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Get Real

(A book in the Dortmunder series)

Donald E Westlake 




Television isn’t something you watch. 
Television is something you appear on. 
NOËL COWARD
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DORTMUNDER DID NOT like to stand around on street corners. A slope-shouldered, glum-looking individual in clothing that hadn’t been designed by anybody, he knew what he looked like when he stood for a while in one place on a street corner, and what he looked like was a person loitering with intent. The particular intent, as any cop casting an eye over Dortmunder would immediately understand, was beside the point, and could be fine-tuned at the station; the first priority was to get this fellow in charge.
Which was why Dortmunder didn’t like standing around on street corners: he hated to give cops the feeling there was duty to be done. And yet, here he was, in the middle of a weekday morning in April, as obvious as a carbuncle in the pale glare of the weak spring sunshine, the near-beer equivalent of real sunshine as in, say, August, but still plenty bright enough to pick out a questionable detail as large as John Dortmunder, who happened to be waiting, in fact, for a cab.
But not just any cab. The cab he wanted to see before he became a known loiterer would be driven by Stan Murch’s Mom, Stan being a fellow with whom Dortmunder had engaged in for-profit activities from time to time in the past. Murch’s specialty was driving; when it became necessary to leave a location at speed, Stan was your man. And his Mom drove a cab; so that was probably an argument for nurture.
Earlier this morning, Stan had phoned Dortmunder to say, “My Mom had an interesting fare yesterday, she wants to tell us about it.”
“Whadaya mean, an anecdote?”
“No, I think something interesting for us.”
So they were making a meet, except it hadn’t happened yet. Amid the coughing buses and snarling delivery vans of Madison Avenue the occasional empty cab did go by, cheerful rooftop light gleaming its invitation, some even pausing fractionally to see if Dortmunder felt like hailing anything, but none of them was piloted by Murch’s Mom, so he let them pass.
But then one did arrive with Murch’s Mom herself glaring out from behind the steering wheel. It angled to a stop at Dortmunder’s feet, and he quickly took shelter in the back, already occupied by Stan, a carroty-haired guy with a skeptical slant to his brow.
“Harya,” Dortmunder told him, and to the driver’s reflection in the rearview mirror, “Morning.”
“It is,” she agreed. “Hold on, let me get over to Eighth Avenue.”
Dortmunder nodded. “That’s where we’re going?”
“I need a traffic jam,” she explained, “so I can talk without distraction.”
“Oh. Okay.”
As Murch’s Mom headed across Thirty-seventh Street toward her traffic jam, Dortmunder said to Stan, “How we doing?”
“I don’t think we are doing,” Stan told him. “I think we come to a stop. The last time I looked in my wallet, we’re growing mushrooms in there.”
“Does your mother’s anecdote have a cash crop in it?”
“I hope so. Mom wanted to wait and tell us both together.”
“So you don’t know what the story is here.”
“Nope. Mom wanted to wait and tell us both together.”
Since the conversation had deteriorated to a loop, Dortmunder abandoned it and looked out his window instead at the thin sunlight out there, until Murch’s Mom made the right turn onto Eighth Avenue and sank contentedly into the perpetual blockage there, a traffic snarl well into its second century, running—or not running—from below Penn Station up to above the Port Authority bus terminal.
“Now,” Mom said, half turning in the seat, back against the door, one negligent hand on the steering wheel, “we can talk.”
“Good,” Dortmunder said.
“Yesterday I had a fare.”
“So Stan tells me.”
“Coming in from Kennedy,” she said. “You know, when you pick up a fare at Kennedy, you don’t throw the flag, it’s just a flat rate.”
“Says so on the back of your seat here.”
“That’s right. So there’s no point you do anything but the shortest quickest route. Not that any of them are short and quick.”
“Right.”
“So we were in a mess on the Grand Central,” she said, “kind of like this here—Hold on.” And she moved the cab two car-lengths forward toward the next light. Then, “So the guy and I get into a conversation, he’s a TV guy, they do productions in New York, I started to tell him about Stan here—”
Stan said, “Hello? You started telling him what about me?”
“I’m looking to see,” his mother told him, “could he get you a job.”
“In TV? What am I gonna do, sports?”
“Whatever,” his mother said. “Face it, Stanley, your previous occupation is coming to an end.”
Stan frowned at her profile. “How do you work that out?”
“Cameras,” his Mom said, and pointed at one mounted on a nearby pole. “Security. ID. Tracking. Records of everything. Global positioning. Radio chips. It’s harder for people like you and John every day, and you know it is. It is time, Stanley, you underwent a career change.”
Dortmunder said, “It isn’t that bad.”
“Oh, it’s all right for you,” she told him. “You go on doing what you’re doing because what else have you got, but Stanley’s possessed of an actual marketable skill.”
“Mp,” said Dortmunder.
Stan said, “Which skill is that?”
“Driving,” she said. “Keeping your wits about you. Anyway, the point is, I liked this guy, Doug Fairkeep his name is, so I wound up I gave him a little more of your background than I originally planned.”
“Oh-oh,” Stan said.
“It’s okay,” she promised him. “Turns out, what he is, he’s a producer of those reality shows, you know the deal, and when he figured out what sort of driver you are and your kind of associates and all that, he got very interested.”
“Oh, did he,” Stan said.
“He did. He wants to do a reality show of you guys.”
Dortmunder said, “That’s the shows where they follow real people around while they do real things. Kinda real.”
“That’s right,” she said. “Hold on.” And she burrowed the cab forward all the way across the intersection, at the same time shifting one lane to the left.
Dortmunder waited till that maneuver was complete, then said, “What does he want to follow us around while we’re doing?”
“A job.”
They both looked at her as though she’d lost her mind. Dortmunder said, “He wants to make a movie of us, committing a crime?”
“A TV show.”
“Where’s it gonna play? Court TV?”
“He’s got some ideas,” she said. “How you could do it and not have anything fall on you. He wants to talk it over with you.” Drawing a business card from her shirt pocket, she extended it toward Stan, saying, “Use your cell, give him a call.”
“When you’re committing a felony,” Dortmunder pointed out, “the idea is, you don’t want witnesses. What you want is privacy. And you especially don’t want the entire television-watching population of America for a witness.”
Stan, who had taken the card from his mother’s fingers to study it, said, “Well, John, the guy does look legitimate.”
“Of course he’s legitimate,” Dortmunder said. “We’re the ones that aren’t.”
“While I’m over here anyway,” Murch’s Mom said, “I might as well pick up a fare at the Port of Authority. Unless you want me to deliver you two somewhere, only I’d have to throw the flag. I still got a living to make.”
Dortmunder and Stan looked at one another. “Weather like this,” Dortmunder muttered, “I like to walk.”
“Me, too,” Stan said.
“Well, we’re stopped anyway,” Murch’s Mom observed, “so you might as well get out. I got my Port of Authority right over there.”
“Fine,” Stan said. “See you later, Mom.”
As they stepped out of the cab into this diorama of un-moving transportation at its worst, she opened her window to say, “Call Fairkeep, Stan. The rest of your future starts right here.”
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ONE OF THE PRODUCTION assistants had a problem. A short overweight girl named Marcy Waldorf, a very recent hire, she wandered into Doug Fairkeep’s office at The Stand looking bewildered, which is to say looking mostly like a chipmunk on steroids. She held some script pages in her hand and waved them vaguely as she said, “Doug, I’m sorry, but this just looks to me like writing.”
“Marcy,” Doug said, turning his attention with some relief from the budget for next week’s shoot, “what have you got there?”
“The script I’ve been writing, Doug,” she said, and held it out to him as though he’d never seen a script before. “And it’s just—I’m sorry, Doug, this is writing.”
“That is not writing, Marcy,” Doug assured her, being patient and kind. This was not the first time he’d explained the facts of life to a newbie. “Those are suggestions.”
Marcy now held the pages out in front of herself with both hands, as though she intended to sing them, but intoned instead: “Grace: Why don’t we display the strawberries right next to the melons? Maybe then some people will buy both. Harry: That’s a good idea. Worth a try, anyway.”
“Very realistic,” Doug said, approving. “Very nice. Totally on message.”
Looking over the pages at Doug, she said, “That’s writing.”
“It is not writing, Marcy,” Doug said, “for two reasons. In the first place, The Stand is a reality show, the cameras catching real life on the fly, not a scripted show with actors. The Finches aren’t actors, Marcy, they are an actual family struggling to run an actual farmstand on an actual farm on an actual secondary road in upstate New York.”
“But,” Marcy objected, “they’re saying the words we write, down here in the production assistants’ room, Josh and Edna and me.”
“The Finches often,” Doug allowed, “follow our suggestions, that’s true. But, Marcy, even if they followed your suggestions one hundred percent of the time, you still wouldn’t be a writer.”
“Why not?”
“Because The Stand is a reality show, and reality shows do not have actors and writers because they do not need actors and writers. We are a very low-budget show because we do not need actors and writers. If you were a writer, Marcy, you would have to be in the union, and you would cost us a whole lot more because of health insurance and a pension plan, which would make you too expensive for our budget, and we would very reluctantly have to let you go and replace you with another twenty-two-year-old fresh out of college. You’re young and healthy. You don’t want all those encumbrances, health insurance and pension plans.”
Doug’s secretary Lueen, a cynical youngish woman in training to be a battle-axe, stuck her head in the door and said, “Doug, you got a party named Murch on the line.”
Surprised, Doug said, “She did call? I didn’t think she would.”
“A male party named Murch.”
“Oh, my God, the son! That’s even better.” Putting his hand on the phone as Lueen vacated the doorway, Doug said to Marcy, “You’re a very good production assistant, Marcy, we all like you here, we’d hate to lose you. Just keep those suggestions coming.” And into the phone he said, “Mr. Murch?”
“I don’t know about that,” said a voice much warier than Marcy’s. “My Mom said I should call you, make a meet. Me and a friend of mine.”
“John,” Doug said, remembering that other name, smiling at the phone. Oh, this was going to be a thousand times richer than The Stand. The Gang’s All Here. “Your mother told me all about him.”
“He’ll be sorry to hear that,” Murch said. “For a meet we were thinking about now.”
Surprised, Doug said, “Today, you mean?”
“Now, we mean. Across Third from where you are there’s a sidewalk restaurant thing.”
Doug had often wondered who those people were at those tables on the sidewalk, one lane away from all those huge buses and trucks; it would be like having lunch next to a stampede. He said, “Yeah, I know it.”
“Come on over, we’re there now.”
Oh, of course; that faint noise behind Murch’s voice was traffic. Doug said, “If you’re there anyway, why not come up to the office? It’s a lot more comfortable.”
“We’re already settled in down here. Come on down.”
“Well—” Murch was clearly trying to control his environment, protect himself from the unknown. Didn’t he know there was no self-protection? Apparently not. “Okay,” Doug said. “How will I know you?”
“We’ll know you,” Murch said, which sounded ominous, and broke the connection before Doug could say anything more.
All right; let’s work this out. He called, “Lueen!” and when she appeared in the doorway he said, “Get me Marcy.”
She smirked, just slightly. “Your standards are slipping,” she said, and vacated the doorway.
Rising, Doug shrugged into the soft suede jacket he wore to the office at this time of year, then took a moment to wire himself, with a radio-microphone in his shirt pocket and its receiver in a pocket of the car coat.
As he finished, Marcy appeared in the doorway, now looking like a frightened steroidal chipmunk, meaning she expected she was about to be fired. “You wanted me, Doug?”
“Indeed I did. Do. Have you got your cell on you?”
“Sure.”
“You know that sidewalk café across the street.”
“Trader Thoreau, sure. I can’t afford a place like that.”
“I,” Doug told her, “am going to meet with a couple fellows over there. I want you to leave a minute or two after I do, go down there, and get pictures of them both.”
“Okay, sure.”
“Be discreet, Marcy.”
She nodded, with a fitful smile. “Sure, Doug.”
“Nice clear pictures.”
“Sure.”
Doug headed for the door, patting the receiver in his pocket. “We don’t know each other,” he said.
“Oh, sure,” she said.
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DORTMUNDER WAS DUBIOUS about this. “What’s in it for us?” he wanted to know, employing the plural form of the motto on his (stolen) family crest: Quid Lucrum Istic Mihi Est.
“Well,” Stan said, “according to my Mom, he’ll wanna pay us.”
“To let him make a movie of us boosting something.”
“That part can’t be exactly right,” Stan said. “We’ll just listen to what he has to say. Is that him?”
They had taken an outdoor table at Trader Thoreau along the line of black wrought-iron fence separating the dining area from the pedestrian-and-vehicle area, which gave them an excellent view of the broad facade of the office tower across the avenue. Out of those doors now had come a purposeful youngish guy in a tan jacket, who paused to peer across at this café, then looked to left and right to see which intersection was nearest (neither), then struck off to his right.
“That’s him, all right,” Dortmunder said. “He’s wired. See him pat the pocket?”
“I see him.”
“I’ll keep him,” Dortmunder said.
“Good.”
Which meant Stan would keep an eye on that building entrance to see what else might come out, while Dortmunder followed Doug Fairkeep’s progress to the intersection, where he had to stand fidgeting while he waited for the light to change.
“Fat girl in red.”
Dortmunder looked, and Stan was right. The girl was young and short and very nervous. Also, that shin-long red coat was too heavy for this time of year, making her look more like a sausage than a person. She too started off to the right, then apparently saw Fairkeep still stuck at the DON’T WALK sign, and veered around to hurry off in the opposite direction so abruptly that she knocked two other people out of their orbits, though neither actually fell to the ground.
Meanwhile, Fairkeep’s traffic light had finally changed, permitting him to cross the avenue, and as he came nearer they could see he was a pleasant-looking guy in his early thirties, with that kind of open helpful manner that people’s mothers like. Which didn’t mean he was trustworthy.
Or particularly swift. He reached the entrance at the far end of the wrought-iron fence, then stood there gaping around, apparently not able to figure out who anybody might be, until Dortmunder raised an arm and waved at him.
Then the guy came right over, big smile on his face, hand stuck out for a shake from several yards away, and when he got close enough he said to Dortmunder, “You must be Mr. Murch.”
“In that case, I got it wrong,” Dortmunder told him. “I’m John. This is Murch. Siddown.”
Still smiling, Fairkeep put his unshaken hand away and said, “I’m Doug Fairkeep.”
“We know,” Dortmunder said. “Siddown.”
So Fairkeep sat down and said to Stan, “I had a very pleasant chat with your mother yesterday.”
“I heard about that,” Stan said. “Usually, she’s a little better at keeping her lip buttoned.”
“Oh, don’t be hard on your mom,” Fairkeep said, with a little indulgent smile. “She could tell I didn’t mean any trouble for you guys.”
Dortmunder said, “What do you mean for us guys?”
“I work for Get Real,” Fairkeep explained. “We produce reality shows and sell them to the networks. Maybe you’ve seen some—”
“No,” Dortmunder said.
Fairkeep was almost but not quite hurt. “No? How can you be sure you never saw even—”
“John and I,” Stan explained, “don’t do much TV.”
“I do the six o’clock news sometimes,” Dortmunder allowed, “for the apartment house fires in New Jersey.”
“Well, reality TV,” Fairkeep told them, regaining the wind in his sails, “is the future. You don’t have these fake little made-up stories, with actors pretending to be spies and sheriffs and everything, you’ve got real people doing real things.”
Dortmunder gestured at Trader Thoreau and its surround. “I got all that here.”
“But not shaped,” Fairkeep said. “Not turned into entertainment.”
Stan said, “Why doesn’t she come sit with us?”
Fairkeep looked at him. “What? Who?”
“Your friend,” Stan said, and pointed to where she lurked just outside the fence in crowded pedestrian land, being knocked about by elbows and shoulders as she tried to pretend she wasn’t taking pictures with a cell phone. “The fat girl in red.”
For just an instant, Fairkeep turned as red as the fat girl’s coat, but then he laughed, open and cheerful, and said, “You guys are something. Sure, if you want. Where is she?” Not waiting for an answer (because he obviously knew she would be behind him to focus on the other two at the table), he twisted around and waved to her to join them.
She obeyed, but hesitantly, as though not sure she’d interpreted the gesture properly, and when she neared them Fairkeep said, “Join us, Marcy. Marcy, this is John and that’s Stan Murch.”
Marcy perched herself on the leading edge of the table’s fourth chair, but as she opened her mouth to speak a waiter appeared, harried and hurried but somehow with a smooth still inner core, to say, “For you, folks?”
Stan said, “We all want a beer. Beck.”
Fairkeep said, “Oh, nothing for me, thanks.”
“You’re paying for it,” Stan told him, “so you might as well take it.” He nodded to the waiter, who was anxious to be off. “That was four Beck.”
Slap, four paper napkins hit the table and the waiter was gone.
Stan said, “Marcy, let me look at that phone.”
“Sure.” She handed him the phone, and he smiled at her as he pocketed it.
Fairkeep said, “Hey—”
“While we’re at it,” Dortmunder said, “why don’t you give me that receiver now? It’s there in your right pocket.”
“My what?”
“The thing that’s recording us,” Dortmunder said.
Fairkeep bridled. “I’m not going to give you any company equipment!”
Stan said, “You know, we could get the same effect if we just throw you under that bus there.”
Fairkeep turned and looked at the bus. “It’s moving pretty slow,” he said.
Dortmunder said, “That could make it worse.”
Fairkeep thought about that, while Marcy sat and stared from face to face. Whatever was going on, she was pretty sure she wasn’t qualified at this level.
Then all at once Fairkeep offered a broad smile, like the sun coming out on a previously cloudy day, and said, “You guys really are something. Here.” Taking the little gray metal box from his pocket, handing it to Dortmunder, he said, “You don’t want the mike, do you?”
“No need.”
The waiter returned then, to slap bottles and glasses and a check on the table. “That’ll be twenty-six dollars,” he said.
Fairkeep, about to reach for his wallet, reared back and said, “Twenty-six dollars!”
“I just work here,” the waiter said.
Fairkeep nodded. “Maybe I should,” he said, and put two twenties on the check. “I’ll need a receipt.”
“I know,” the waiter said, and sailboarded away.
Dortmunder said, “Cash? I thought guys like you always used credit cards.”
“Cash,” Fairkeep told him. “I leave a ten percent tip and put in for twenty.”
Stan laughed. “Doug,” he said, “you’re a desperado.”
“No,” Fairkeep said, unruffled, “but you guys are. Here’s what I’m offering, if I get an okay from you and an approval from my bosses up above. Twenty thousand a man, plus six hundred a working day per diem. That’s for up to five men, and what you’re selling us is permission to film you at work, doing what we needn’t go into in any detail but that which makes you of interest to us. We would expect to be filming a few days a week for no fewer than six and no more than twelve weeks.”
Dortmunder said, “Filming us doing what we do.”
“That’s right.”
“What we do for real.”
“That’s why it’s called reality.”
“And then,” Dortmunder said, “you’re gonna show all this on TV.”
“That’s the whole point of it.”
“The part I don’t get,” Dortmunder said, “is the part where we don’t go to jail.”
“Oh, I know there’s gonna be a few problems along the way,” Fairkeep said, cheerily confident. “There’s always a few problems, and we work around them, and we’ll work around the problems this time. Believe me, this one is gonna be easy.”
Dortmunder looked at him. “Easy,” he said.
“Compared to the dominatrix series we did,” Fairkeep told him, “this is a snap. That one was nothing but problems. And laundry.”
“So what we’re gonna do that you’re gonna make a movie of is break the law. I mean, break a bunch of laws; you never get to break just one.”
“We’ll work around it,” Fairkeep assured him. “We got a great staff, crack people. Like Marcy here.”
They all contemplated Marcy. “Uh-huh,” Dortmunder said.
“So we’ll all kick it around,” Fairkeep said. “Beat the bushes, burn the midnight oil. You’ll bring your expertise, we’ll bring ours. And you guys never have to go one step forward if you’re not comfortable.”
Dortmunder and Stan looked at each other, and Dortmunder knew Stan was thinking just what he himself was thinking: We don’t have anything else. Twenty grand to playact with a bunch of clowns with cameras. Plus the per diem.
