lunch, was that you could run up to Riverdale, let yourself into Mapess house, and open the safe.

Id like to think it wasnt the whole point of lunch. After all, were friends. Dont you suppose he figured hed enjoy my company?

Goes without saying, Bern. If I ever join a fancy club Ill invite you for lunch all the time. Right now Im afraid this is as fancy as it gets.

We were at the Poodle Factory, Carolyns place of business, just two doors down from my bookstore on East 11th Street between University Place and Broadway. This was a Wednesday, and ordinarily wed be eating our sandwiches at Barnegat Books, having lunched at her dog grooming salon the day before. But instead Id joined Marty on Tuesday, and wed been at the bookstore Monday, so it was her turn to play host and mine to show up with the food. Accordingly Id picked up a couple of stuffed pitas and two portions of an indeterminate side dish at Two Guys from Kandahar, the latest incarnation of the hole-in-the-wall around the corner on Broadway. The only soft drink they carried was a hideous blue-green thing flavored with pistachio nuts, so Id stopped next door for a couple of Cokes.

These are good, she said, but how authentic do you figure they are? I mean, do they even have pita bread in Afghanistan?

Does it matter? I mean, do they have tacos in Beijing? Or cal-zone in Tirana?

She saw my point. We were, after all, in New York, where half the taco stands are run by Chinese, and most of the pizzerias by Albanians. Youre right, she said. But getting back to Marty. This is something different for him, isnt it? The jobs he steers you to are usually friends of his who want to be burgled so they can collect the insurance. This Mapes doesnt sound like a friend

Not unless you consider shitheel a term of endearment.

and I dont suppose hes going to be in on the burglary. Whats in the safe?

Cash.

How does Marty know that? Dont tell me it was open.

If it had been open, I said, he could have taken the money himself. Not that he would have, because at the time he didnt have anything against Mapes. He didnt much care for him, hed always thought of him as a weasel and a fourflusher, but this was long before Marty had met Marisol.

Who was probably still in high school in San Juan.

Oakmont, actually.

Wherever. Oakmont? Wheres that, Bern?

Pennsylvania. Its outside of Pittsburgh.

Sos Philadelphia, she said. Outside of Pittsburgh, that is. How does he know about the cash?

Things Mapes let drop. I dont know what he said exactly, but the implication was that he got paid now and then in cash, and that it stayed out of the bank, and off the books.

I hardly ever get cash anymore, she said. Its almost all credit cards nowadays. Which is fine, because they dont bounce the way checks used to. Do you get much cash?

When its less than ten dollars, almost everybody pays cash. And just the other day I had a sale that came to forty-eight dollars and change, and the guy handed me a fifty-dollar bill. But thats a rarity.

The forty-eight-dollar sale? Or getting paid in cash.

Both. When its a two-dollar sale from the bargain table, sometimes I just put it in my pocket. But most of the time I ring the sale. I mean, Im not looking to skim cash from the business. Id rather show as much store income as possible, and declare it and pay taxes on it.

Because your other jobs tax-free.

Thats the thing about burglary, I said. Theres no tax bite, and very little paperwork.

Im not gonna ask about the pension plan, Bern. Anyway, what does Mapes do?

Hes a doctor.

And he gets paid in cash?

Not entirely, but theres a fair amount of cash involved.

But everybody has medical insurance, she said. Who pays cash?

I dont have medical insurance.

Well, no. Neither do I, Bern. We run our own businesses, and the cost of medical coverage would bankrupt us. Fortunately my health is good, so it doesnt come up very often, but when I have to go to the doctor I wind up writing a check. That way at least its tax deductible.

Right.

Of course maybe Mapes is an old-fashioned doctor, she said, like the one I go to over in Stuyvesant Town. You dont need an appointment, you just walk in and take a number like you were at Zabars. And its fifteen or twenty dollars for your basic office visit. But the guys a saint, Bern, and Mapes doesnt sound much like a candidate for canonization.

He doesnt, does he?

So what kind of a doctor is he?


A plastic surgeon.

Youre kidding, right? A guy does nose jobs and gets paid in cash?