Dortmunder nodded at Fairkeep. “Maybe,” he said firmly.
“Me, too,” said Stan.
Fairkeep beamed. “Great!” From inside the jacket came a fancy pen and a cheap pad. “Give me a contact number,” he said.
“I’ll give you my Mom’s number,” Stan told him. Since he lived with his Mom, this was also Stan’s number, but Dortmunder felt Stan wasn’t wrong to try for a little distance here.
Fairkeep copied down the number Stan rattled off, then said, “Where is this? Brooklyn?”
“Right.”
“What is it, her cell?”
“No, it’s her phone,” Stan said. “On the kitchen wall.” He wouldn’t give out her cell phone number in the cab; Mom wouldn’t like that.
“My mom has a phone like that,” Fairkeep said, sounding sentimental, and smiled again as he put away pen and pad. “I’ll talk to my bosses,” he said, “and I’ll be in touch.”
“Fine.”
They were all about to stand when Marcy said, “Excuse me.”
They looked at her, and she was looking at Stan, so he was the one who said, “Yeah?”
“That’s my only cell phone,” Marcy said. “It’s got all my friends on it, and my speed-dial, and just about my entire life. Couldn’t you just delete the pictures out of there, so I could get my phone back?”
A little surprised, Stan said, “Maybe so,” and pulled out the phone. Studying it, he said, “It’s different from mine.”
“I know,” she said. “They’re all different, I don’t know why they do that. Push that button there to get to the menu.”
It took the two of them a few minutes to burrow together down into the depths of the phone, but they finally did find where some slightly out-of-focus long-shot pictures of Dortmunder and Stan were located, and successfully removed them. Then Stan handed the little machine back to her and said, “I wouldn’t want you to go around without your life.”
“I appreciate it,” she said. “Thank you very much.”
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ANDY KELP, A SHARP-FEATURED GUY with a friendly grin, casually dressed in black and dark grays, said to the checkout clerk, a skinny doorknob-nosed seventy-year-old supplementing his Social Security with some minimum-wage retail work, “I wanna see My Nephew.”
The clerk scratched his doorknob with a yellow fingernail. “Oh, no,” he said, “there is no such person.” Gesturing at this cavernous big-box discount store all around them, he said, “It’s just the name of the place.”
Kelp nodded. “He’s about five foot one,” he said, “and he weighs over three hundred pounds, all of it trans fats. He dresses out of a laundry basket and he always wears a straw hat and he talks like a frog with a sore throat.”
“Oh, you know him!” the clerk said. Reaching for the phone beside his cash register, he said, “Most people don’t. They don’t know My Nephew’s a real guy.”
“Lucky them. Tell him it’s Andy from the East Side.”
“Okay, I will.”
Kelp stepped aside while the clerk was on the phone, to let the next customer, a short round Hispanic lady totally concentrated on her own business, wheel into place an enormous shopping cart piled sky-high with Barbies, all different Barbies. Either this lady had an awful lot of little nieces or she was some kind of fetishist; in either case, Kelp was happy to respect her privacy.
“Okay,” the clerk said to him, getting off the phone. “You know the office?”
“It’s my first time here.”
“Okay.” Pointing with his doorknob, the clerk said, “You go down to the third aisle, then right all the way to the end and then left all the way to the end.”
Thanking the man, Kelp left him amid the Barbies and followed the directions through this big near-empty space, with not quite enough customers and not quite enough merchandise to create confidence.
This was the My Nephew experience. He tended to open his discount centers in marginal areas of the city and New Jersey and Long Island, never pay the rent or the utilities, and get thrown out twelve to fifteen months later, with the loss of a certain percentage of his stock. Since his landlords and his suppliers were usually as iffy as he was, and since he created a new corporation with every move, there were never any very serious consequences, so My Nephew could always go on to open another marginal store in another marginal area of Greater New York that hadn’t heard from him for a while. It was a living.
At the end of the clerk’s directions stood a closed door, bearing two pieces of information: MEN painted in black at eye level, and OUT OF ORDER handwritten in red Flair pen on a shirt cardboard masking-taped a few inches lower down. Kelp knocked on OUT OF ORDER and heard a frog croak, “What?”
That was invitation enough; he opened the door and stepped into a small windowless messy office with My Nephew seated at the dented metal desk, looking exactly like Kelp’s description of him, or possibly worse. “Hello,” Kelp said.
“Andy from the East Side,” My Nephew croaked. “You’re a long way from home.”
“I had a bit of luck,” Kelp told him, and frowned at the wooden kitchen chair facing the desk. Deciding it was neither diseased nor likely to collapse, he sat on it.
“I don’t like luck,” My Nephew said. He sat hunched forward, fat elbows splayed on the desk to left and right.
“It has to be treated with respect,” Kelp agreed. “And that’s why I’m here.”
“Luck don’t usually bring people to this neighborhood,” My Nephew said. “Tell me about it.”
“It seems,” Kelp said, “there’s a spring storm out in the Atlantic. Way out in the Atlantic.”
“So I shouldn’t worry.”
“It’s an ill wind, you know. And what this ill wind means, there’s two semis in a lot over by the Navy Yard hooked to containers full of flat-screen TVs supposed to be on their way to Africa right now.”
“Only the storm.”
“That ship may not get here at all. So I’m told by the warehouseman gave me the tip.”
My Nephew shook his heavy gray head beneath his gray straw hat. “I would not be a seaman,” he said.
That was too obvious to comment on. Kelp said, “It could be, I could move those semis.”
“What make are we—?” My Nephew interrupted himself. “Second,” he said, and reached for his phone, so it must flash a light instead of ringing.
Kelp sat back, in no hurry, and My Nephew said to the phone, “What?” Then he nodded. “Good,” he said, hung up, and said to Kelp, “Gimme a minute.”
“Take two.”
Now My Nephew got to his feet, a complicated maneuver in three distinct sections. In section one, he leaned far forward with his broad palms flat on the desktop. In section two, he heaved himself with a loud grunt upward and back, becoming more or less vertical. In section three, he weaved forward and back, feet on floor and palms on desk, until he found his equilibrium. Then, lifting the palms from his desk and taking a loud breath, “Be right back,” he said, turned, and waddled more briskly than you would have thought possible to a metal fire door in the wall behind the desk. He opened this door, stepped through a space barely wide enough for the purpose, and left, the door automatically shutting behind him.
Kelp had seen street out there. My Nephew’s in a business conversation, he gets a phone call, he says one word, he leaves the building. This sequence suggested to Kelp that it could be some previous purveyor of irregular goods, not unlike Andy Kelp himself, had been a bit sloppy and had led police attention to this building, giving My Nephew the motivation to vacate. Probably it would be Kelp’s smart move now to follow My Nephew’s lead.
The door My Nephew had taken, which Kelp now took, led to a side street of warehouses across the way from the blank rear of the big-box store. Trucks of various sizes and descriptions were parked on this side only. My Nephew was nowhere to be seen. In a minute, neither was Kelp.
Three blocks from My Nephew—the building, not the man—and very close to the subway station that was his current goal, Kelp felt the cell phone in his jacket pocket vibrate against his heart. (He much preferred, in all situations, silence to noise.) Unpocketing it, opening it, he said, “Yeah.”
“Maybe a conversation.” The voice, Kelp recognized, belonged to a frequent associate of his named John Dortmunder.
“I’m very open,” Kelp said, which was more true now than it had been ten minutes ago.
“Where are you?”
“Outer rings of Saturn.”
“Brooklyn, huh? How long to get here?”
“Forty minutes,” Kelp said, and was exactly right.
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DORTMUNDER FINISHED DESCRIBING the situation and waited to hear what Kelp had to say, but Kelp just sat there, nodding slowly, looking at Dortmunder as though he were a rerun on that turned-off television set over there. They were seated together in Dortmunder’s living room on East Nineteenth Street, with its view of the airshaft, Dortmunder in his usual armchair and Kelp on the sagging sofa. Kelp wouldn’t take the other armchair because it was the exclusive property of Dortmunder’s faithful companion May, who at the moment was still at her supermarket checkout job at the Safeway, bringing in the more or less honest part of their joint income.
Dortmunder nudged a little. “Well? Whadaya think?”
“I think,” Kelp said judiciously, “I think I need another beer.”
Dortmunder hefted the can in his own fist, found it empty, and said, “Yeah, me too.”
Rising, Kelp said, “You stay there, John, I’ll get it. The exercise will do me good. Give me a chance to think about this.”
“I know, it’s a little different.”
Heading for the hall, Kelp said, “The twenty G I kinda understand. It’s the other parts.”
“I know.”
“I’ll be back,” Kelp said, but as he stepped through the doorway Dortmunder heard the sound of the apartment door open, down at the end of the hall. Kelp looked to his right, smiled in a way that suggested he now felt no ambivalence at all, and said, “Hey, May.”
She appeared in the doorway, a tall slender woman, her neat black hair with gray highlights. She was lugging a grocery sack, her daily self-bestowal bonus for working at that place. “I just have to take this stuff to the kitchen,” she said.
Kelp said, “I was on my way to get us both a beer. You want one?”
“I’ll bring them,” she said. “You sit down.” And she headed on down the hall toward the kitchen.
So Kelp came back and settled once more onto the sofa, putting his empty on the coffee table as he said, “I tell you what. When May comes in, tell her the story. Maybe I’ll get a better read on it if I look at it from the side, like.”
“Good idea.”
So, a minute later, when May reappeared, unencumbered except for three beer cans that she distributed, Dortmunder said, “I got a very strange proposition today.”
She didn’t quite know how to take that word. Settling into her chair, she said, “A proposition?”
“A job, kind of. But weird.”
“John’s gonna describe it to you now,” Kelp said, and looked at Dortmunder, as alert as a sparrow on a branch.
Dortmunder took a breath. “It’s reality TV,” he said, and went on to describe how Murch’s Mom had introduced Doug Fairkeep into their lives and what Doug Fairkeep had proposed, including the payoff.
Somehow, every time he told that story he got the same kind of dead-air silent reaction. Now May and Kelp both gave him the glassy-eye treatment, so he said, “That’s the story, May, that’s all there is.”
She said, “Except the next day, when they drag you all off to jail.”
“Doug Fairkeep says we’ll work around that.”
“How?”
“He doesn’t say.”
May squinted, much the way she used to squint back when she chain-smoked. “I’ll tell you another question,” she said. “What is it you’re supposed to steal?”
“We didn’t go into that.”
“It might make a difference,” she said.
Dortmunder didn’t get it. “How?”
“Well,” she said, “if they were going for laughs, like. Like if you hijacked a diaper service truck, something like that.”
Kelp said, “I’m not gonna hijack any diaper service truck.”
“Like that,” she said.
Dortmunder said, “May, I don’t think so. What they do is, they find people got some sort of interesting lifestyle or background or something, and they film the people doing what they do, and then they shape it, to make it entertainment. I don’t think they’re goin for jokes, I think they’re goin for real.”
“Jail is real,” she said.
Dortmunder nodded, but said, “The problem is, so is twenty G.”
“Looks to me,” Kelp said, “as though you oughta go back and see this guy and ask him a lot more questions.”
“I’m realizing that,” Dortmunder admitted. “You wanna come along?”
“Oh, I don’t think so,” Kelp said, as casual as an aluminum siding salesman. “No need for me to poke my face in at this point. Murch’s Mom didn’t rat me out to the guy.”
“No, she didn’t,” Dortmunder said.
“But I tell you what I’ll do,” Kelp said. “Come home with me and I’ll Google him.”
Dortmunder frowned. “Is that a good thing?”
“Oh, yeah,” Kelp said.



6


DOUG FAIRKEEP’S IMMEDIATE BOSS at Get Real was a barrel-bodied bald sixty-year-old named Babe Tuck, who had come over from the news side after thirty years as a foreign correspondent. In the company bio online, a hair-raising read, were listed the times he’d been gassed, kidnapped, shot, abandoned in mid-ocean, set fire to, poisoned, dropped from a helicopter, and tied to the railroad tracks. “I’ve had enough of the real world,” he’d announced, when making the transfer to Get Real. “Time to retire to reality.”
Everybody was a little afraid of Babe Tuck, partly because of his history and reputation, but also because his mind was seriously twisted. He not only came up with the most outrageous ideas for reality series, he then went on to make them work. The One-Legged Race, for instance. All those wheelchairs, all those colostomy bags, all that bitching and complaint. Apparently, the fewer the limbs you had, the bigger the ego, to compensate.
So Doug had been pretty sure Babe wouldn’t immediately reject the idea of filming professional criminals performing a professional crime. All it needed was for Babe to see how the idea could be made practical. Therefore, all he said was, “We’ll have to run this by legal,” when Doug finished describing the layout of the show.
Doug smiled. “We’ll have to run this by legal,” was obviously a way to say, “Yes, if…” That was fine. The if would work itself out; all Doug had needed was the yes.
“I’ll talk to them over there,” he offered, “or you can. Whatever you want.”
Making a note on the legal pad on his desk, Babe said, “I’ll make an appointment. Now we come to the question, violence.”
Doug sat back in the leather visitor’s chair, Babe’s office being grander than his own, which was only right, but not garishly so, which was gratifying. “The cabbie,” he said, “Mrs. Murch, told me her son and the other guys didn’t like violence, avoided it whenever they could.”
Babe nodded, frowning at the note he’d just made. “Does this make them a little too Milquetoasty?”
“When I didn’t want to turn over the recorder,” Doug said, “Stan offered to throw me under a bus. A moving bus.”
Surprised, Babe said, “That’s a little violent.”
“I didn’t take it literally,” Doug assured him. “I took it to be Stan telling me he would do what it took, so he was showing me the extreme case. Naturally, I gave him the recorder before we got anywhere near there.”
“So there’s a threat of violence,” Babe said, “without the actual violence. That’s good, I like that.”
“These guys,” Doug said, “have a certain grungy kind of authenticity about them that’ll play very well on the small screen.”
Nodding, looking at his notepad, sucking a bit on his lower lip, Babe said, “What are they gonna steal?”
“That’s up to them,” Doug said. “We didn’t get that far.”
“No widow’s mites,” Babe cautioned. “No crippled newsie’s crutches.”
“Oh, nothing like that,” Doug said. “Our demographic would like to see some snooty rich people get cleaned out.”
“Clean out the Saudi Arabian embassy,” Babe suggested.
Laughing, Doug said, “I’ll pass that idea on.”
“But not yet,” Babe said. “Let’s clear it with legal first, make sure we know what we’re doing and we can actually do it. Not too much contact right at first.”
“I won’t move,” Doug promised, “until I get your say-so.”
“Good thinking,” Babe said. “I’ll get back to you.”
Doug smiled all the way from Babe’s office to his own, where Lueen looked up from her suspiciously clean desk (what did she actually do around here?) to say, “Somebody named John called for you.”
Ah, John: the gloomy one. Following on Babe’s desire for no premature contact, Doug said, “It’s late in the day, Lueen, I’ll get back to him tomorrow.”
Pushing a pink While You Were Out slip across her desk toward him, she said, “He especially said he wanted to talk to you today. ‘No surprises,’ he said.”
Doug frowned. “No surprises? What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Beats me. There’s the number anyway.”
Doug picked up the slip, looked at it, and saw immediately Lueen had made a mistake. “No, it isn’t,” he said.
She gave him a skeptical eyebrow. “What do you mean it isn’t?”
Holding the pink slip in his left palm, he tapped the phone number with his right index finger. “Lueen,” he said, “this is my phone number.”
She seemed pleasantly surprised. “Well, how’d he do that?”
Doug felt the earth shift slightly; an unpleasant sensation. Pushing the phone slip back toward Lueen he said, “You dial it. And I would very much prefer it if you got my answering machine.”
“No skin off my nose,” she said, made the call, and said, “John?”
Doug moaned minimally, and Lueen said, “Sure, Doug is right here. Hold on.”
“I’ll—I’ll take it at my desk,” Doug said, and fled to his office, where he picked up the phone with both hands, as though it just might make some kind of fast move on him. Into it he said, “Hello?”
“Doug?” John’s voice.
“What are you doing in my apartment?”
“It’s a nice place, Doug, you got good taste. Only that woman Renee moved out, I guess.”
“A year ago,” Doug said, and then thought, I can’t have a calm conversation with the man, he’s in my apartment. “What are you doing there?”
“Waiting for you. Quiet place for a meet. Only could you bring a six-pack? We like Heinekens.”
“Heinekens,” Doug echoed, and hung up the receiver.
What pier had he walked off here?
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AT FIRST, Dortmunder couldn’t figure out why he was suddenly hearing a jangly version of “The Whiffen-poof Song” on chimes. He looked across Fairkeep’s neat if anonymous living room at Andy, seated at his ease on the other tan leather armchair across the kilim carpet, and as the final bah ricocheted around the gray-green walls, leaving only a metallic echo of itself, Andy said, “Doorbell.”
Dortmunder said, “He’s ringing his own bell?”
“Well,” Andy said, being an understanding sort of guy, “he’s not used to the situation. You oughta be the one that lets him in, he knows you.”
Andy’s decision to attend this meeting after all had been the result of that Google search done on the computer in Andy’s apartment, which had not only given them Fair-keep’s address, and Ivy League college record (low Bs), and marital status (un), and DVD rental preferences (date movies, mostly), but had also, once Andy switched to a different question, described the entire corporate Christmas tree of which Get Real Productions was a shiny but small bauble on a lower branch. Armed with this knowledge, and being in possession of Fairkeep’s residence, Dortmunder rose, crossed to open the apartment door, and said, “You made good time.” (He felt it would be better to begin with a pleasantry.)
Eyes wide, straining to scan every bit of the room at once, Fairkeep said, “I took a cab.”
“Well,” Dortmunder said, to reassure him, “ourselves, we didn’t take anything.”
Fairkeep’s stare froze on Andy. “Who’s this?”
“This is Andy,” Dortmunder said, closing the door. (Fairkeep flinched, then tried to cover it.)
“How ya doing?” Andy said.
“Andy,” Dortmunder explained, “will be another one on the payroll if it comes to that.”
Seeing nothing amiss, and nothing missing, Fairkeep grew a lot calmer, saying, “Well, if it comes to that, we’re gonna need something more than first names.”
“When we’re just batting it around,” Andy said, “first names are friendlier. Yours is Doug, right?”
Before Fairkeep could answer that, Dortmunder gestured generally at the room and said, “Which chair is yours, usually?”
“What?” Fairkeep gaped around, apparently baffled by the question, then pointed at the chair where late Andy had sat. “That one.”
“Fine,” Dortmunder said, “I’ll take that one over there.”
“And I’ll,” Andy said, “be very happy on this sofa here.” And sat down with a big smile.
Seeing both his guests seated on his furniture, Fairkeep belatedly and abruptly also sat, rocking the armchair a bit. “You wanted to talk to me.”
“We had some more questions,” Dortmunder told him. Having plotted the whole thing out in his mind, he started with question number one: “What is it you want us to steal?”
Surprised, Fairkeep said, “I don’t know. What do you usually steal?”
“Things that turn up,” Andy said. “But you don’t have any particular valuables in mind.”
“No. We don’t supply the story line, you do. We film you doing what you do—”
“And then you shape it,” Dortmunder said, “and make it entertainment.”
“That’s right,” Fairkeep said. “Even if the setup’s kind of artificial sometimes, you—Let me give you an example.”
“Good,” Dortmunder said.
“Let’s say we rent a house, and we furnish it,” Fairkeep said, “and we put spycams all through the house, and we get a bunch of college kids, boys and girls, and we pay them to live in the house. But the gimmick could be, they have to spend the whole summer vacation there, they can’t ever step outside the house. Anybody leaves the house, they’re out of the game. We ship in food, and they can watch TV, and like that. And they don’t know each other before they start. And we can make up any rules we want to make up, make it different from any other show like that.”
Dortmunder said, “And you get people to do this? All summer?”
“We’ve got waiting lists,” Fairkeep said.
Dortmunder nodded. “And people watch this.”
“You’d be surprised.”
“I am surprised.”
“The point being,” Fairkeep said, “in a situation like that, what’s gonna happen? Who falls in love, has a fight, can’t hack it. We do the setup, but then they just do themselves. Same with you.”
Andy said, “Only, where’s our setup?”
“Well, with you,” Fairkeep told him, “you’re the setup. Like we’re shooting one now, The Stand, it’s a farm family upstate, they’re running a vegetable stand out by the road, they’re a quirky family, kind of kooky, but they’ve got to make this stand work, they really need the money. Maybe you’ve seen it. The Stand.”
“Never,” Andy said.
“Oh, well,” Fairkeep said, “they did that stand thing anyway, long before we came along, but now we shape it—”
“—And make it entertaining.”
Fairkeep’s nod at Dortmunder was a little uncertain. “That’s right,” he said. “So whatever you want to do, that’s what you do, and we’ll film it.”
Andy said, “Well, we were thinking, if it was gonna be like that, maybe it would be good, you know, what you call your tie-in—”
“Product placement,” Dortmunder suggested.
“That, too,” Andy agreed. “What we were thinking, Doug, if we lifted something that was connected to your own company some way, it might give us an inside track on things.”
“A mole, like,” Dortmunder said.
“And the other thing,” Andy went on, “if the cops suddenly showed up to bust us, we could all just laugh and say it was all in fun, we were never gonna lift anything anyway.”
“An insurance policy,” Dortmunder said.
Fairkeep looked doubtful. “Take something from Get Real? There isn’t anything at Get Real. We want you to aim a little higher than office supplies.”
“We weren’t,” Andy said, “thinking of Get Real.”
“Oh, you mean Monopole,” Fairkeep said, sounding surprised that Andy would know about that. “Our big bosses?”
“Well, not your big bosses,” Andy told him, taking a folded sheet of paper from his shirt pocket. Opening it, consulting it, he said, “What we got from Google is, Get Real is a subsidiary of Monopole Broadcasting, doing commercial TV and cable and Internet broadcasting and production and export. Sounds pretty good.”
“Yes,” Fairkeep said. “But Monopole isn’t—”
“Now, Monopole,” Andy said, frowning at his list, “is sixty percent owned by Intimate Communications, and that’s owned eighty percent by Trans-Global Universal Industries, and that’s owned seventy percent by something called SomniTech.”
“My God,” Fairkeep said, sounding faint. “I never worked it out like that.”
“Now, all of these are East Coast companies,” Andy said. “Among them, they’re in oil, communications, munitions, real estate, aircraft engines, and chemistry labs.”
Fairkeep shook his head. “Makes you feel small, doesn’t it?”
Dortmunder said, “Doug, somebody in that mob has to have some cash.”
Fairkeep blinked at him. “Cash?”
“Doug,” Andy said, “we can’t resell an aircraft engine.”
“But there is no cash,” Fairkeep told him. “Per diem for the crew on the road, that’s all.”
“Think about it, Doug,” Dortmunder urged. “Somewhere in all those companies, all those businesses, and a lot of them are overseas, somewhere in all that there’s got to be someplace with cash.”
Shaking his head in absolute assurance, Fairkeep said, “No, there isn’t. I have never seen cash in—” And then he kind of stuttered, as though he’d just had one of those mini-power outages that makes you reset all your clocks. In a second, less than a second, power was restored, but Fairkeep continued the sentence in a different place. “—Anywhere. It just isn’t done. Even Europe, Asia, all those transactions are wire transfers.”
Dortmunder had seen that little blip, and he was sure Andy had, too. He said, “Well, Doug, will you at least think about it?”
“Oh, sure,” Fairkeep said.
“Good.” Getting to his feet, because the explanation for the power outage would not be found in this room, not today, Dortmunder said, “We’ll be in touch.”
Surprised, Fairkeep said, “Is that it?”
“For today. We’ll get back in touch when we fill out the roster.”
“Oh, the five men, you mean,” Fairkeep said. “But you don’t even know what the robbery is yet, so you don’t know if you’ll need all five.”
Rising from the sofa, Andy said, “Here’s a rule for you, Doug. Never go in with fewer crew than you need.”
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JUDSON BLINT WAS TIRED of opening envelopes. Oh, sure, every envelope he opened was another check, twenty percent of which would go directly into his own pocket, the easiest money he could ever hope to find, and slitting open envelopes with a very good letter opener was not exactly hard labor, but still. Here he was, at a desk in a seventh-floor office in the Avalon State Bank Tower in midtown Manhattan, slitting open envelope after envelope, scanning into the computer the return addresses, keeping track of the check totals, and even though he knew very well what he was actually doing was mail fraud—in fact, three different mail frauds, as any federal law officer would know at once—there were still some moments, and this was one of them, when what he was doing here just felt like a job.
So here he sat, late on this Wednesday afternoon in April, when spring fever should by all rights have had him in its grip, and still he was making these repetitive movements, with the envelopes and the letter opener and the check piles and the scanner and the pen and the ledger, and if this wasn’t work, Judson wanted to know, then what the hell was it?
The inner office door opened and J. C. Taylor came through. A dangerous-looking black-haired beauty in her mid-thirties, she paced forward like a predator who’d just picked up a fresh scent. Behind her in her office was Maylohda, the fictitious South Pacific island nation she used in her developing-country scams. (So many people want to help!) Looking at Judson, she said, “You still here?”
“Pretty heavy today, J. C.,” he said. “I’m done with the detective course and the sex book and I’m just finishing up with the music.”
“Don’t stay too late,” she advised. “You don’t want to get stale.”
“No, ma’am, I won’t.”
“Ma’am,” she said, with a scornful look, and left. Judson shrugged—it was so hard to know the right reactions to people when you were barely a person yourself at nineteen—and went back to, face it, work.
He always saved the music business for last, because those people were the most fun. The people who just wanted to be a detective at home in their spare time or just wanted to look at dirty pictures at home in their spare time were pretty cut-and-dried, merely sending in their money, but the people who sent music to Super Star Music to have lyrics set to it, or alternatively, lyrics for an infusion of music (sometimes A’s request meshing just fine with B’s, so what came in could be shipped right back out again, neither participant any the wiser), tended to write confessional letters of such mawkish cluelessness that Judson wished there were, somewhere in the world, a publisher gutsy enough to put out a collection of them.
But that was not to be, since dispassionate self-knowledge is not a quality held in much esteem by the majority of the human race, so not enough people would find the product funny. Oh, well; at least he could enjoy the sincerity of these simpletons, to ease his own stress in the workaday world.
Ah; this grandmother of eight had been compelled at last to her true vocation as love-song lyricist by the flaming car-crash death of her favorite seventeen-year-old grand-daughter. Well, Grandma, lucky for you she bought it.
And this is the last of today’s talents. Judson totted up the three totals and pushed his chair back from the desk, and the phone rang.
Answer? If he had already gone, the voice mail would take it. On the other hand, not too many phone calls came to this office, and he was bored enough and curious enough to pick up the receiver and deliver into it the standard patter: “J. C. Taylor. Mr. Taylor isn’t in at the moment.”
“That’s okay, Judson,” a known voice said. “We’re trying to get the book group back together again.”
“John,” Judson said, delighted. “I haven’t heard from you for a while.”
“I haven’t had anything to say for a while.”
Hope leaping in his breast, Judson said, “But now you do?”
“That’s why we wanna get the book group together,” John said. “We thought maybe the OJ at ten tonight.”
“That sounds very good, John,” Judson said, because it did, and smiled at the phone as he listened to John hang up.
Very good; yes. Though there was unlikely to be a book group involved in tonight’s meeting, Judson knew from past experience that this sort of get-together often ended in gains much more ill-gotten than these little scammed checks here, but on the other hand far much less like work.
Whistling, he double-locked the office and legged it to the elevator.
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WHEN DORTMUNDER WALKED into the OJ Bar & Grill on Amsterdam Avenue that Wednesday night at ten, the big low-ceilinged square room was underutilized. The booths along both sides and the tables in the middle were all empty. At the bar, along the rear of the room, Rollo the meaty bartender, off to the right, was slowly carving tomorrow’s specials onto a black blackboard with a stub of white chalk, a gray rag in his other hand. The regulars, as usual, were clustered along the left side of the bar.
It being April, the regulars were discussing taxes. “I might declare my bowling ball as an expense,” one said.
The guy to his right reared back. “Your bowling ball!”
“We wager certain amounts,” the first regular explained. “Only then I’d have to declare how much I won, and then pay tax on that. I asked the guy at the drugstore, which way do I come out ahead, he said he’d get back to me on that.”
As Dortmunder angled toward Rollo, he saw that the barman was groping in the direction of “lasagna,” but hadn’t quite reached it yet. Seeing Dortmunder, he nodded and said, “Long time no see.”
“I been semiretired,” Dortmunder told him. “Not on purpose.”
“That can be a drag.” Rollo pointed his jaw at the black-board. “Whadaya think?”
Dortmunder looked: LUHZANYA. “I don’t know about that H,” he said.
Rollo considered the entire word. “At least I’m sure of the L,” he said, as Andy Kelp joined Dortmunder and said, “How you doin? It isn’t a Z.”
Dortmunder turned to him. “What isn’t a zee?”
Kelp pointed. “That thing there. It’s an S.”
Rollo went akimbo, chalk staining the seam of his apron as he brooded at the blackboard. “It sounds like a Z,” he decided.
“Yeah,” Kelp acknowledged, “but you gotta remember, it’s a foreign tongue.”
“Oh, lasagna,” Dortmunder said, catching up. “I think you’re right. I don’t think those languages even have a Z. Except the English do.”
“And the Polish,” Kelp said. “What they don’t have is vowels. And Rollo, what I don’t have is a drink.”
Rollo at once put down rag and chalk. “You two,” he said, “are bourbon on the rocks.” Reaching for ice and glasses, he said, “Who else we got tonight?”
Understanding that Rollo preferred to know his customers by their drink preferences, as being conducive to good customer relations, Dortmunder said, “Well, we got the beer and the salt, and the vodka and red wine, and I don’t know what the kid drinks.”
“He hasn’t settled down yet,” Rollo said. “He’s still making up his mind.” And he pushed forward toward them a round metal bar tray on which appeared RHEINGOLD WORLD’S FAIR 1939, atop which now stood two glasses containing ice cubes, a white plastic bowl with more ice cubes, and a bottle labeled Amsterdam Liquor Store Bourbon—”Our Own Brand.” “I’ll send them back,” he said.
Picking up the tray, Kelp said, “Good luck with the menu.”
“I’ll need it.” Rollo frowned at the blackboard. “Anyway,” he said, “I know there’s got to be a Y in there somewhere.”
Dortmunder followed Kelp as he carried the tray down along the bar past the regulars, where the third was now saying, “The idea of the flat tax is, you just pay the same as one month’s rent.”
Rounding the turn at the regulars, Dortmunder and Kelp trooped down the dim-lit hall, past the doors marked POINTERS and SETTERS over black dog silhouettes, and past the crammed-full narrow storage space for boxes of deposit bottles that had been a phone booth before the communications revolution and a certain amount of vandalism. At the end, while Kelp waited, Dortmunder pushed open a door on the right to reach in and switch on the light. Then they both entered.
This was a small square room with a concrete floor. Beer and liquor cartons were stacked ceiling-high against all the walls, leaving an area in the middle just big enough for a beat-up old round wooden table with a once-green felt top, surrounded by half a dozen armless wooden chairs. The light Dortmunder had switched on was a single bare bulb under a round tin reflector hanging from a long black wire over the center of the table.
Dortmunder and Kelp went around this furniture to left and right, Kelp putting down the tray as they took the chairs that most directly faced the open door. The first arrivals always took the chairs facing the door, leaving it to the latecomers to be made uneasy by the proximity of an open door behind their backs.
As he poured Amsterdam Liquor Store Bourbon over the ice in their glasses, Kelp said, “You tell them the story. I like to listen to it.”
“Well, Stan already knows the story,” Dortmunder pointed out. “It’s only Tiny and the kid.”
“So those are the ones you tell.”
The hallway out there abruptly dimmed, as though there’d been a partial eclipse of the hall. Seeing that, Kelp said, “Here comes Tiny now.”
As Dortmunder nodded, the doorway filled with enough person to choke Jonah’s whale. This creature, who was known only to those who felt safe in considering him their friend as Tiny, had the body of a top-of-the-line SUV, in jacket and pants of a neutral gray that made him look like an oncoming low, atop which was a head that didn’t make you think of Easter Island so much as Halloween Island. In his left fist he carried a glass of what looked like, but was not, cherry soda. When he spoke it wasn’t a surprise that bass notes of an organ sounded: “I’m late.”
“Hi, Tiny,” Kelp said. “No, you’re not.”
Ignoring that, Tiny said, “I hadda take the limo driver back.”
“What, to the car service?”
“That’s where I got him. Turns out, he’s from California.” Tiny shook his Halloween Island head and came over to sit at Dortmunder’s right, so at least he had the doorway in profile.
Kelp said, “That could be okay, Tiny. There’s okay people in California.”
“In California,” Tiny said, “he’s also a limo driver.”
“So he knows how,” Kelp said.
“Every year,” Tiny said, “he drives people to the Oscars. Celebrities. He wanted to tell me, every year, every year, the celebrities he drove to the Oscars.”
“Oh,” Kelp said.
“There’s only so many,” Tiny said, “celebrities goin to the Oscars you can put up with. So finally I took him back, dropkicked him through the door, and said, gimme one doesn’t speak English. So how are you people?”
Dortmunder took over the conversational ball: “Just fine, Tiny.”
“I hope you got a good one here,” Tiny said.
“So do we,” Dortmunder said.
“It’s been a while,” Kelp said.
“Oh, I’m doin okay,” Tiny said. “I always do okay. I squeeze out a little livin here and there. But I’d like a little cushion for a while.”
“So would I,” Dortmunder said, and Stan and Judson came in together.
Stan carried a draft beer in one hand and a saltshaker in the other. As a driver, he preferred to limit his alcohol intake to the occasional sip, but beer left to its own devices soon grows flat, which nobody likes. A sparing shimmer of salt over the beer every once in a while causes the head to magically return.
Judson, on the other hand, was carrying a drink nobody recognized. It was in a tall cocktail glass with ice and was a kind of palish rose color, as though it were Tiny’s drink’s anemic sister.
When they came in, while the others were sharing greetings, Stan looked around, made a quick assessment, and said, “We’re late.” Then he homed in on the chair to Kelp’s left, leaving the kid to choose one of the chairs on the vulnerable side. But that was all right; he was a calm sort.
Once they were all seated, Kelp said, “Kid, if you don’t mind a nosy question, what’s that?”
“Campari and soda,” the kid said, with the proud smile of ownership.
“Campa—” Kelp pointed at the glass. “And what’s the yellow thing?”
“Lemon peel.”
“Uh-huh. If you don’t mind, how come?”
“Somebody had it in a movie, and it sounded nice. So I thought I’d try it.”
“And is it nice?”
“Yeah.” The kid shrugged. “Makes a change from beer.”
Everybody agreed with that, and then Kelp said, “John’s gonna tell the newcomers the story here.”
Stan said, “I picked up the kid at his place, and filled him in on the way over.”
“Oh,” Kelp said.
Looking around, Tiny said, “Does this mean I’m the last to know? I don’t like that much.”
Hastily, Stan told him, “What it is, Tiny, yesterday my Mom picked up a fare at Kennedy, he’s a reality television producer, turns out, he wants to film us pulling a heist, for twenty G a man plus per diem.”
Tiny nodded, but not as though he agreed with anything. He said, “And the get out of jail free card?”
Dortmunder said, “The guy says we’ll work around that.”
“Twenty years at hard labor,” Tiny commented. “That’s a lot to work around.”
Dortmunder said, “Andy and I had a discussion with the guy this afternoon, at his apartment.”
Stan said, “Oh? Where’s that?”
“One of those Trump buildings on the west side.”
“And how is it?”
Dortmunder shrugged. “Okay.”
“A little too bronze,” Kelp said.
Tiny said, “Over here, I’m still working around this.”
“Okay,” Dortmunder said. “Andy did some computer trick—”
“It’s no trick,” Kelp said. “I Googled.”
“Oh, sure,” Stan said.
“Whatever,” Dortmunder said. “Turns out, this guy’s little company is owned by a bigger company, owned by a bigger company, and like that. Like those cartoons where every fish is getting eat by the bigger fish behind him.”
Tiny said, “So? What does this have to do with you and me?”
“We asked him,” Dortmunder said, “did he have something in particular he wanted us to boost, and he said no, dealer’s choice, he just wants to make the movie.”
“The evidence.”
“Yeah, that. So Andy had a suggestion for him.”
“I’m ready to hear it,” Tiny said.
Kelp said, “Why not boost something from one of those companies up there on top of him? That way, if law suddenly shows up, we were just foolin, never gonna do it for real.”
“That’s not bad,” Tiny admitted.
“In fact,” Stan said, “that’s good. An escape hatch.”
“So then,” Kelp said, “he asked what kind of thing we’d like to lift, and we said cash, and he said there’s no cash anywhere in all these big corporations. And all of a sudden—”
“Yeah,” Dortmunder said.
Kelp nodded. “We both saw it. All of a sudden, he remembered something. But then he clammed up, pretended like nothing happened.”
Stan said, “Why that son of a bitch.”
“Somewhere,” Dortmunder said, “somewhere in his working hours, Doug Fairkeep has seen cash.”
Tiny said, “Where?”
“That’s what we gotta figure out.”
Kelp pulled some sheets of paper from his pocket. “I printed out the companies and what they do,” he said. “Three copies. Tiny, here’s yours, Stan, you can share with the kid, and I’ll share with John.”
The room became quiet, as though it were study period. Everybody bent over the lists, looking for cash, failing to find it. Finally Tiny pushed his list away and said, “There’s no cash there. Real estate, movies, aircraft engines. Forget cash.”
“It hit him,” Dortmunder insisted. “We both noticed.”
The kid said, “What was it, like he just remembered?”
“Yeah, like that.”
The kid nodded. “So it’s not cash he’s around all the time,” he said. “It’s just some cash he happened to see a couple times. Or once.”
Tiny said, “That still doesn’t help.”
“Well, wait a minute,” the kid said. “What were you all talking about when he suddenly remembered the cash?”
Dortmunder and Kelp looked at one another. Dortmunder shrugged. “How there was no cash.”
Kelp said, “How even with Europe and Asia it was all wire transfers.”
The kid looked interested. “That’s what he was saying just before he remembered? Wire transfers to Europe and Asia?”
Dortmunder said, “No, Andy, that was after. Before, I said there were all these companies, and some of them overseas, so there had to be some cash around somewhere.”
The kid said to Dortmunder, “So you talked about overseas first.”
“Yeah, I did. And then he did that stutter-stop thing—”
“And then,” Kelp said, “he said how, even to Europe and Asia, it’s all wire transfers.”
“So it’s something foreign,” the kid said. “It’s cash, and it has something to do with Europe and Asia.”
“But Doug Fairkeep isn’t foreign,” Dortmunder said. “He doesn’t work foreign. His work is right here.”
“So where he saw the cash,” the kid said, “was here, on its way to Europe and Asia. Europe or Asia.”
Stan said, “Am I following this? We now think this Fair-keep guy at least once saw a bunch of cash around where he works, that was going to Europe or Asia. What the hell for?”
Kelp said, “They’re buying something?”
“What happened to the wire transfers?”
“Oh!” said the kid. When they all looked at him, he had a huge happy grin on his face. Lifting his glass, he toasted them all in Campari and soda, then knocked back a good swig of it, slapped the glass down onto the felt, and said, “Now I get it!”
That was the annoying thing about the kid, who was otherwise okay. Every once in a while, he’d get it before anybody else got it, and when he got it, he got it. So Tiny said to him, “If you got it, give it to us.”
“Bribes,” the kid said.
They looked at him. Stan said, “Bribes?”