According to Marty, I said, most plastic surgery is elective. The insurance companies wont reimburse you for it. If you want breast enhancement or liposuction or rhinoplasty, its going to come out of your own pocket.

Or out of my checking account, because if I shell out that kind of money Id at least like to get the tax deduction. Its still deductible, isnt it? Even if it is elective?

I think so.

So?

People who wind up with a lot of cash of their own, I said, are always looking for ways to pay cash that wont show up. Say youre skimming a hundred thousand dollars a year off the top of your business.

Which would be a neat trick, in my business. I mean, skimming the surface wouldnt do it, Bern. Id be going through bedrock and halfway to China.

Its a hypothetical example.

Not a dog grooming facility at all. Got it.

Youve got all that cash, I said, and what are you going to do with it? You can buy your wife a diamond necklace, thatll work, but then you may not be able to insure it, or somewhere down the line someone might ask you where it came from. If youre a collector, of course, youre in the clear. You can buy stamps and coins and rare books until the cows come home, paying cash for everything, and your hobbyll soak up every spare dollar youve got. But another thing you can do

Is pay the plastic surgeon?

Youd have to write a check to the hospital, I said, and you could deduct that, but maybe the surgeon lets you know that he wouldnt mind getting his fee in cash, and that he might even shave it a little in return for cash payment. That way everybody comes out ahead.

Neat.


Very neat, I agreed. Also, I gather that Mapes has some acquaintances on what Id call the wrong side of the law, if it werent that I spent so much time on that side myself.

Criminals.

Of one sort or another, yes. The scuttlebutt, according to Marty, is that hes the go-to guy when somebody like Tony Soprano needs an illegal operation.

She looked puzzled. An illegal operation? You mean an abortion, Bern? Last I heard, they were still legal.

I mean if you want a gunshot wound stitched up, I said, by someone who wont report it. Or if you walk in with a poster off a post office wall and ask him to make you look different from the picture, and incidentally how about removing some of the tattoos and distinguishing marks they mentioned? I dont suppose Mapes gets a lot of those, but I bet they pay top dollar and they dont try to put it on their MasterCard.

She thought it over, nodded. Bottom line, she said, he takes in a fair amount of cash. And keeps it in a wall safe.

Thats how Marty figures it.

And how do you figure it, Bern?

I figure he takes in a lot of cash, I said, and he keeps something in the safe. If its not cash, its still going to be something worth taking. The thing is, I know hes got a safe, and I know where it is. I even know what pictures in front of it.

A painted ship on a painted ocean.

A poorly painted ship on a poorly painted ocean.

You figure the safell be easy to open?

A wall safe? I never yet found a really difficult one. And if hes got the mother of all wall safes, well, all that means is Ill have to pull it out of the wall and take it home and work on it at leisure. Thats another thing about wall safes, theyre portable. They have to be or you couldnt stick them in the wall.

Are you gonna do it, Bern?

I told Marty Id have to think about it. He really wants me to do it. He offered to come along on the job, and even said hed be willing to waive his end.


What was he gonna wave his end at?

Waive with an i. Hed get a finders fee, and if he came along, too, hed get a share. But he said hed be willing to go the whole route and not get a nickel for his troubles. Of course he probably knows I wouldnt take him up on the offer, but the fact that he made it in the first place shows how strongly he feels. He doesnt care about the money. He just wants to see Crandall Mapes get one in the eye. Whatever hes got in the safe, its either cash or something he bought for cash. So its not insured, which makes it a dead loss to the good doctor.

You figure Mapes is really that big a shitheel, Bern?

Well, I dont suppose hes one of natures noblemen. At the very least hes a bounder, and probably a cad in the bargain. Martys got a particular reason to hate him, because he took Martys girl away from him before he was done with her. Personally, Ive got nothing against Dr. Mapes. He hasnt done anything bad to me, and hes not likely to, since I havent got a girlfriend for him to steal.

Neither have I.

But I dont have to hate a man in order to steal from him. Ive never bothered to justify what I do, because I recognize its not justifiable.

Youve said its a character defect.