“Every big company that does business in different countries,” the kid said, “bribes the locals when they want to come do business. Here, buy our aircraft engines, not that other guy’s aircraft engines, and you look like you could use another set of golf clubs. Here’s a little something for the wife. Wouldn’t you like to run our TV show on your station? I know they don’t pay you what you deserve; here, have an envelope.”
“I’ve heard about this,” Kelp said. “There’s a word everybody uses, it’s chai, it means ‘tea,’ you sit down together, you have a cuppa tea, you move the envelope.”
Tiny said, “So? That’s what they call business.”
“Somewhere around thirty years ago,” the kid said, “the US Congress passed a law, it’s illegal for an American company to bribe foreigners.”
Stan said, “What? No way.”
“It’s true,” the kid said. “American companies have to be very careful, it’s a federal crime, it’s a felony, they all gotta do it, but they really don’t wanna get caught.”
Kelp said, “So we’re shooting ourself in the foot, is what you’re saying.”
“Both feet,” said the kid. “And not for the first time. Anyway, what this guy Doug saw was the courier, the guy who carries the cash. He’s a known guy to everybody, he works for this television outfit, he travels for them all the time, they’re used to seeing him go back and forth, he always carries all his movie equipment with him.”
Tiny said, “That’s very nice.”
“And one time,” the kid said, “maybe more, Doug saw the cash going into the DVD boxes. So the guy who carries the money works in Doug’s outfit.”
“Him,” Dortmunder said, “we’ll find. It may take a little time, but him we’ll find.”
“What’s extra nice about this,” Tiny said, “it’s like those guys that knock over drug dealers. You heist somebody already committing a crime, he doesn’t call the cops.”
“At last,” Kelp said. “The perfect crime.”
On his way out, Dortmunder saw that the blackboard of tomorrow’s specials was now complete, and included LASAGNA. “Very good,” he said, nodding at the board.
Rollo smiled, happy again. “We called the Knights of Columbus,” he said.
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WHEN THE PHONE on the Murch kitchen wall sounded at eight-fifteen on Thursday morning, both mother and son frowned at it from their twinned breakfast helpings of white toast, much grape jelly, black coffee, and a matched set of Road & Track magazine. They watched the phone through its ensuing silence, and when it sounded a second time Stan said, “That isn’t for me. I don’t know anybody up at this hour. It’s taxi business.”
“You don’t do taxi business on the phone,” she said, but nevertheless she got to her feet, crossed to the phone, slapped it to her ear, and snapped, “Go ahead,” giving nothing away.
Stan, striving to appear as though he wasn’t watching and listening, watched and listened, and was surprised when his mother abruptly smiled and said, with no ill will at all, “Sure I remember. How you doing?” Then she turned, still smiling, extended the phone toward Stan, and said, sweetly, “It’s for you.”
Oh. Getting it, Stan said, “Reality check,” got to his feet, and took the phone, while his triumphant mother went back to her breakfast and her SUV comparison appraisals. Into the phone, Stan said, “Yeah, hello. You’re up early.”
It was Doug from yesterday, all right, “Reality,” he said, “waits for no man, Stan.”
“Where are you, a Chinese fortune cookie factory?”
“Ha ha. Listen, it’s time we got started.”
“Doing what?”
“The Gang’s All Here. You like it?”
Stan had the feeling he was in the wrong conversation somehow. He said, “Like what?”
“The title. The Gang’s All Here. You like it?”
“No.”
“Well,” Doug said, sounding just a little hurt, “it isn’t written in stone.”
“No, it wouldn’t be.”
“What we’ve got to do,” Doug said, determinedly getting down to business, “is make a start here. I don’t need the whole five men yet, but I want to get together with you and John and Andy soonest.”
Stan still wasn’t comfortable with the idea that this civilian knew everybody’s name. He said, “Where do you want to do this, your office?”
“No. We’ve got a rehearsal space downtown, we—”
“Wait a minute,” Stan said. “You got a rehearsal space for reality shows?”
“It isn’t like that,” Doug said. “It’s a big open space, like a loft, it gives us the chance, try out some ideas, smooth out some problems before we really get moving.”
“Okay.”
“When do you think you guys could get there?”
“Well, I’ll have to talk to the other two, they probly aren’t up yet.”
“Out burgling all night? Yuk yuk.”
“No.” Stan could be patient, when he had to be; it comes with being the driver. “We don’t punch a clock, see,” he explained, “so we like to sleep in.”
“Of course. I tell you what. I’ll give you the address, my cell number, call me back and tell me when we can meet. Okay?”
“Sure.”
“It’s down on Varick Street,” Doug said, “below Houston, the freight elevator opens onto the sidewalk, that’s where the bell is.”
“Okay.”
“We’re the fifth floor, that’s the top floor, the name on the bell is GR Development.”
“I’ll call you back,” Stan said, and hung up.
“Taxi business,” his mother said, and snapped a page in Road & Track.
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WHEN KELP CAME strolling down Varick Street at two that afternoon, he saw Dortmunder ahead of him, facing a building in midblock, frowning at it while he frisked himself. Kelp approached, interested in this phenomenon, and Dortmunder withdrew from two separate pockets a crumpled piece of paper and a ballpoint pen. Bending over the paper held in his cupped left palm, he began to write, with quick glances at the facade in front of him.
Ah. The right third of the building, at street level, was a gray metal overhead garage door, graffiti-smeared in a language that hadn’t been seen on Earth since the glory days of the Maya. To the immediate left of this was a vertical series of bell buttons, each with an identifying label. These were what Dortmunder was copying onto a cash register receipt from a chain drugstore.
Reading the labels directly, since Dortmunder’s handwriting was about as legible as the Mayan graffiti, Kelp saw:

5 GR DEVELOPMENT
4 SCENERY STARS
3 KNICKERBOCKER STORAGE
2 COMBINED TOOL
The building, broad and old, was made of large rectangular stone blocks, time-darkened to a blurry charcoal. On the street floor, to the left of the garage, were two large windows, barred for security and opaque with dirt, and beyond them at the farther end a gray metal door with a bell mounted in its middle at head height. The upper floors showed blank walls above the garage entrance and three windows each, all looking a little cleaner than the ones down here.
Putting paper and pen away, Dortmunder acknowledged Kelp’s presence for the first time: “Harya doin?”
“I wanna see the inside of the place,” Kelp told him.
“We can do that,” Dortmunder said, and pushed the button for five.
They waited less than a minute, and then a mechanical voice from somewhere said, “Yeah?”
“It’s John and Andy,” Dortmunder told the door.
“And Stan,” Stan said, having just walked up from farther downtown.
“And Stan.”
“I’ll be right down.”
They waited about three minutes this time, while beside them the slow-moving traffic of southbound Varick Street oozed by, the two nearer lanes headed for the Holland Tunnel and New Jersey, the farther happier lanes not. Then, with a lot of metallic groaning and creaking, the garage door lifted and there was Doug Fairkeep with the grin he wore like a fashion statement, saying, “Right on time.”
They boarded. The elevator, big enough for a delivery truck, was just a rough wooden platform, with no side walls of its own. Ahead of them the building was broad and deep, and this level was used as a garage, for a great variety of vehicles. There were cars and vans and small trucks, but also what looked like a TV news truck, a small fire engine, an ambulance, a hansom cab without the horse, and a lot more. If it had wheels, it was in here.
Doug stood next to a compact control box attached to the building’s front wall, and when he pressed a button on it the door began noisily to lower. The elevator started up before the door finished coming down, which was a surprise, though nobody actually lost his balance.
The platform they rode rose slowly through the building, too noisily for conversation. On the second floor—Combined Tool—a clean off-white wall stood at the side, but no front wall. Out there a hall extended to the left, also off-white, with one closed office door in the part they could see.
Third floor: Knickerbocker Storage. On this level too there was a wall to their left, not recently painted anything. This wall extended straight back to the rear of the building, with double doors spaced along the way. Apparently the idea was, a truck or a van could come up the elevator to this floor, then drive along that hall and stop to unload at one or another set of doors.
Four: Scenery Stars. No wall either left or straight ahead, and no interior walls either except in the far right corner; probably a bathroom. In the far left corner a flight of black iron stairs rose up from rear to front, and thick black iron columns stood at intervals to bear the weight. The large space was full of stacks of lumber, piles of paint cans, tables covered with tools, tall canvas stage flats. A bald man in sunglasses sat at a slanted drafting table near the stairs, drawing on a large pad with pen and ruler under a bare bulb with a broad tin shade like the one in the back room at the OJ. He didn’t look toward them as their platform rose up past him.
Five: Another big open space with black iron support columns and corner bathroom, but this one brighter, with large windows and skylights. The iron stairs at this level rose up to a closed trapdoor. Sofas and chairs and tables were scattered around in no order, as though waiting to be assembled into a stage set, but still the space seemed mostly empty.
Three men rose from sofas toward the middle of the room and waited to be introduced. Doug led the way to them, then said, “Andy, John, Stan, this is my boss, Babe Tuck.”
Babe Tuck, a tough-looking sixty-year-old with the barrel shoulders of a street fighter, nodded without smiling and said, “Doug has high hopes for you.”
Dortmunder said, “We feel the same way about him.”
Nobody offered to shake hands. Babe Tuck put his own hands in his pockets, rocked back on his heels a little, nodded again as though agreeing with himself, and said, “I suppose you’ve all been inside sometimes.”
“Not for a while,” Dortmunder said.
Stan said, “We don’t go where that’s likely to break out.”
“You’re probably like most guys,” Babe Tuck told them. “You got no idea how lucky you are to be inside an American prison. Except for the rapes, of course. But the rest of it? Heated cells, good clothes, regular food. Not even to talk about the medical care.”
“I wish I’d looked at it that way,” Kelp said, “back then.”
Tuck grinned at him. “Make the time pass easier,” he suggested. “Do you know the longest life expectancy in America is in our prisons?”
“Maybe,” Kelp said, “it just seems longest.”
Tuck liked that. His eyes lighting up, he turned to Doug, gestured at Kelp, and said, “Keep a mike on this one.”
“Oh, I will.”
“Well,” Tuck said, “I just wanted to see our latest stars, and now I’ll leave you to it.” Nodding toward Doug, he said to his three latest stars, “You’re in good hands with Doug.”
“Glad to hear it,” Dortmunder said.
Walking off toward the platform elevator, Tuck said, “I’ll send it back up.”
“Thanks, Babe.”
No one said anything until Tuck reached the platform, crossed it to the control panel on the building wall, and pressed the down button. He was patting his pockets, frisking himself like Dortmunder, as the platform descended, leaving a startlingly large rectangular hole.
Doug now turned to the last introductions. “Fellas, this is Roy Ombelen, he’s your director.”
“Charmed, I’m sure,” said Roy Ombelen, a tall man thin enough to be a plague victim, dressed in a brown tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, bright yellow shirt, paisley ascot, dark brown leather trousers, and highly polished black ankle boots. On a gold chain around his neck, outside the shirt, hung what looked like a jeweler’s loupe.
Kelp gave this vision his most amiable grin. “And charmed right back at you.”
Ombelen looked faintly alarmed, but managed a smile. “I’m sure,” he said, “we’ll all hit it off just famously.”
“You got it.”
“And this,” Doug said, “is our designer, Manny Felder.”
Manny Felder was short and soft, in shapeless blue jeans, dirty white basketball sneakers large enough to serve as flotation devices, and a too-large gray sweatshirt with the logo Property of San Quentin. He peered at them through oversize tortoiseshell glasses taped across the bridge with a bit of duct tape, and, in lieu of “hello,” said, “The most important thing we gotta consider here is setting.”
“Setting what?” Dortmunder asked.
“The setting.” Felder gestured vaguely with unclean hands. “If you got your diamond, and you put it in the wrong setting, what’s it look like?”
“A diamond,” Stan said.
Ombelen said, “Why don’t we all sit, get comfortable? You—John, is it?”
“Yeah.”
Pointing, Ombelen said, “Why don’t you and Andy slide that sofa around to face this way, and Doug, if you could help Manny bring over those easy chairs…”
Following Ombelen’s brisk instructions, they soon had an L-shaped conversation area and sat, whereupon Ombelen said, “What Manny was talking about was mise-en-scène.”
“Oh, yeah?” Dortmunder said.
“The setting,” Felder insisted.
“Yes, Manny,” Ombelen said, and told the others, “what we’re looking for is places you frequent, a background to place you in. For instance, do you lot have a lair?”
The three latest stars compared bewildered looks. Dortmunder said, “A lair?”
“Some place the gang might gather,” Ombelen explained, “to plan your schemes or—what is it?—divvy the loot.”
Kelp said, “Oh, you mean a hangout.”
“Well, yes,” Ombelen said, “But not, I hope, a corner candy store.”
Stan said, “He’s talking about the OJ.”
“Ah,” Ombelen said, perking up. “Am I?”
Dortmunder said to Stan, “We can’t take these guys to the OJ. That blows everything.”
Ombelen said, “I understand we’re dealing with a certain delicacy here.”
“No matter how good your boss thinks American prisons are,” Dortmunder told him, “we don’t want to be in one.”
“No, I can see that,” Ombelen said, and frowned.
Doug piped up then, saying, “Roy, we don’t have to use actual places. We’ll make sets.” To Dortmunder and the others, he said, “For this show, because of the special circumstances, we won’t have to use authentic places. Just the guys in them and what they’re doing, that has to be authentic.”
“Well,” Ombelen said, “the site of the robbery, wherever that is, that can’t be a set. That has to be the real place.”
“Of course,” Doug said.
“I’d wanna see this OJ,” Manny Felder said.
Stan said, “Why? If you’re not gonna use it.”
“I gotta get the feel for it,” Felder said. “Whatever I make, I gotta make it so when you’re in it it’s the place that looks right for you.”
“This OJ,” Ombelen said. “What is it, a bar?”
“We use the back room of a bar,” Dortmunder told him. “It just looks like the back room of a bar, with a table and some chairs.”
“But Manny’s right,” Ombelen said, as across the way the elevator/platform rose noisily into view, and stopped. Once its racket ended, “We would need,” Ombelen explained, “the feel of the entire place, the ambience, the bar itself, the neighborhood, the customers. There must be a bartender. He’s an important character.”
Kelp said, “That doesn’t work. We can’t let you have Rollo.”
“That’s the bartender?” Ombelen shook his head. “Not a problem. We’ll cast that.”
Doug said, “Maybe a good spot for some comic bits.”
“But,” Ombelen said, “we’ll have to see what the original looks like, so we know how to do our casting.”
“Agreed,” Doug said, and turned to the others. “We’re not gonna use anybody’s real name, or anything’s real name, so your OJ will stay private, it’s yours. But Manny’s right, we’ve got to see it.”
The three exchanged glances, frowns, minimal head-shakings, and then Dortmunder said, “All right. This is what we do. We give you the address and you go there—maybe tonight, it’s better after dark—and you look around, maybe take a picture or two. But not suspicious or sneaky, not like you’re from the state liquor authority. No conversations. You go in, you buy your drink, you drink it, and get outa there.”
Felder said, “What about this back room?”
“You do it, only by yourself,” Kelp told him, “You can take all the pictures you want back there.”
“That’s good, Andy,” Dortmunder said.
“Thank you.”
“All right,” Felder said. “How do I get to this back room?”
“The johns are down the hall from the left end of the bar,” Dortmunder said. “Nobody can see you back there. At the end of the hall is a door on the right. That’s us.”
“Easy,” Felder said.
Stan said, “But only one of you guys goes. We don’t want everybody running into the men’s room together, it isn’t that kind of joint.”
Doug said, “Understood. We’ll probably go tonight. I take it you won’t be there?”
“Absolutely not,” Dortmunder said.
Doug looked around at his creative team. “Is there anything else?”
Felder looked unsatisfied. He said, “Any more settings?”
“Manny,” Doug said, “I don’t think so. Just generic Manhattan streets, apartments.” To the others he said, “You all live in apartments, right? In Manhattan?”
Again they exchanged troubled looks. This time, reluctantly, Stan said, “I live in Canarsie.”
“But that’s wonderful!” Doug said, and Ombelen too lit up in a way that the name “Canarsie” doesn’t usually evoke.
Stan said, “You can’t use it, it’s just where I live, it doesn’t have nothing to do with nothing.”
“But you come to Manhattan for the heists,” Doug said, eyes bright with pleasure. “Stan, you commute!”
“Yeah, I guess. I never thought of it like that.”
“But that’s good,” Doug said. “Gives us another demographic. The burglar who commutes to his job.”
“I like it,” Ombelen said. “I could do some very nice visuals with that.”
Doug peered at them all with his freshest, most bright-eyed face. “Anything else? Any little details I should know?”
“I don’t think so,” Dortmunder said. “In fact, I know so. No.”
“Well, this has all been very good,” Doug said, and actually rubbed his hands together. “We’re moving along here. I’ll be back in touch when we’ve got something to show you. And meanwhile, see if you can decide what exactly you’re gonna steal. That’s Manny’s other setting, and he’ll need to know it pretty early.”
“One little favor,” Felder said.
They looked at him. Dortmunder said, “Yeah?”
“Nothing too dark, okay?” Felder spread his hands, looking for understanding and assistance around here. “Somewhere where we can see what you’re doing.”
Kelp laughed, mostly in amazement. “You know,” he said, “usually, everything we do, what we’re trying for is just the reverse of that.”
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DOUG FELT BUOYANT all the way uptown from Varick Street, cheered by the meeting with The Roscoe Gang (tentative), cheered by the way Roy Ombelen and Manny Felder had immediately seen the potential, and cheered by Babe’s genial manner when he’d left them. Then, the instant he stepped into the office, he sensed something was wrong, and all his mellow mood was instantly flushed away.
What was it? The atmosphere was somehow not its usual self; his antenna tingled with it. He headed straight down the hall toward Lueen, to ask her what had broken down and how much it would spoil his day, but then he saw, in the production assistants’ room, Marcy and Edna and Josh, the three nonwriters, all huddled together, whispering, apparently in a state of shock.
Writers whispering together; never a good sign. Entering their room, Doug said, as though cheerfully, “Hello all. What’s up?”
The three young faces that turned to him were bleak. Marcy said, “It’s Kirby Finch.”
Kirby Finch was the younger son of the family running the farmstand, a strapping handsome boy, nineteen, known to the viewers as a fun-loving cutup. This year he’d be finding a girlfriend, a warm little G-rated romance to keep the audience numbers up. Doug said, “What about Kirby Finch? There wasn’t an accident, was there?”
“Worse,” Josh said. His eyes were wide, and his voice seemed to be coming from an echo chamber.
“He says,” Marcy explained, “he doesn’t want to do all that stuff with Darlene Looper.”
Josh said, “He just saw next week’s script, and he says he won’t do it.”
“Oh, come on,” Doug said. “Kirby shy? I don’t buy it.”
Marcy said, “It isn’t that, Doug.” She seemed reluctant to spell out what the problem was.
“I’ll tell you,” Doug said, “I wouldn’t kick Darlene out of bed.”
“Kirby would,” Marcy said, and the other two sadly nodded.
Doug said, “Does he have a reason?”
“Yes,” Marcy said. “He says he’s gay.”
“Gay!” Doug made a fist and pounded it into his other palm. “No! We shall have no gay farm boys on The Stand! Who gave him that idea, anyway?”
Marcy, on the verge of tears, said, “He says he is gay.”
“Not on our show, he isn’t. In the world of reality, we do not have surprises. Kirby has his role, the impish younger brother who’s finally gonna be okay. No room for sex changes. What does Harry say?” Harry being the father of the Finch family.
Josh shook his head, with a weak apologetic smile. “You know how Harry is.”
Not an authority figure; yes, Doug knew. Whatever they want is okay by me, you know? So far, that had been a plus, meaning there was never any argument with the producers’ plans for the show. Except now.
Marcy said, “I think Harry has the hots for Darlene himself.”
“No, Marcy,” Doug said. “We aren’t going there either. This is a clean wholesome show. You could project it on the wall of a megachurch in the South. Fathers do not hit on their sons’ girlfriends. Come next door, fellas, we’ve got to solve this.”
Next door was the conference room. Once they’d settled themselves in there, Doug said, “This is our story line, you know. We’ve been setting it up for this. In the third season, Kirby gets a girlfriend, just when the audience thinks they already know everything about the Finch family. And next season, the wedding, in sweeps week. Wedding episodes always get the biggest numbers of the year. Kirby and Darlene, true love at last.”
Marcy said, “I’m sorry, Doug, but he won’t do it. I asked him if he could just pretend and he said no. He won’t kiss her, he doesn’t even want to put his arm around her. He says her boobs are too big.”
“Oh, God.” Doug closed his eyes, in an attempt to leave the world behind.
But he hadn’t yet learned the worst. Speaking right through his eyelids, Josh said, “And now that Darlene knows what Kirby thinks of her boobs, she doesn’t want to work with him. She says she wants off the show.”
“Which wouldn’t be terrible,” Marcy said, also talking through the wall of his closed eyelids. “You know, she hasn’t even been introduced on the show yet.”
Doug opened his eyes to find the awful world still unchanged. “Well, it is terrible,” he said. “Are they shooting up there tomorrow?”
“Yes,” Marcy said.
“I’ll have to go up,” Doug decided. “Marcy, you come along, just in case there’s some other throughline we can work out, put it together on the fly up there. But for now, fellas, all three of you, I beg of you. Do not sleep tonight, not for a minute. If we don’t have Kirby and Darlene, what do we have?”
Josh said, “Could it be Lowell and Darlene?” Lowell being Kirby’s big brother.
Doug squinched his face in pain. “No,” he said, “it’s too late for that. We’ve already established Lowell as the loner, the gloomy genius going off to engineering college. He represents the life of the mind, which is why we’ve made sure nobody likes him.” Doug smacked his palm against the table, making everybody jump. “Why didn’t that little pansy tell us before this?”
“Be fair, Doug,” Marcy said.
“I don’t want to be fair.”
“We don’t tell them the story line ahead of time,” Marcy reminded him, “so they won’t be tempted to play something they’re not supposed to know yet. Kirby didn’t find out until today.”
“That he’s gay?”
“That he’s supposed to fall in love with Darlene.”
Doug let out a long moan and then just sat there, jaw slack, shoulders sagging.
Marcy, hesitant, said, “How did The Gang’s All Here go?”
“What? Oh.” The thought of that bunch restored just a bit of his spirits. Sitting straighter, he said, “The first meeting was wonderful. We’re gonna have a winner there, boys and girls. But there’s nothing for us to do on that score, not now. The Finch family is our problem today, so don’t even think about the gang. We won’t hear a word from them for a couple of weeks.”
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NINE P.M. The Holland Tunnel-bound traffic along Varick Street moved more freely now, and two groups of men, pedestrians, a trio and a duet, converged from north and south toward the GR Development building. As the groups came together on the sidewalk in front of the metal fire-door entrance to the building, greeting one another as though this were a happy coincidence, three miles to the north Manny Felder took many Weegee-style photos of the back room at the OJ while out front Roy Ombelen nursed his white wine and listened with growing astonishment to the regulars discuss the possible meanings of the letters D, V, and D, and farther east, in midtown, Doug Fairkeep, unable to keep his appointment with the other two at the OJ due to the revelation of the sexual orientation of Kirby Finch, brainstormed with his production assistants, while growing stacks of Dunkin’ Donuts coffee containers kept a kind of score.
Andy Kelp liked locks and locks liked Andy Kelp. While the others milled around and chatted to cover his activities, he bent to the two locks in this door, bearing with him picks and tweezers and narrow little metal spatulas.
Judson took the opportunity to ask Dortmunder, “You think we’re gonna find that cash down here?”
“I think,” Dortmunder said, “Doug has seen cash somewhere and it has to be somewhere he works. The two places we know where he works are that midtown office building and here. Maybe they wouldn’t want bribe money laying around the office, so we’ll see what we come up with down here.”
“There we go,” Kelp said, and straightened, and pulled open the door.
Pitch-black inside. They all piled in, and only when the door was shut did flashlights appear, two of them, one held by Kelp and one by Dortmunder, both hooded by electrical tape to limit their beams. The flashlights bobbed around, then closed on the iron interior staircase along the rear part of the left wall. At this level, it rose from front to back.
Holding the light on the stairs, Kelp moved off across the crowded garage toward it, followed by Tiny, who used his hips and knees to clear a path through the underbrush of vehicles. Judson went next, then Stan, who said over his shoulder to Dortmunder, bringing up the rear with the other light, “This reminds me of Maximillian.”
“I know what you mean,” Dortmunder said, Maximillian being the owner and operator of Maximillian’s Used Cars, a fellow known to purchase rolling stock of dubious provenance, no questions asked. He didn’t pay much, but he paid more than the goods on offer had cost the offerer.
“A fella,” Stan said, “could switch the cars around in here, waltz out with one a day for a week, they’d never notice.”
“You could be right.”
Kelp had reached the stairs and started up. The others followed, and when Kelp got to the second floor he turned to his right, tried to open the door there, and it was locked.
As the others crowded up after him, wanting to know the cause of the delay, he studied this blank door in front of him and said, “That’s weird.”
“What’s weird?” everybody wanted to know.
“It’s locked.”
“Unlock it,” everybody suggested.
“I can’t,” Kelp said. “That’s what’s weird. It isn’t a regular door lock, it’s a palm-print thing. There’s no way to get it open unless it recognizes your palm.”
Judson said, “Down on the street they put a little simple lock you went through like butter, and up here they’ve got a high-tech lock?”
“Like I said,” Kelp said. “It’s weird.”
Tiny, next nearest to Kelp, reached past him to thump the door, which made a sound like thumping a tree. “That’s not going anywhere,” he said.
Dortmunder, well back in the pack and therefore unable to see clearly for himself, called up the stairs, “Then that’s the one we gotta get into.”
“Can’t be done, John,” Kelp called back.
Judson said, “What about from upstairs?”
“What, down through the ceiling?” Kelp shook his head and his flashlight beam. “This time,” he said, “we don’t want to leave any marks we were here.”
“I can’t see anything,” Dortmunder complained.
“Okay,” Kelp said. “John, we’ll go on up the next flight.”
Everybody thudded up the stairs, which from the second to the third floor reversed and rose from back to front, and when at last Dortmunder got to the impassable door he stopped to frown at it all over, to look for hinges to be removed—no, they were on the inside—and to press his palm to the circle of glass at waist height. But the door didn’t know him, and nothing happened.
The others had gone on up to the third floor so, abandoning the door, Dortmunder trudged on up after them. At the top, he found them all lolling around at their ease in what looked like a dayroom combined with an office. A few sofas and soft chairs and small tables were scattered around this part of the building from front to back, with filing cabinets and stacks of cardboard mover’s cartons along the inside wall. Somebody had even switched on a floor lamp by one of the sofas, making a warm soft cozy glow.
“John,” Kelp said, from the depths of a green vinyl easy chair, “take a load off.”
“I will.” Dortmunder did, and said, “It’s that door, that’s what we want.”
Tiny said, “Not without demolition.”
“Tiny’s right,” Kelp said. “We can’t get into it, John. Not tonight. Not without doing some damage. And right now, we don’t want to do damage.”
“We want to know what’s in there,” Dortmunder said. “We need to know, what’s the setup.”
“Won’t happen,” Tiny said.
Dortmunder took from his pocket the drugstore receipt on which he’d written the firm names in this building. “What we got on this floor,” he said, “is Knickerbocker Storage. It’s all storage areas the other side of that wall.”
Stan said, “There’s a john down at the end there.”
“Fine.” Dortmunder consulted his list. “Up one flight, that’s Scenery Stars, that’s the people gonna make the sets, like the imitation OJ. And up top is GR Development, their rehearsal space for their reality shows. The question is, what the hell is the thing down one flight? It’s called Combined Tool. What would that be? If your name is Combined Tool, who are you?”
Stan said, “Do they make tools?”
“Where? How? That’s not a factory.”
At a side table, Judson had found phone books, and now he turned from consulting them to say, “Not in any phone book.”
Dortmunder looked at him. “Not at all?”
“Not in the white pages under Combined Tool, not in the yellow pages under Tools-Electric, Tools-Rentals or Tools-Repairing & Parts.”
Stan said, “So who the hell are they?”
“You got a company gets big enough,” Dortmunder said, “it’s got a dark side.”
“But it’s still a company,” Kelp said, “so it’s still got to have records and meetings and a history of itself.”
“Down in there,” Dortmunder said.
Stan said, “But what would Doug be doing in there? He’s not that important. That door doesn’t know his palm print.”
“He’s close to the operation,” Dortmunder said. “He works sometimes out of this same building. He works for them, and they trust him, and he happened to see something once.”
“You open a door in New York,” Tiny said, “you never know what’s in there.”
Rousing himself from his easy chair, Kelp said, “We might as well take off now. We’re not gonna do anything else in here tonight.”
Dortmunder was reluctant to go, with the mystery of Combined Tool still unsolved, but he knew Kelp was right. Another day. “I’ll he back,” he vowed.
As they trooped back down the stairs, Stan said, “I think I’ll pick up a car along the way. Won’t take a minute.”
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BY MONDAY, Doug knew he just had to get out of Putkin’s Corners, Stand or no Stand. He’d been here since Friday, struggling with the problem of Kirby Finch’s inversity—if that was a word—and he could feel himself on the very brink of going native. Even Marcy was beginning to look good.
Fortunately, he had Darlene Looper on hand to remind him what a proper object of lust was supposed to look and sound like. A talented if unagented actress, Darlene was a corn-fed beauty who, like for instance Lana Turner long before her, could show glints of a darker side. It was that darker side Doug was determined to tap into.
She was off The Stand now, no salvaging that situation. But how about Burglars Burgling (tryout)? Given the right makeup and wardrobe, Doug could just see her as a continuation of the long line of blonde sexpot gun molls extending back to before movies discovered sound. Give her a short slit skirt, fishnet pantyhose, and a nice small silver designer pistol slipped under the black frilly garter on her thigh, and there wasn’t a felony on the books a man wouldn’t be happy to commit with her. Doug saw her as the candy on the arm of Andy; surely he wasn’t gay. So back to New York Darlene would come, traveling in Doug’s Yukon with himself and Marcy. Marcy in the backseat, of course.
None of which dealt with the real problem that had forced him to drive one hundred miles north from the city last Friday. Now that this year’s story line for The Stand had been fatally wounded by young Kirby Finch, what could replace it? What was their throughline story for the year, culminating in spring’s sweeps week?
Many useless solutions were proposed, starting with the all-night brainbender session at Get Real on Thursday. For instance, Josh: “Kirby decides to become a priest. The family’s ambivalent, and just when they’re coming around, just when they’re learning acceptance, he decides he’d rather stay with the family, at least until the farmstand succeeds.” Doug: “No.”
Or Edna: “Kirby’s big brother, Lowell, the intellectual, carrying too heavy a load of books out of the library, trips and falls and is paralyzed. There’s one slim chance an operation will give him back the use of his arms and legs, and at the end of the season, where we were going to do the wedding, he walks!” Doug: “No.”
Or Marcy, Friday morning, on the trip up: “We go with the reality. Kirby comes out of the closet.” Doug: “He isn’t in the closet, that’s the problem.” Marcy: “He comes out to his family. They don’t know what to do, what to think, and they finally decide blood is thicker than prejudice, and they’ll stand by him. Everybody learns a wonderful lesson in tolerance.” Doug; “No.” Marcy: “Doug, it could be very real.” Doug: “But it couldn’t be reality, Marcy, reality shows do not solve society’s problems. They don’t even consider society’s problems. Reality is escapist entertainment at its most pure and mindless.”
All weekend the suggestions kept coming in. Harry Finch, father of the fairy: “What I say is, we bring that Darlene back. Turns out, she’s my daughter. Wrong side of the blanket, you know. Family’s all upset, thinks she’s trying to horn in on the success of The Stand, they finally come around, see she’s just a poor lost girl, needs a family, at the end we all hug and kiss and have a big celebration.” Doug: “Let me think about that, Harry,” which is how you say no to a civilian.
Finally, Monday morning, when Doug went along the walk from his motel room to Darlene’s room to see if she was packed and ready for the trip, he found her appropriately dressed but seated on the bed among her unpacked goods, frowning into space.
“Darlene? What’s up?”
She looked startled out of her reverie. “I was just thinking,” she said.
“We gotta get going, Darlene.”
“Oh, I know that. But I was thinking about the problem here, and I was wondering if something that happened to a friend of mine might be any use.”
Another “solution” to the problem, eh? Well, might as well listen. “Sure,” he said. “Go ahead.”
“Her folks eloped,” Darlene said. “You know, years ago, just before they had her. I think it was gonna be pretty close, which came first.”
“That happens sometimes,” Doug agreed.
“Only if you’re not paying attention,” she said, and shrugged. “Years and years later,” she told him, “they found out, that preacher wasn’t any preacher at all. He was a fake.”
Interested despite himself, Doug said, “The one who married them?”
“Except they wasn’t married,” Darlene said. “You know, they had six kids by then, most of them half grown up, they didn’t know what to do.”
“A tricky situation,” Doug agreed.
“At first,” she said, “they was just gonna go to some city hall somewhere, get married on the sly, not tell anybody about anything. But then they thought it over, they decided, the first time they had to run away and elope, didn’t have any proper family wedding, so now they could. Get the whole family in on it, great big church wedding, big party, the girls were the bridesmaids, the youngest boy was the ringbearer, it was the best time anybody ever had anywhere.”
“Darlene!” Doug cried. “You’re a genius!” And he flung himself on her on the bed in a massive embrace that was almost entirely pure.
Which is where Marcy found them a minute later, when she opened the room door. “Oh!” she said, embarrassed, backpedaling. “I thought we had to, ah, start going, uh, away.”
Doug sat up and gave her the most dazzling smile of her life. “Marcy,” he said, “Darlene has just saved The Stand!”
“She has?”
“Get the family together, before we leave we can give them the good news, let them start working out some of the details.”
Confused but agreeable, Marcy said, “Okay, Doug. Should I close this door?”
“No, no, Marcy, we’ll be right along.”
Marcy took her departure, and Doug turned his dazzling smile on Darlene. “And Kirby,” he said, “can be the bridesmaid.”
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WHEN STAN MURCH TRAVELED interborough while not in his professional role of getaway specialist, he preferred public transport. It was always possible to pick up private wheels when and where needed. Therefore, when he left the Murch manse early Monday afternoon, where he walked was to the final stop of the L subway line, being Canarsie/Rockaway Parkway, a line which, at its other extreme, a world and more than an hour away, culminated at Eighth Avenue and Fourteenth Street in Manhattan. (He was a commuter! Think of that! He’d never known that before.)
While walking down Rockaway Parkway, which it was impossible not to think of as Rockaway Parkaway, Stan cell-called John at home, expecting it to take three or four rings to get an answer, since John had only the one phone in his house, which he kept in the kitchen even though he was never in the kitchen except when eating, when, of course, his mouth would be full.
Four rings. “Yar?”
“Stan here. You gonna be around in an hour?”
“Even two hours.”
“I’m on my way. I’m commuting, John.”
“Uh-huh,” John said, and when he opened his apartment door to let Stan in an hour and ten minutes later he said, “You’re pretty good at that commuting.”
“Practice makes perfect.”
As they walked toward the living room, John said, “You want a beer?”
“A little early in the day,” Stan said. “I’m trying to cut down on sodium.”
In the living room, John settled into his chair and Stan onto the sofa, where he said, “I been thinking. That’s why I’m here.”
John nodded. “I figured it was something like that.”
“What I been thinking about,” Stan said, “is this reality caper thing.”
“I guess we’re all thinking about that,” John allowed.
“So here’s what I come up with,” Stan said. “This is more complicated than it looks, because we’re tryin to come up with two heists at the same time.”
John thought about that, then nodded and said, “Yeah, that’s right. The one they see and the one they don’t see.”
“While they,” Stan said, demonstrating with arm movements, “think we’re doing something to put in front of their camera, we’re actually doing something we don’t want them to know about, because it’s stuff we’re not supposed to know about.”
“The cash in Combined Tool,” John said. “If there is cash in Combined Tool.”
“There’s something in there,” Stan said. “Something with a value on it. That high-tech door tells you that much.”
“I think,” John said, “what we gotta do is their heist first, collect our pay, and then pick up the tools.”
“Well, that’s what I was thinking about,” Stan said. “Once we do their heist, we got no more access to that building.”
“Well,” John said, “we’ve always got access.”
“Yeah, but not so easy,” Stan insisted. “If there’s an excuse for us to be around that building anyway, it gives us more elbow room, like.”
John shook his head. “We can’t do Combined Tool first,” he said. “They’ve got to know it’s us that did it. They’ll call off the other thing and they’ll call the cops.”
“So what we do,” Stan said, “we do them both at the same time.”
John frowned at that. “What, a couple of us one place, a couple another place?”
“No, that’s not the idea.” Stan spread his hands. “I know you think it’s a mistake for drivers to come up with ideas.”
“Not exactly a mistake,” John said, being diplomatic. “Just unnecessary.”
“Well, I did my thinking anyway,” Stan said, “and I’m gonna tell you what I come up with.”
“I’m listening,” John said, but couldn’t entirely hide a hint of skepticism in face and voice.
“We haven’t given Doug our target yet,” Stan pointed out, “because we didn’t pick it yet.”
“Right.”
“And Andy, sometime back, suggested to Doug we make the target one of the outfits in that corporate spaghetti they got over there. People thought maybe that was a good idea.”
“Maybe,” John said. “I don’t seem to remember Doug being really excited about it. So what do you want to do?”
“The storage place,” Stan said. “One floor up from the tool place. People put things in storage if they got no use for them right now but they’re too valuable to throw away.”
John said, “Wait a minute. What? You want to knock over Knickerbocker Storage? In the same building?”
“At the same time,” Stan said. “We’re right there already, we can get alarms shut down, we can get the electricity off if it comes to that. We can probably go right down through the floor from one of the storage units.”
“That you’re not gonna do,” John told him. “That isn’t just some little thin wood floor like a house in the suburbs. That’s a building you can drive trucks around in, every floor. Those floors are gonna be concrete, thick slabs of concrete.”
“All right, some other way,” Stan said. “Maybe there’s a fire escape in the back.”
“I don’t think so,” John said. “There’s that inside metal staircase, with the trapdoor to the roof. That’s the second exit, all you need for the fire code.”
“Then some other way,” Stan said, shrugging that off. “The point is, we’re there.”
“Yeah, we would be,” John said. “You’re right about that. The question is, would Doug go along with this?”
“We ask,” Stan said. “If you think it’s a good idea, we ask.”
“I think,” John said, “it could possibly be a good idea.”
Heady praise indeed. Grinning in relief, Stan said, “I’ll take that beer now. And what the hell, I’m not driving. Hold the salt.”



16


WHAT WITH THE MASSIVE last-minute changes in the story line of The Stand, Doug didn’t get home on Monday evening till well after seven. There were so many subsidiary decisions to be made, or remade, so much new research to be done. For instance, they had to be certain the actual officiator at the Grace-and-Harry wedding twenty-some years ago wouldn’t come out of the woodwork to sue everybody in sight for calling him a con man. So much to do, so little time.
Fortunately, to make up for all this sudden scrambling, Doug was bringing Darlene Looper home for an evening of confabs. A little later, they’d go out for dinner in the neighborhood, during which he would describe to her the concept of Heist! (provisional), but for now, there was time to relax and get to know one another a little better. “It’s a humble hovel,” he announced grandly, unlocking the door, “but it’s my own,” and he pushed it open to everything wrong.
In the first place, he would never leave the lights on in the empty apartment all day long, and in the second place, this was not an empty apartment. There were several people in the room, the most prominent being someone who could retire the phrase “most prominent” if he wanted to. A giant in black trousers and a vast black turtleneck sweater who suggested somehow a black hole that had come to Doug’s living room from deepest space, he was turning in his huge mitts the life-size brass banana with Doug’s name etched into it that had been given him by his employers in celebration of the completed first season of The Stand. That the banana was not a crop that could be grown on the Finch’s upstate New York farm had been completely irrelevant; the operative consideration, Doug believed, as with most things, had been phallic.