It is, and I probably ought to do something about it. And maybe I will, someday.

But not today, huh, Bern?

Not today, I said, and not tomorrow, and not the day after tomorrow.

Whats the day after tomorrow?

Friday.

Thanks, Bern. If I didnt have you for a friend Id have to go out and buy a calendar. What happens on Friday? I just looked at her, and she put her hand on her forehead. Duh, she said. Thats when youre gonna do it. Friday night? I guess that means youll be ordering Perrier at the Bum Rap.

We meet every day after work at a gin mill around the corner for a ritual Thank-God-Its-Finished drink, to unwind after a high-pressure day of washing dogs and peddling books. On those occasional evenings when the work has just begun for me, my standard tipple is Perrier water. Scotch, my usual drug of choice, mixes well with any number of things, but burglary, alas, is not among them.

But thats okay, she said, because I wont be there myself. She cocked her head, winked. Ive got a date.

Anybody I know?

Nope. Well, I shouldnt be so quick to say that. You might know her. But I dont.

You met her online.

Uh-huh.

Which service? Date-a-Dyke?

Theyre the best, Bern. Theyre much better than Lesbe Friends at screening out the teenage boys. Whats the deal with adolescent males and gay women, do you have a clue? Why are they so fascinated with us? Because I can assure you its not reciprocal.

You mean to say you dont have fantasies of being a fifteen-year-old boy, or fooling around with one?

Oddly enough, she said, I dont. Bern, you were a fifteen-yearold boy once.

That was before computer dating and online chat rooms.

Yeah, but it wasnt before Sappho. Did you have a thing about lesbians?

I did have a thing, I said, though I couldnt figure out what to do with it. As far as lesbians were concerned, I barely knew they existed. I had a pretty elaborate fantasy life, but as far as I can remember it was pretty much dyke-free.

I just have this image of a hot chat room conversation, with two gay women pulling out all the stops and telling each other just what they want to do and how theyll do it, and each one of them is actually a boy. I just thought of something.

What?

Well, the boys who do this. I mean, they may be crazy but theyre not stupid, right?

So?


So dont you figure they know their online buddy is about as much of a lesbian as they are? And if they know, and get off on it anyway, what does that make them?

Happy, I suggested.

I guess. Anyway, you get a lot less of that crap with Date-a-Dyke. Theres no chatting, you just post messages back and forth. And if you click you make a date to meet.

And thisll be what, your fourth date?

Only the third, Bern. I had one all set a week ago, and she canceled.

Cold feet?

She shook her head. Warm memories. She and her ex were going to try to make it work after all. So it was just as well she canceled, because earlier shed said she was footloose and fancy-free, that her last relationship was a horror and she never wanted to see the bitch again. If she was going to be carrying all that baggage, well, Im glad I didnt waste an evening on her.

Figures.

The one Im seeing Friday, she said, is a paralegal at a law firm that represents lenders in commercial real estate transactions.

She probably tweaked it a little to make it sound exciting.

So its not glamorous. Its not as though washing dogs day in and day out is gonna get you on the cover of Vanity Fair. Anyway, she sounds interesting. Of course, without a photograph its hard to know if youre going to be attracted to one another.

No photos on Date-a-Dyke?

Thats one way to keep the boys away. Youd think itd be the other way around, that theyd have trouble finding photos to post, but they just download them from somewhere else. She rolled her eyes. Teenage boys sending each other naked pictures of the women theyre pretending to be. Some world we live in, huh, Bern?

Whats her name, the woman youre meeting?

If we hit it off, shell probably tell me sooner or later. Right now were on a screen name basis. Shes GurlyGurl.


She probably wont show up dressed to go duck hunting.

I think the screen names partly ironic, actually. Shes not ultra-femme, but she doesnt drive a Peterbilt semi, either.

Somewhere in the middle.

Uh-huh.

 Im not a lipstick lesbian, but I play one at the office. 

Something like that, Bern. She sounds pretty interesting. Even if its not a romance, it should make for a fun evening. So Id have to say Im looking forward to Friday.

Me too, I said.
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