Now, in the corners of the room not occupied by the giant, Doug saw faces he recognized, that at least suggested some explanation for this invasion: Stan, Andy, and John, all pawing through Doug’s artifacts. Plus, in another corner, a young guy with the eager look of a born pickpocket.
“The householder,” said the giant, in deep organ tones, and Andy looked around, dropping several of Doug’s books onto the coffee table as he said, happily, “There you are! We thought you’d never get home.” Then, noticing the dumbfounded Darlene peeking over Doug’s shoulder, his happy smile switched to a look of concern, and he said, “Doug? Is this a bad time?”
In the reality business, Doug had learned to recover fast when hit with surprises; adapt, play the scene you’ve got, fix it later in the editing room. “As a matter of fact, Andy, this is a very good time. I was going to tell Darlene all about you guys at dinner, so now we can all get on the same page at the same time.”
Stan, never far from paranoia, said, “Tell her all about us? Which all is that, Doug?”
“Come in, Darlene,” Doug said, and when she sidled past him into the room he shut the apartment door and said, “Darlene, these guys are going to be in another reality show we’re just putting together, that I want you for. That’s Andy, that’s Stan, and that’s John, and I don’t know these other two.”
Andy, a natural master of ceremonies, said, “The kid is Judson, and the guy with the banana is Tiny.”
Doug said, “Tiny?”
“It’s a nickname,” the big man growled, and put the banana down.
Darlene, who also adapted fast, grinned a little loosely at Tiny and said, “It doesn’t do you justice. I’m sure it doesn’t.”
Andy said, “Doug? You want her for the show? Walk me through this.”
“Let’s all sit down,” Doug said. “As long as we’re all here.”
There were chairs and sofas to accommodate them all, but not much over. Once they were all seated, Darlene said, “Doug? What kind of reality show are they going to be in? Not a farmstand.”
“How do I phrase this?” Doug wondered, “The fact is, these guys are, uh…”
“Crooks,” John said.
“Criminals,” Tiny grumbled.
“Thieves,” Stan said.
“Professional thieves,” Andy expanded, and grinned. “Licensed and bonded.”
Darlene said to Doug, “You’re going to do a reality show about professional thieves? Doing what?”
“Thieving,” Doug said,
“Professionally thieving,” John explained.
“I don’t understand,” Darlene admitted. “These people even say they’re thieves, and you give them the keys to your apartment?”
“I didn’t give them the keys to my apartment,” Doug told her. “Apparently, they don’t need the keys to my apartment.”
Stan said. “How is this—Darlene, is it?”
“Yes,” she replied simply.
“Darlene,” he repeated, and said to Doug, “what’s she gonna do on the show?”
“You can’t have an all-male national television series,” Doug explained. “Not even professional wrestling. Darlene was going to have a part on The Stand this year, but it didn’t work out, so it occurred to me she could be a very good addition to our show.”
“As?” Stan asked.
“As,” Doug told him, “a gun moll.”
Everybody else looked blank, while Darlene looked appalled. “A gun moll!”
“Sure.” Doug spread his hands, “What’s a gang without a gun moll?”
“I don’t have a gun,” Darlene said.
“That comes with your costume.”
“And I don’t want a gun.”
“No bullets,” Doug assured her, “Just the gun, as a prop. On your thigh, I thought.”
The kid, Judson, said, “Darlene, how old are you?”
She looked at him with curiosity. “Twenty-three.”
To Doug, the kid said, “A moll is going to have to be hooked up with one of the guys in the gang.” Smiling at Darlene, he said, “I’m almost twenty, and I’ve always liked older women.”
This development came as a very unpleasant surprise to Doug, who realized at once that he hadn’t thought the ramifications through. Darlene was going to slip through his fingers even before he ever got his fingers onto her.
And had already slipped, from the grin she was now bestowing on the kid. “Your name is Judson?”
“Right,” he said, grinning back.
“What do they call you?”
“The kid,” everybody said,
She laughed. “Well, kid,” she said, “it’s nice to meet you.”
“You, too.”
Nose now firmly out of joint, Doug said, “What I don’t get is, what’s everybody doing here? How come everybody’s in my apartment?”
“I’m glad you brought that up, Doug,” Andy said. “What with romance rearing its head and all—”
“And gun molls,” John said.
“Those too,” Andy agreed. “We were about to forget the whole point of this meeting.”
Doing his best not to show how peeved he was, Doug said, “Oh, there’s a point to it?”
“We want to talk over with you,” Andy said, “the place we’re gonna rob.”
Darlene said, “You’re really gonna rob something?”
“Otherwise,” Doug told her, “it isn’t reality.” Turning to Andy, he said, “You picked something? What, a bank, something like that?”
“Not exactly,” Andy said. “You remember, we talked about, if we took something from one of those corporations up above you, then, if we got caught, it was always just gonna be a gag anyway.”
“I remember,” Doug said. “I feel quite ambivalent about that, if you want to know the truth. But you picked a target for the heist?”
“Knickerbocker Storage,” Andy said.
The name might have rung a bell for Doug in its proper context, but not here. He frowned, thinking this idea seemed like awfully small potatoes for an entire gang of professional crooks, and said, “Storage? You want to break into some storage place? What for?”
John said, “Storage is what people do when they don’t want to throw something away.”
“It’s valuable,” Stan explained, “but they got no use for it right now.”
“People put all kinds of things in storage,” the kid said.
“Gee,” Darlene said, smiling at the kid, “I guess they do. Prom gowns and jewelry and everything.”
“Antique cars,” Andy suggested. “Paintings. Jewelry. Furniture.”
“All right,” Doug said, though reluctantly. “But you’ll have to, uh, case the joint first, be sure there’s stuff in there worth taking. That’s the kind of thing we want to film, you know, all the lead-ups.”
Andy said, “Oh, sure, we’ll take a look ahead of time. We’re not out to get somebody’s old collection of LPs.”
“Videotapes,” the kid said.
“Back issues of Road & Track,” said Stan.
“Dial telephones,” said John.
Andy gave him a look. “You’ve got a dial telephone.”
“Not in storage.”
“All right,” Doug said. “If you go in there to check it out, and it looks like there’s things worth taking, then that’s where you—What do you call it? Pull the heist?”
“The job,” Andy said.
Doug, his irritation over Darlene forgotten, at least for the moment, said, “Really? You call it a job?”
“It’s what we do,” Tiny said.
“All right, fine,” Doug said, accepting the point. “But where exactly is this storage place? You have one in particular in mind?”
“I told you,” Andy said, sounding surprised. “Knickerbocker.”
“In your rehearsal building,” John added. “Down on Varick Street.”
“My—Varick Street? Our own building?”
“That was the idea,” Andy said. “Remember?”
“But—” Dumbfounded, Doug said, “Let me think about this.”
“Take your time,” Andy offered.
Doug stared at his switched-off, but at least still here, television set. The idea of watching a group of burglars doing their burglaries had been amusing and interesting in the abstract, but when it was suddenly a case of watching them burgle from yourself, it was quite something else.
The instinct to say, “Take from those people, not from me,” was a very strong one. But wasn’t it the same, no matter who the victim was? Get Real had stumbled heedlessly into a project of aiding and even encouraging a felony. That these people would be performing their felonies anyway, with or without Get Real’s encouragement, didn’t make it any more right. In fact, if Monopole, the corporate entity that owned the building and also owned Get Real, took the loss in this matter, rather than some innocent bystander, it might even be a moral mitigation, mightn’t it? Mightn’t it?
“They’ll be insured,” Stan told him, to help his thought processes. “Nobody’ll lose a thing.”
“I just can’t do this on my own,” Doug said. “I’ve got to describe it to Babe. I mean, maybe he’ll say we just can’t do anything like that.”
“Here’s the thing,” Stan said. “At first we were thinking about something else. There’s a Chase bank on the corner.”
“There’s a Chase bank on every corner,” Tiny said.
“There’s a Chase bank on this corner,” Stan insisted, “on Varick Street. We thought about it, Doug, because it’d be convenient for your camerapeople and all, but you’d have to do it in the daytime and there’s too much tunnel traffic right outside the door. But this place, this Knickerbocker, we can go in there anytime at night when there’s no traffic at all, we can take a truck or two from downstairs, load them up, zip zip, we’re through the tunnel into Jersey.”
“I can’t say anything about it,” Doug said. “Not till I talk it over with Babe.”
“Back at the start,” Andy said, “you said anytime we didn’t feel comfortable about something, we could call the whole deal off. We won’t feel comfortable unless we hit Knickerbocker Storage.”
“I’ll talk to Babe,” Doug promised. “Tomorrow morning, first thing.”
“Then we shouldn’t keep you hanging around any more,” Andy said, and Stan said, “Leave me a message with my Mom.”
“I will.”
They all trooped out, and it wasn’t until they were well gone that Doug realized Darlene had gone with them.
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DARLENE DIDN’T BELIEVE they were really serious. This was her third reality show—fourth, if you counted The Stand, though you probably shouldn’t—and in her experience nothing that happened in reality was serious. She’d been a contestant on Build Your Own Beauty Parlor and a survivor on The Zaniest Challenge of the Year! and would have been a fiancée on The Stand if that fellow hadn’t turned out to be all icky, and she had to say that not one of those shows had been any more serious than first love.
This one, that Doug Fairkeep kept calling The Gang’s All Here although apparently he really didn’t want to, would just be more of the same. This “gang” wasn’t going to steal anything. They were just a bunch of guys who could look like bank robbers in some B movie somewhere, that’s all.
Just look at the variety of people inside the “gang”: that was the giveaway. All of these cast-to-type characters, the ugly monster for the “muscle,” the sharpie with the line of patter, the gloomy mastermind, the testy driver, and the innocent youth, that last one so the audience would be able to see it all through his eyes. Everything but a black guy, so maybe you didn’t need a black guy any more.
One good thing about the arrival of the “gang” at Doug’s apartment was that it opened Darlene’s options considerably. She had just reached the point where she’d have to decide if she would go to bed with Doug (a) now, (b) indefinitely later, or (c) never, when circumstances suddenly changed and off she could go for an evening’s mixer with the fellas.
Darlene Looper was a product of North Flatte, Nebraska, a town that had had its peak of population and importance in the 1870s, after the railroad arrived and before the drought arrived. The railroad turned out to be a sometime thing, but the drought was the natural condition of the Great Plains, it being a kind of a joke on the European settlers that they got there in the middle of a rare rainy streak.
All the time Darlene was growing up, North Flatte was getting smaller, until there was nobody left who cared enough to correct the POP. sign on the edge of town, which would apparently read 1,247 forever. (In truth, the comma had moved out a long time ago.)
When your town is too small for a movie theater and your combined regional high school is an hour away by bus and too small to have a football team—much less anybody to play against—you are a deprived teenager, and there wasn’t a teenager in town who didn’t know it and didn’t dream of the day when the Trailways could take them away to anywhere in the world that wasn’t N. Flatte, Neb.
The first place the Trailways took Darlene was St. Louis, where she got a waitress job at a diner, lost her virginity, had an abortion, and learned how to avoid that sort of thing in the future, by which she didn’t mean abstinence. The waitress job gave her money and independence and leisure to go to the movies a lot, which was already an improvement over North Flatte, where the choices had been television or comic books, and not much of either. The movies taught her that a girl with looks and self-confidence and native wit could do well for herself, at least for a few years, as an actress, and so the Trailways next deposited her in LA.
Where she lucked into an apartment-mate named Bette Betje, a few years older than herself and trying her hand at the same racket, who gave Darlene some invaluable advice. Never do porn; once you enter that ghetto, even the Pope couldn’t get you out. Make sure there are never any naked photos of you anywhere. Never screw more than one man on any job location. Don’t gamble on anything, don’t get a weird haircut, and don’t fall in love.
Following Bette’s rules and her own sense of self-preservation, Darlene did moderately well in LA. She was always going to be soft-bodied, which would prove a problem someday but for now meant she could play younger than herself. At twenty-three, she could still audition for high school roles in commercials and infomercials and lesser horror films, and occasionally get one. Then came reality.
Reality was a revelation to Darlene. It seemed to her it must be very like the way the soap operas used to be, when they were the hottest thing around. Sure you’re all professionals, but nevertheless you’re getting together every day like kids in a barn to put on a show. It’s open-ended, it’s seat-of-the-pants, and it’s fun.
It also, through The Zaniest Challenge of the Year!, brought her to New York and a new roommate, Lauren Hatch, an investigative reporter wannabe, currently a gofer for an online gossip columnist. A skinny, sharp-featured laser-eyed workaholic, Lauren was Darlene’s age but appeared to have no interest in sex of any kind unless it concerned other people and could be spread on the Slopp Report.
The Stand was supposed to have been Darlene’s big break, playing a real-life bride on prime-time television, known and loved by the whole world. Doug had explained to her that the marriage would have to be a legal one, but the fix was in and an annulment would be the easiest thing in the world. All she had to do was swear in court she hadn’t meant it when she said, “I do,” which would be the truth, and there she’d be, single again, with an already guaranteed exclusive on the Slopp Report (a four-hour exclusive) in which she would explain that marriage wasn’t for her, she was wedded to her career.
Well, that hadn’t happened, entirely because Kirby Finch was something that had never been seen in North Flatte, Nebraska, at least not by Darlene, so far as she knew. He was entirely unnatural, Kirby was, and Darlene considered herself well out of it, particularly with the “gang” already in place to give her another chance of a lifetime.
Of course, if she were to hook up with the “gang,” she’d have to hook up with one particular member of it. Group sex could be implied in the world of reality, but not confirmed. Besides, Darlene, who hadn’t tried it, didn’t think she’d like it.
So it kind of came down to the kid and the sharpie, and it wasn’t an easy decision. They were very different, but both were fun, both were quick-witted, both could look appropriate as her escort; at an awards dinner, say.
The question was, which would be right for her, her needs, her future, her image. There was a lot to be said for both of them. Fortunately, she didn’t have to decide right away.
From Doug’s place they walked, not very far, to a bar/restaurant on West Fifty-seventh Street called Armweary’s, a funky dark wood place, pretty full for a Monday night, with waiters who appeared to be waiters and not actors between gigs. The place was loud, but not too loud to hear the people at your table, and Darlene quickly noticed that, while everybody had a lot to say, nobody had anything at all to say about the show they were going to be on or the “robbery” they were going to pretend to commit. All of that seemed to be off-limits somehow, so, even though there was a lot about this crowd and their series she would love to know, she was smart enough not to push the envelope.
They all chipped in to buy her dinner, which was sweet. Then it was time to go, and out on the sidewalk, while she was preparing herself to say it had been a wonderful evening but she was really tired right now, all the others were telling one another so long and planning when they would meet again.
The kid did finally turn to her and say, “How do you get home?”
“Oh, I just walk up to Seventy-sixth Street,” she said. “It’s nothing, I do it all the time.”
“Oh, okay,” he said, and everybody took off, in various directions.
Walking up Broadway, Darlene found herself brooding over the fact that not one of them had even tried to come home with her. She hadn’t wanted any of them to, but still.
Awful thought. They weren’t all Kirbys, were they?
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BABE TUCK SAID, “You agreed to what” “Well, we didn’t exactly agree,” Doug said, seated across the pockmarked old wooden desk Babe had brought with him from his foreign correspondent days. “Andy just suggested, if we could find a target from inside our own corporation, then, if something went wrong, we could all claim it was never going to be a real robbery anyway.”
“But we want a real robbery,” Babe pointed out. “That’s the whole idea. Reality on the edge.”
“I think they’re a little insecure,” Doug said. “They’re not used to doing a burglary with cameras pointed at them.”
“You told them we’d cover their asses? Halo their heads? Alter their voices?”
“They know all that,” Doug agreed. “It’s just, I think, it’s just all a little too strange. They want some kind of reassurance.”
“An escape hatch,” Babe suggested.
“Exactly.”
“I can under stand that,” Babe said. “There’ve been times when I wouldn’t have minded an escape hatch myself.”
“So in theory,” Doug said, “it’s not an idea we’d reject out of hand.”
“A little strange to steal from yourself,” Babe said, and shrugged. “But I suppose the network could stand it. Might even be something salutary in it.”
Politely, Doug said, “Salutary?”
“See our own vulnerabilities from the outside,” Babe explained. “Find out where we need to shore up our defenses. So they’ve picked some underbelly of ours, have they?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What?”
Doug seemed reluctant to speak, and then he said, “Sir, before that, let me—”
“You’re calling me sir a lot,” Babe said, not as though he liked it.
“Am I?” Doug could be seen to replay his mental tape. “Oh, yeah, I guess I am. I guess I’m nervous.”
“About what, Doug?”
“First, si—Babe, let me say we agreed at the beginning, if anything ever made them uncomfortable, they didn’t have to do it.”
“Of course.”
“They now say it’s this target, or they’re not gonna be comfortable.”
“Then,” Babe said, “you’d really better tell me the target.”
“The storage facility on Varick Street.”
“The—Varick Street?”
“They say they wanted a place in that neighborhood to make the filming easier,” Doug explained. “There’s a Chase bank on the corner—”
“Of course there is.”
“They say they considered doing that,” Doug said, “but they’d have to do it in the daytime, and there’s too much tunnel traffic out front, and they’d never get away. So they decided to go with the storage facility in our building.”
“On Varick Street.”
“It’s called Knickerbocker Storage.”
“I know what it’s called,” Babe said.
“They say the losses will be covered by insurance, and that’s true, so that should make it even easier for us to say yes.”
“Doug, Doug, Doug.”
Doug said, “I know. Babe, I thought about this, and thought about it, and we’ve got a double problem here.”
“How so?”
“If we say yes,” Doug said, “we’re exposing ourselves in ways we can’t even be sure of. But if we say no, if we scrub the whole operation, Babe, what do we tell them is our reason?”
“We don’t want to do it,” Babe said. “We don’t have to give reasons.”
“Babe,” Doug said, “these are professional burglars. They can smell profit around corners. If we say no, not that place, you can hit anywhere else in our whole corporate structure, but you can’t do anything to Varick Street, they’re going to wonder why.”
“Let them wonder.”
“Babe,” Doug said, “I live in an apartment in a new high-tech building. My door has a hotel-type card instead of a key.” He took it from his shirt pocket to show it. “We’ve got doormen, closed-circuit TV. Those guys have taken to dropping by my apartment.”
“They have?”
“They just walk in, don’t ask me how. They don’t raise a sweat, and they don’t leave a mark.”
Babe frowned over this. “What you’re saying is, if we say no to the specific after we already said yes to the general, they’re going to be curious.”
“And they have a capacity to satisfy their curiosity.”
Babe nodded. “So, do you want to give them the go-ahead?”
“I don’t know what I want,” Doug said. “Either we give them the green light and hope for the best, or we find some reason to say no, some reason that doesn’t have them wandering around Varick Street just to see what’s what.”
“And you don’t have that reason.”
“No, sir.”
Babe made a face. “There’s that sir again. You know, Doug, any reason we give them is going to make them curious. And if they walk off the series, if they’re out of our lives, there’s no motivation for them to not move in to Varick Street and try to find out just what we were keeping to ourselves.”
Doug said, “That’s why I wanted to come directly to you first thing this morning.”
“Thanks,” Babe said, with some ironic emphasis. Brooding across his office, past the tattered and bloodstained and smoke-smeared mementos of a long life reporting from the edge, he said, “If we say yes, then it’s only Knickerbocker Storage they’d be after? Only the—what is it—third floor?”
“Well, the first floor, too,” Doug told him. “They’ll need to steal some vehicles to put the stolen goods into.”
“Oh, of course,” Babe said. “Silly of me not to think of that. But if we said yes, could you keep them to just those two floors?”
“I think so,” Doug said. “I’m pretty sure I could.”
“Not by telling them, ‘Don’t think of a blue elephant.’”
“No, no, I know better than that. I wouldn’t even mention the second floor.” Doug leaned forward, pretended to consult a clipboard, and said, “Now, for our camera crews, you’re gonna need footage on the third floor, and footage on the first floor, and footage out front, coming and going. That’s really all you need.”
“Good,” Babe said.
Putting the imaginary clipboard onto his lap, Doug leaned back and said, “You know, there might be a kind of silver lining in all this.”
“Shoot it to me at once,” Babe said.
“Inside the company,” Doug said, “there are rumors and questions sometimes, you know that.”
“Of course,” Babe said. “That’s true in any large organization.”
“Some of those rumors have centered on Varick Street.”
“Which is very bad,” Babe said, “We really don’t want people wondering about Varick Street. I’ve wished there was a way to get everybody to think about something el se.”
“Well, if we pull off The Gang’s All Here,” Doug said, “and stage a robbery in that same building, nobody will believe for a minute there’s anything else going on in Varick Street.”
Babe, for the first time in the conversation, smiled. “If we could bring that off,” he said, and shrugged. “Well, we’d have to bring it off.”
“Scary,” Doug said.
“Scary we eat for breakfast,” Babe told him. Suddenly decisive, he said, “Green-light it.”
“Thanks, Babe.”
Doug got to his feet, the imaginary clipboard falling to the floor, and Babe said, “Oh, by the way.”
“Yes?”
Babe shook his head. “I don’t like that title.”
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A WEDNESDAY NIGHT, just one week since the organizational meeting at the OJ, and Dortmunder and Kelp were walking, not for the first time in their lives, on a roof. It was the roof of the GR Development building, sixty feet above Varick Street, and out around them the night was well advanced, it now being not quite four in the morning.
It was a cloudy night, not cold, and not particularly dark. The city generates its own illumination, and on cloudy nights that glow is reflected down onto the streets and parks and rooftops, for a soft Impressionist cityscape.
Dortmunder and Kelp, dressed in dark grays to blend into the prevailing color scheme, walked the roof above Varick Street and looked around to see what they could see. The building they stood on was flanked by two much larger, taller, heftier structures extending both ways to the corner. To the north was the stone pile containing the Chase bank at basement level and street level and one level up. From the look of the many sentry lights visible in the upper windows, most of the tenants above Chase had also thought long and hard about the issue of security.
To the south, the other building’s ground floor housed a restaurant supply wholesaler, whose strategy in the realm of security lighting was one illuminated wall clock at the rear of the showroom, in the pink glow of which were tumbled all the fast-food counters, bartops, banquettes, ovens, walk-in freezers, and wooden cases of dinnerware recently collected from enterprises that had unfortunately stumbled into nonexistence and whose gear was now awaiting the next hopeful entrepreneur with a certified check in his pocket. The floors above this bric-a-brac were uniformly dark except for the red neon EXIT sign the fire code requires at every level.
That had been Dortmunder and Kelp’s route in. A low-security door on the side street, leading to the woks and barstools, had given them easy access to the building and then its stairwell and eventually the sixth-floor office of an olive oil importer through whose window they had stepped to get here on the roof.
There were several protuberances on this roof, and all were of interest, but the most interesting of all was the three-foot-by-five-foot cinder-block box, seven feet tall, in the left rear corner. This would be the terminus of the iron staircase that zigzagged up the interior. Inside that gray metal door would be the top of that staircase, and down that staircase would be GR Development, and then Scenery Stars, and then Knickerbocker Storage, and then, last but far from least, Combined Tool.
While Dortmunder held a shrouded flashlight to marginally increase the illumination, Kelp studied the staircase door, bending over it, squinting at it, not quite touching it. “It’s got an alarm on it,” he decided.
“We knew that,” Dortmunder said.
“It looks like it’s connected to a phone line,” Kelp said. “So it won’t make a lotta noise right around here.”
“That’s good.”
“It’ll do something somewhere, though. Lemme see what we can do here.”
While Kelp continued to study the problem before him, Dortmunder braced his wrist against the doorjamb to keep his light beam steady while he studied the world around them. Although he saw many lit windows in the wall above the Chase bank, it didn’t appear to him that any of those rooms were currently occupied. The windows in the wall down the other way were dark, and the buildings across Varick Street were too far away to matter, so it seemed to Dortmunder they were unobserved at this moment and would be likely to go on being unobserved anytime they happened to come up here at three-thirty in the morning. It was a reassuring thought.
While he was thinking, Kelp was taking from one of his many pockets a short length of wire bounded at each end by an alligator clip. The first clip he attached quickly to a bolt head jutting from the door just above the lock and handle. Then he thought a while before attaching the other to a screw head on the door frame. Nodding in agreement with himself, he took another wire from another pocket, this one with an earphone at one end and what looked like a stethoscope at the other. Earphone into his ear, he listened at a wire on the door, then said, “Listen to this.”
Dortmunder took the thingy and listened at the same wire. “It’s a little hum.”
“That’s right. If it stops humming when I cut this here, we go.”
“Gotcha.”
Dortmunder listened intently. Kelp watched intently, clipper in hand, and snipped a wire.
“Still humming.”
“We like that,” Kelp said.
Now Kelp worked with more confidence. The alarm wires led to a metal plate on the door that extended beyond the edge of the door to its metal frame. If the door were opened, the plate would lose contact with the frame and sound the alarm, somewhere, to somebody.
As Dortmunder stepped back to give him room, Kelp loosened the plate and turned it so its contact was only with the metal door. The ends of the wire he’d snipped he bent back and stuck to the door with bits of nonreflecting electrical tape. He studied what he’d done, then nodded and said, “Listen some more.”
“Right. Still humming.”
“If it stops, we’re outa here.”
“You bet.”
Kelp turned his attention to the lock on the door. Needle-nose pliers and a thin metal plate came from more of Kelp’s pockets. The faint humming in Dortmunder’s ear was really very soothing, and then the door eased open, outward. Kelp cocked an eye at Dortmunder, who, ear to earphone and stethoscope to wire, had moved with the door.
Dortmunder nodded. “Humming.”
“We’re done.”
Kelp pocketed his equipment and then, by Dortmunder’s muffled flashlight, they went down the iron stairs, closing the roof door behind themselves. At the bottom of that flight, GR Development, they started confidently forward and then abruptly stopped.
“It’s different,” Kelp said.
“It’s all walls or something,” Dortmunder said, shining the light around.
“We need more light,” Kelp decided.
Guided by the stone side building wall, they worked their way around the newly obstructed space until they came across light switches, which turned on glaring overhead fluorescents, and in that light they could see these several pieces of walls, all eight or ten feet high, rough wood or canvas, propped up with angled two-by-fours nailed into the floor.
“It’s like a set,” Kelp said.
“From the wrong side,” Dortmunder said. “Is there a way in?”
There was. Around the rough unfinished wall they came to an opening, and now they could see that what had been built was a broad but shallow three-walled room without a ceiling. A dark wood bar, a little beat-up, stretched along the back wall, on which were mounted beer posters and mirrors that had been smeared with something that looked like soap, so they wouldn’t reflect. A jumble of bottles filled the back bar, plus a cash register at the right end. Barstools in a row looked as though they’d come directly from the wholesale restaurant supply place next door, and so did the two tables and eight chairs in the grouping in front of the bar. At the right end of the bar stood two pinball machines, and at the left end a doorway into darkness.
Kelp, in wonder, said, “It’s the OJ.”
“Well, it isn’t the OJ,” Dortmunder said.
“No, I know it isn’t,” Kelp said, “but that’s what they’re going for.”
“Pinball machines?”
“I know what Doug would say,” Kelp told him. “Visual interest.”
“You can’t talk next to a pinball machine.”
“They won’t have pinball machines in the back room,” Kelp said.
“Let’s take a look at it.”
But the space at the left end of the bar didn’t lead to anything but a canvas wall painted a flat black. Standing in front of it, they looked at one another and Kelp said, “It’s gonna be some of these other walls.”
It was. Out of the stubby bar set and down to the right they found two parallel walls propped up to look something like the hall at the OJ, except twice as wide and many times cleaner. Instead of the catchall onetime phone booth there was a many-shelved wooden hutch piled with neat stacks of tablecloths and napkins. There were two doors on the left side, marked DOGGIES with a cartoon dog in a cardigan smoking a pipe and KITTIES with a cartoon slinky cat in a long tight black gown smoking a cigarette with a long holder. Also, the doors didn’t open.
The door at the end of the hall did open, but didn’t lead anywhere, and particularly didn’t lead to the back room. That they found in another quadrant of the rehearsal space with two of its walls propped on dollies so they could be rolled forward and back to accommodate a camera. The table was the right shape, round, and the chairs were the right era, old, but there were no liquor cartons stacked up in front of the cream-painted walls.
“No boxes,” Dortmunder commented.
“Probly,” Kelp said, “it makes it too busy behind people’s heads when they’re filming.”
“Probly.”
Dortmunder sat at the table, automatically taking the chair that faced the open door. The hanging light was a little too high and a little too clean and it didn’t have a bulb in it. “You know what I feel like,” he said.
“No,” Kelp said, interested. “What?”
“One of those guys fakes an autobiography,” Dortmunder said. He gestured at the table, the chairs, the walls. “We haven’t done anything and already this is a lie.”
“We aren’t in this for an autobiography,” Kelp reminded him. “We’re in it for the twenty G.”
“And the per diem.”
“And the per diem.”
Dortmunder got to his feet. “Anything else around here?”
There wasn’t; at least, not of interest to them. So they switched off all the fluorescent lights and, by Dortmunder’s blurred flashlight beam, went on down one flight to Scenery Stars, where there was nothing that caught their eye, except, on a table, scattered photos of the real OJ and the real Rollo in profile and the real sidewalk outside.
Dortmunder said, “I hope Rollo didn’t see them take that.”
“No, it looks okay,” Kelp said. “But even so, those guys could pass for tourists.”
“Easily.”
On down they went to Knickerbocker Storage, the “target” of their robbery, where two security cameras were installed at opposite ends of the hall where they hadn’t been before. Their view was down along the line of closed storage spaces toward one another. They didn’t appear to be operating.
“Looks like they’re giving us a little extra work,” Kelp said.
Dortmunder glowered. “I don’t need that.”
“We’ll talk to them.”
“Not right away. We don’t want them to know we’ve been here.”
“When we come back,” Kelp said, “to see their idea of the OJ, to get a little tour, we’ll be very surprised on the way up. ‘Oh, cameras!’”
“No cameras would be better,” Dortmunder said.
Kelp said, “Well, let’s see what other surprises they got for us.”
They went on down the next two flights, skipping past Combined Tool because they knew there was nothing they could do about that now. On the ground floor, among the automobile menagerie, they skirted the corners of the building and found the main electric service, which someday they might want to interrupt, in a large black metal box in the left rear corner, under the stairs.
Next to this service box, almost impossible to see, was another find, a gray metal fire door, blocked by a few cardboard cartons and a couple of spare tires. They cleared it, Kelp did his stethoscope trick, and they found that this door too was alarmed. They used the same methods to de-claw it, and stepped outside, not having to move the boxes and tires because the door opened outward.
This was a cul-de-sac, a completely enclosed space blocked by the inner walls of buildings on all four sides, each of them with a fire door for access. Looking up by the very uncertain light back here, not wanting to chance a flashlight out here, they could see one small window on the left at each story, which must be for the bathrooms. There were no bars over the second-story window.
Dortmunder nodded at that window. “I bet that isn’t as easy as it looks.”
“You know it.”
They went back inside, made sure their changes to the door didn’t show, and made their way through automotive world to stand on the platform of the elevator and look up at the second floor opening.
“We can’t unalarm the elevator,” Kelp said.
“I know.” Dortmunder waved the flashlight beam along the floor edge above them. “Next time we come here,” he said, “we’ll have to bring a ladder. Either to go up through here or out to that window.”
“We can stash it out there.”
“Good.”
Stepping off the elevator platform, Kelp said, “Okay, we’re done for tonight. What do you think, should we bring Stan a car?”
“All the way to Canarsie?”
“I guess not.”
So they climbed the stairs back to the roof and headed for the olive oil importer’s exit, leaving the GR Development building as ready as a Thanksgiving turkey at noon.
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HAVING BEEN SUMMONED to Babe Tuck’s office Thursday morning, Doug arrived to find a very dapper fortyish man with a large brushy-haired head and a wide op art necktie seated in one of the big leather chairs facing Babe’s beat-up desk. This fellow stood as Doug entered the room, as did Babe on the other side of the desk, and the new man turned out to be very short, out of proportion to both the large head and the neon necktie. Doug guessed at once that he was an actor.
Babe made the introductions: “Doug Fairkeep, producer of The Crime Show, this is—”
Doug said, “The Crime Show?”
“Temporary title,” Babe told him.
“I’ll think about it.”
“This is,” Babe insisted, “Ray Harbach. With your agreement, I think I want to add him to the show.”
Surprised, Doug said, “As the bartender?”
“No, one of the gang.”
Now Doug frowned, deeply. “Babe, I don’t know,” he said. “They’re pretty much a unit.”
“I feel,” Babe said, “what with one thing and another, we need eyes and ears inside the gang. You know what I mean. We don’t want any surprises, Doug.”
“No, I don’t suppose so.”
“We deliver surprises,” Babe told him. “We don’t collect them.” Gesturing at the chairs, he said, “Come on, at least let’s get comfortable.”
As they all sat, Ray Harbach took a small magazine from his jacket pocket and extended it toward Doug, saying, “I thought, to introduce myself, I’d show you my bio from my last Playbill.” He had a deeply resonant voice, as though speaking from a wine cellar. “We write those ourselves, you know.”
“Yes, I know.”
Ray Harbach had left the Playbill conveniently folded open to the page with his bio, which was fifth among the cast, and which read:
RAY HARBACH (Dippo) is pleased to be back in the Excelsior Theater, where he appeared three seasons ago as Kalmar in the revival of Eugene O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh. Other theater roles have included work by Mamet, Shaw, Osborne, and Orton. Film: Ocean’s 12; Rollerball. Television: The New Adventures of the Virgin Mary and the Seven Dwarfs at the North Pole; The Sopranos; One Life to Live; Sesame Street. I want to dedicate this production to my father, Hank.
“I see,” Doug said, and handed the Playbill back. “Thanks.”
Pocketing the Playbill, Harbach said, “I get the idea this is something a little different here.”
“To begin with,” Doug said, “it’s a reality show.”
Harbach smiled with the self-confidence of a man who will never run out of small parts to pay the rent. “Then what do you need me for?”
Babe said, “The fact is, it’s a reality show with a difference. Explain it, Doug.”
“We will follow,” Doug said, “a group of professional robbers as they plan and execute an actual robbery.”
Harbach cocked a large head. “An actual robbery?”
“Not entirely,” Babe said.
Doug said, “Babe, if they don’t do it, what’s the show about?”
“I understand that, Doug,” Babe said, “which is why we’re going along with the target, even with the additional complications.” To Harbach he said, “Get Real has corporate owners, and one of the thieves came up with the idea, if they chose a target that was owned within the umbrella corporation, it would give them a fallback position if the police happened to get involved.”
Harbach nodded. “I get it. Pretend it was never gonna be real.”
“Right.” Babe made a little fatalistic shrug gesture he’d learned many years ago in the Orient. “Unfortunately, the target they chose is a sensitive one, for reasons we don’t want them to know about.”
Harbach did his own shrug. “Tell them to pick something else.”
Doug said, “Then they’ll know we’re hiding something, and they’ll want to know what it is, and we don’t want them curious because we are hiding something.”
Harbach looked interested. “Oh, yeah? What?”
Babe said, “We’re hiding it from you, too. That way, if they start to think something’s going on, you won’t know what it is, but you’ll be right in there with them, you’ll know what they’re thinking, and you can pass it on to us.”
“So I’m the mole.” Harbach didn’t seem to mind that.
“The reason we cast you,” Babe said, “we were looking for a guy who’s a good solid actor, good credits, good rep, but also has some little dodgy elements in his past.”
“Oh, come on,” Harbach said. “I had a few wild times in my youth, but that was over long ago.”
Doug said, “Ever do time?”
Harbach was appalled. “Prison? My God, no!”
Babe said to Doug, “What Ray has is just enough of a background to make him plausible for our group.”
Harbach said, “You know, I don’t emphasize that stuff on my résumé.”
“This time,” Babe told him, “you need to. We want the gang to accept you as one of them.”
Doug said, “Babe, why are we adding him to the show? I mean, I know why we are, to have a spy inside the gang, but what do we tell them is the reason?”
“They are experts,” Babe said, “at crime. Ray here is an expert at acting in front of a camera, at selling a scene. He’ll be able to coach them, help them be more realistically what they already are.”
Harbach said, “I’m gonna need legal protection here, if this is gonna lead to an actual robbery.”
“Oh, absolutely,” Babe told him. “Legal’s putting together a contract addendum now, explaining what you’re doing and why you’re doing it. We’ll get it to your agent this afternoon.”
“That sounds good,” Harbach said. “When do I meet this gang?”
Doug said, “Our sets are about ready. I was gonna call them this afternoon to make a first run-through tomorrow.” To Babe he said, “They don’t like it if you call them in the morning.”
Harbach laughed. “Already,” he said, “they sound like actors.”
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THIS WAS PROBABLY the most exciting day of Marcy’s life. She’d been working for Get Real only four months now, and The Crime Show was only her second reality series, and it was so much more interesting than The Stand, which was, after all, finally only about a family selling vegetables beside the road. But The Crime Show! Real criminals committing a real crime, right there in front of your eyes! In front of her eyes.
Yes, Doug had given her the assignment: she was the designated production assistant on The Crime Show. Therefore, late Friday morning, her shoulder bag so loaded down with documents she was bent almost double, so she looked like the Hunchback of Notre Dame’s little sister, she joined Doug and Get Real’s personnel director, a dour skinny nearly hairless man named Quigg, in a cab from the Get Real offices in midtown down to the company’s building on Varick Street, a place about which she’d heard vaguely from time to time, but before this had never actually seen.
And which was not that impressive, once she did lay eyes on it. Some kind of warehouse thing, apparently, on a commercial street with an awful lot of one-way traffic headed south.
“We’ll be the first, so we’ll go in this way,” Doug said, unlocking and opening the graffiti-scarred metal front door, but what other way would you go in? Through the graffiti-scarred garage door over there to the right?
Maybe so; the three entered a space like a very crowded parking garage and Doug, saying, “We’ll have to take the elevator up,” switched on overhead fluorescent lights and led them a zigzag path through all the parked vehicles to a big open rectangle, like a rough-wood dance floor.
But once they were all there, he pushed a button on a control panel on the front wall and suddenly the floor jolted upward! Marcy was so startled she wrapped both arms around her shoulder bag, as though it could help her stay upright, and gaped without comprehension as floor after floor went by.
There. It stopped, at a level with almost no walls, no sensible rooms, just odd pieces of furniture here and there, and Doug said, “The sets are one flight up, but we’ll be more comfortable down here for the paperwork.”
“I’ll need a table,” Quigg said, stepping off the platform elevator with a sniff, looking around as though he wanted to fight with somebody.
“Everything’s here,” Doug assured him. “Just pick what you want and push it all together.” Turning back to Marcy, he said, “Come on, you can put your stuff over here.”
She followed him, saying, “Doug? What is this place?”
“This is where we build the sets,” he told her. “Upstairs is the rehearsal space.”
“And downstairs?”
He shrugged. “Businesses. Tenants. Nothing to do with us.”
Off to the right were a dining room table and half a dozen accompanying chairs, in light maple, furniture in some old-fashioned style, the cushioned seats shabby and peeling. But it was all solid, with good working space on the table, so Marcy dumped her shoulder bag there with a thud, like a body thrown out a window.
Doug said to Quigg, who’d barely moved, but stood in one place looking disapproving, “Sam? Use the same table as Marcy, you’ve both got to process these people.”
So Marcy and Quigg shared the table, though not much else, and Doug wandered around, whistling behind his teeth. “This is a very interesting moment, boys and girls,” he said, looking at the floor as he paced. “The beginning of the new adventure.”
Marcy thought, are Quigg and I boys and girls? But then a loud ringing sound came from downstairs and Doug looked startled, then consulted his watch and grinned. “They’re early,” he said, “but we were earlier. You two sit tight.” And he walked back to the elevator, pushed the button, and descended in a great cone of noise.
Quigg, not looking at Marcy, slapped his attaché case on the table and sat in front of it to click its lid open. He too had carried a lot of paperwork here, but somehow he’d done it much more neatly than she. Oh, well, some were neat and some were not.
Marcy took a chair across the table from Quigg, dumped out her shoulder bag, and was sorting through its contents (Quigg’s materials were now neatly stacked in front of him) when the cone of noise came back, this time carrying, in addition to Doug, five more or less scruffy people, two of whom were the ones she’d met with Doug almost two weeks ago at Trader Thoreau.
The whole crowd came this way, Doug saying, “This is most of us, only two more to come. Marcy, Sam—”
But the introductions, if that was what he’d planned, were interrupted by the loud bell-ringing again, and Doug said, “Here they are. Introduce yourselves, I’ll be right back.” And off he went to the platform to make that noise again.
The youngest of the newcomers, a nice-looking boy of a kind Marcy hadn’t expected to see on a show called, even temporarily, The Crime Show, stepped forward, grinning at them, and said, “Hi. I’m Judson, and this—”
“We’ll need full names,” Quigg said. He didn’t sound at all friendly or welcoming. “Did you bring an attorney?”
They looked blankly at one another. One of them, a gloomy slope-shouldered guy Marcy remembered from Trader Thoreau as being named John, shook his head at Quigg and said, “You mean a lawyer? In our line of work, if you need a lawyer it’s already too late.”
“And no agent,” Quigg said. “So you are all principals in this matter.”
“We’re the new stars,” said John.
“Well, I’m Quigg,” Quigg said. “I’ll be dealing with your payroll matters, tax matters, workmen’s comp, all of that. So what I’ll need from each of you is full name, address, Social Security number.”
Another general blank look. A sharp-featured guy among them said, “It sounds like we’re being booked.”
“And not being paid,” John pointed out.
“You’ll all receive an advance payment,” Quigg snapped, “but not until after the processing.”
It seemed to Marcy that Quigg was alienating everybody, which wouldn’t be a good thing for her own purposes. And here came that cone of noise again. “Maybe we should wait,” she said diplomatically, “for Doug to get back and explain everything.”
“That sounds good,” said the young one, Judson. Somehow, Marcy found herself thinking of him as the kid.
This time, Doug brought with him on the elevator a short man in black leather jacket, black turtleneck, scuffed blue jeans, and serious workboots. Leading the newcomer over to the others, he said, “Okay, group, this is our first story session on The Crime Show, a title that may change, and we have some preliminary stuff to set up. So that’s Sam Quigg of—”
“We met him,” John said. He didn’t sound all that excited about it.
“Okay, fine,” Doug said. “And this is the latest member of our cast, Ray Harbach. Ray, you’ll get to know all these people.”
“I’m sure I will,” Ray said. He had a swell voice, which went with a rich full head of luxuriant dark hair.
The sharp-featured guy said, “Doug? What does Ray do in this cast? Not another gun moll.”
“No,” Doug said, chuckling as though somebody had made a joke. “Ray has some experience in your world, which he’d rather not talk too much about—”
“Then he’s smart,” said a guy that Marcy had been trying not to notice. He was a man monster, very scary looking. He didn’t so much remind her of one of those wrestlers on television as of three or four of them rolled into one.
“But, Tiny,” Doug said (Marcy blinked at the name), “he also has experience in the worlds of television and theater and he’ll be a great help to you guys in working out your parts.”
John said, “What experience?”
“I did a very good Glengarry Glen Ross,” Ray said, “in Westport.”
“Oh,” John said. “An actor.” He said it in a very flat way, as though he hadn’t made up his mind what he thought about it.
Ray didn’t take offense. Grinning at John, he said, “It makes a very nice cover.”
“I can see it,” said the sharp-featured guy. “The cop says, ‘What are you doing with that fur coat?’ and you say, ‘It’s my costume.’”
“When I’m doing The Entertainer,” Ray said.
“Well, anyway, boys and girls,” Doug said, more accurately this time, “first Sam is going to do all the personnel stuff with you people, and then you’ll get together with Marcy here and start to work out our story line. Marcy,” he told the others, “is the production assistant on the show, she’s the one to keep control of the throughline.”
“She shapes it,” John said, “and makes it entertainment.”
“That’s right,” Doug said, in the same flat tone as John when he’d said “actor.” Then, ebullient again, he said, “The sets are one flight up, but we don’t have to look at them today, we’ll come back Monday for that. For now, we want to get the paperwork squared away and start to work out our plotlines and our character arcs.”
“One thing I noticed, coming up,” the sharp-featured guy said. “There’s cameras now at Knickerbocker Storage.”
Grinning, Doug said, “Andy, that just makes it a little more dramatic.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Andy said. “It makes it a no deal.”
Taken aback, Doug said, “No deal? What do you mean?”
The kid said, “You can’t just follow us around and toughen up your act when you see what we do.”
“That’s right,” John said. “Doug, you can’t keep changing the place, so every time we get here it’s different.”
“And tougher,” Andy said. “Look, Doug, if you got cameras, you got people watching them, right?”
“Not all the time,” Doug said. “They feed to our central security office uptown, those people have a lot of cameras to monitor.”
“Monitor means watch,” John said.
Doug said, “But can’t you—Can’t you work around them somehow?”
“How do we do that?” Andy wanted to know. “If we leave them there, the guys watching the cameras watch us. If we turn them off or cover them, the guys watching the cameras know something’s wrong, and who do they call?”
“Nine one one,” John said.
Deeply troubled, Doug said, “I thought you’d have some cute way around that. You know, do footage of the place, empty, and then run a film of that for the cameras, something like that.”
In a very flat voice, John said, “Now we’re making movies, and then we’re putting the movies inside surveillance cameras. We’re pretty good.”
After a short unhappy silence, Doug sighed and shrugged and said, “We’ll remove them.”
“Thank you, Doug,” John said.
* * *
That was the low point of the day. The high point came later, unexpectedly, and involved Ray. Sam Quigg had finished his own work and departed in less than half an hour, but then it had been Marcy’s task to find out who these people were and what each of them would contribute to the ongoing plot of The Crime Show (tentative).
As in robbery movies, each of the gang had a specialty. There was the driver, there was the muscleman, there was the lock expert, there was the planner (though not quite the leader, somehow) and there was the kid.
Which left Ray Harbach. What would his role be in the gang? Was there another specialty to be filled? It seemed as though the gang was already complete.
Marcy talked to each of them, getting a sense of his skills, his character, his position within the group ethos, and it was interesting how it all fit together. It really didn’t seem as though it needed a Ray Harbach, though Doug definitely did want him aboard. “Ray’s gonna be a real addition to the group dynamic,” he insisted.
“How?” Marcy asked.
“A real addition.”
So Marcy, in the interviewing, asked the man himself. “Ray,” she said, “do you have some specialty, some expertise, some way you’ll fit in with the rest of the group?”
“I can pretty much fill in most character roles,” he told her, not boastfully, but merely as a fact.
“No,” she said. “I mean here. In this.”
He looked blank. “In this?”
The others were all within earshot, lolling on couches and chairs, idly listening in, commenting on each other’s comments from time to time, and now the monster called Tiny, sprawled across much of a settee nearby, growled, “What she wants to know is, whadaya contribute? How you gonna pull your weight?”
“When you’re not being King Lear,” said Andy, not unkindly, “whadayado on our team?”
“Oh,” Ray said. “Gotcha. I’m a wall man.”
Nobody seemed to know what that was. Stan the driver spoke for them all when he said, “And what does that look like?”
Again Ray looked around the big space, thinking. Then he got to his feet, said, “It looks like this,” and walked over to the rough stone side wall. Without fuss, he climbed it, finding toe- and fingerholds in the tiniest crevices and crannies, moving steadily, angling over to the right as he went.
This building had ten-foot ceilings, which didn’t give Ray much room to show his skill, but it was immediately apparent he had some. “Wow!” Doug cried, leaping to his feet. “What a visual!”
“It’s wonderful,” Marcy said, in awe. “Just wonderful.”
They all loved it, and all got to their feet now as Ray moved horizontally along the wall, just beneath the ceiling, until he reached the rear of the building. There he made the turn onto the back wall and continued on as far as the first window, then descended easily to the floor. There, Darlene gave him a huge bear-hug and kiss that made him blink, but then he grabbed her and gave her the kiss right back again.
The gang’s acceptance of Ray now, as they congratulated him and patted him on the back, was so clear that it became apparent, by contrast, that they had not actually accepted him before, but had just been going along with Doug with a wait-and-see attitude.
Andy, when the congratulations died down, asked Ray, “So how do you do this? Single-o?”
“No, I had two or three guys I’d work with,” Ray said. “I’d go up a wall to some window nobody’d think to lock, let myself in, come downstairs, deal with any alarms and then open the front door. Usually then I’d leave, I wasn’t gonna carry a lot of stolen goods around with me, and later they’d give me my share.”
Andy approved. “That sounds like a very good plan.”
“That’s why,” Ray said, “when the crew got caught, and nobody could figure out how they got into the place, somebody finally squealed, you know, for a better deal—”
“Always,” said Tiny.
“Ain’t that the truth,” said Ray. “So they had my name, they had a witness, but he’s a guy under indictment and they can’t really prove anything against me. I kept saying it was a mistake, all I am is an actor, I’m no human fly, so what could they do? I got leaned on a lot but then they hadda let me go.”
“Good thing for us,” Stan said, which was the final seal on Ray’s acceptance.
After that, Doug said it was time to quit for the day, they’d all meet again on Monday to start working out the story details, and then, when everybody left, Doug took Marcy to lunch at a diner near the tunnel (wow!), where she spent the first part of the meal trying to absorb it all. “That Ray,” she said, still in wonderment.
“Babe told me he’d done some shady stuff in the past,” Doug, said, “but he didn’t say what. Maybe he didn’t know.”
“You know, Doug,” Marcy said, her mind beginning to work again, “that kind of gives us our opening, doesn’t it? The first scene of the first episode.”
“Tell,” he said.
“We open on Ray,” she said, waving her fork, on which a piece of chicken breast was cooling, “climbing the outside of the building on the corner.”
“The Chase bank.”
“Either corner, whichever works. We see him looking in windows, climbing all the way up, then going across the roof and back down the other side to the roof of our building.”
“And over the side,” Doug said.
Marcy nodded. “That’s right. He goes down the back of our building, where nobody can see him. He’s alone, so there’s no dialogue, just city noises. He looks in windows, and when he looks in at the storage place he does a big reaction. Then he leaves, and he goes to the bar, and he tells the others what he’s seen.”
Beaming like a lottery winner, Doug said, “Take the weekend, Marcy, write it up, we’ll lay it on the guys on Monday. All of that movement without dialogue. What a grabber. We’ve got Rififi here, Marcy. Write it up!”
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NOBODY WAS HAPPY with the meeting just past. Once Doug and Marcy had walked away southward, waving and smiling, cheered by recent events, and once Ray had hailed a cab to take himself and Darlene somewhere else, the two of them also expressing pleasure at the unfolding of their adventure, the other five stood on the sidewalk on Varick Street and frowned together.
“Dortmunder,” Tiny said, “this is not good.”
“I know that,” Dortmunder said.
“Nothing is happening,” Tiny said.
Dortmunder nodded. “I know that, too.”
Kelp said, “The trouble is, these clowns are in no hurry to get their reality up and running.”
“And meanwhile,” Stan said, “what are we doing on our own plan? Nothing.”
“We don’t have a plan,” the kid said. “We have a door we can’t get through, to something we don’t know what it is behind it.”
“I can feel,” Tiny said, “discouragement creeping on. We gotta sit and meet.”
Kelp said, “You mean tonight, at the OJ?”
“No,” Tiny said, “I mean now, at Dortmunder’s. Stan, use your cell, order out a pizza, extra pepperoni, I’ll whistle up the limo.” And he stomped off around the corner, to the limo he never left home without, due to his size and his disinclination to rub shoulders with the civilian world.
“Tiny’s right,” Stan said, breaking out his cell.
“Well, yes and no,” Kelp said. “Get two pizzas, one with hold the pepperoni.”
Midafternoon at the Dortmunder abode, May still at her supermarket checkout register, pizza shreds and beer cans creating their festive litter across the living room, and Tiny saying, “We don’t have all the time in the world like those reality geeks.”
“We’ve only got,” Kelp said, “until they try to check the IDs we gave them.”
“I do have this situation,” Stan said, around a mouthful of pepperoni. “On account of my Mom, they got my last name and her home phone number.”
“That’s an easy one,” Tiny said. “I already got that one scoped.”
Everybody wanted to know how, so Tiny told them. “They’re not gonna come back at us about the phony names and the phony Social Security numbers until the earliest Tuesday, so before then, we see Doug, we explain we threw Murch out.”
“Hey, wait there,” Stan said. “Threw me out?”
“Everything,” Tiny told him, “takes place in that building on Varick, everything they know about and everything they don’t know about. Where’s the driving?”
“Gee, you’re right,” Kelp said.
“Hold on a minute,” Stan said. He was about to get on his feet.
The kid said, “No, wait, Stan, you don’t get it. Monday we tell them you’re out, and anything that happens after that you aren’t part of. You set up an alibi for whenever it is we do whatever it is we’re gonna do—”
“About which,” Dortmunder said, “it wouldn’t hurt to do some thinking.”
Stan said, “But I’m not out. Not out out. Just as far as those people I’m out.”
“There’s gonna be driving, Stan,” Kelp told him, “only they don’t know about it.”
“We can say,” the kid said, “this new guy means the pot’s smaller all the way around, so we gotta unload somebody to bring the numbers up, and Stan, you’re the guy. We’ll tell him Monday.”
Tiny said, “Quicker than that. Dortmunder, you and Kelp go by his place tonight, tell him the story. Then he’s got days and days to get used to it. Murch is out, the human fly is in.”
Kelp said, “Speaking of, whadawe thinka this human fly?”
“He’s a human plant,” Tiny said.
“Yeah,” Kelp agreed. “They put him on us to watch us, but why?”
“Because,” the kid said, “they’re afraid we might start thinking about Combined Tool, as long as we’re in the building, and they wanna know if that happens.”
“Which brings me,” Dortmunder said, “back to my point. When do we start to think about Combined Tool?”
“Tonight,” Tiny decided. “When you’re done with Doug, and later on tonight, we all come to Varick Street. I’m not gonna run around on roofs, so at one o’clock I’ll be at the front door. In the limo.”
Dortmunder said, “Tiny, would there be room in that limo for an extension ladder?”
Tiny lowered a gaze on Dortmunder, thought a moment, then smiled, an unusual and not an entirely comforting sight. “That would be a first, wouldn’t it?” he said. “You’re on.”
They didn’t stay to help with the cleanup.
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NOT HAVING the hoped-for comfort of Darlene in his life, Doug had dinner with a couple college friends, also bachelors, also beginning to get querulous about it, and got home at quarter to ten to find the lights on and John and Andy seated in his living room, reading his magazines. “Oh, come on,” he said. “Don’t you guys have homes of your own?”
“Where do you get your magazines, Doug?” Andy wanted to know. “A dentist’s office?”
“I’ve been busy lately,” Doug explained. “I’m behind on my reading.” And he thought, I’m apologizing to these people! They’re in my home. I don’t want them here.
Dropping last year’s TIME on an end table, Andy said, “We don’t wanna take up a lotta your time. Particularly when it’s that old. We just wanted to drop by, tell you, there’s a little change in the personnel.”
“Change? What do you mean, change?”
John said, “A couple facts come together today and we saw we didn’t have the exactly perfect string for this job.”
“You’re changing the crew?” Doug didn’t get it. “That’s what this is about? Why do you want to change the crew?”
“Because you did,” John said.
“See,” Andy said, “Ray’s a nice addition to the group, climbing up the walls and all that, but it means we got one guy too many.”
“You don’t wanna work in a crowd,” John explained.
“So what are you saying?” Doug asked. “One of the group is leaving?”
“Stan,” Andy said.
“Stan? What, Stan? He’s the one started this thing. His mother. But he’s the first one in.”
“But he’s a driver,” Andy said. “There’s no place in this thing for a driver, it’s all on the third floor of that building on Varick.”
Doug, trying to wrap his head around this change, said, “What does Stan think about it?”
“There’s always another job,” Andy said, with a shrug. “Always another day.”
“Is he happy about it?”
“Happy doesn’t come into it,” John said. “After we saw you people today, we thought it over, and we all agreed, the string’s got to change. So Stan’s out.”
Struck by a sudden horrible thought, Doug said, “You didn’t—You didn’t kill him, did you?”
They were both clearly astonished. John said, “What are you talkin about?” and at the same time Andy said, “We’re the nonviolent crowd, remember?”
“But you’re criminals,” Doug reminded them. “Is there really any such thing as a nonviolent criminal? Except politicians, you know, white collar.”
Andy, speaking with great sincerity, said, “I can guarantee you, Doug, we stay away from violence completely unless there’s absolutely no way it can get back at us.”
“Which is never,” John added.
Doug was unconvinced. He said, “Tiny? Are you saying Tiny isn’t ever violent?”
“Look at Tiny,” John suggested. “Does he need violence?”
“We don’t want to take up your whole night here,” Andy said. “All we wanted was to come by and tell you, Ray’s in, so Stan’s out, and you can tell that payroll guy.”
“Quigg,” John said.
“Yes, I will.” Doug frowned at them. “That was worth a whole trip? You couldn’t call me tomorrow? You’re gonna see me Monday.”
“We wanted you to know when it was fresh,” John explained. “You’ve got your girl Marcy working on it, shaping it, making it entertainment, we didn’t want her to waste any time shaping Stan, because he’s out.”
“I’ll tell her,” Doug said.
“Thank you, Doug,” John said, with dignity, and they both got up and left.
Doug brooded at the closed door through which they’d just passed. Something’s wrong here, he told himself. Something smells funny about this. But what? And why?
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ONE A.M. A gleaming black limousine comes to a stop on Varick Street. The building door beside it opens and two men come out and cross the sidewalk to the limo. The limo’s rear door opens and an extension ladder slides out horizontally into midair. First one of the men grasps the oncoming ladder, then the other. The two men turn and carry the ladder to the building doorway, open into darkness. The limo’s passenger says a word to the driver and climbs out to the sidewalk. He shuts the door, crosses to the building, enters into the same darkness as the other two men and the ladder, and shuts that door behind himself. The limo purrs away around the corner.
Crash.
“Turn on a light,” Tiny said. “You’re gonna bust every windshield in here.”
Kelp found the light switch and turned on the overhead fluorescents. “No, it was a side window,” he said. He was at the front end of the ladder.
Dortmunder, at the other end, said, “We’ll do the indoor stuff first.”
Kelp looked across the massed vehicles to the elevator platform way over on the other side. “I think,” he said, “we got to carry it over our heads.”
“Save a lotta glass that way,” Tiny commented.
Holding his end of the ladder up in the air over his head, Kelp started the dodging and weaving necessary to thread the needle in here. Dortmunder followed, his end of the ladder also up in the air, and Tiny followed as caboose. They would use the ladder to get to the second floor because they didn’t know what would be alarmed when the building was supposed to be empty, and the elevator seemed like a prime candidate for security.
As they neared the elevator, Stan and the kid came up out of a horseless hansom cab, both yawning a little. (Stan was out of the public part of events, but not out of the inner circle parts.) The kid said, “That’s really comfortable, that thing.”
“Not much scenery, though,” Stan said, and nodded at the ladder. “Good. Now we find out if the damn place is worth the trouble.”
“It better be,” Kelp said. “I’m not doing this for wages.”
At the elevator at last, Kelp put his end of the ladder down while Dortmunder walked the other end up toward the vertical. The other three came in at that point to lay hands on the ladder, to help and hinder, and when it was upright they pushed up the extension, elongating the ladder into the upper darkness.
“Ouch!”
Kelp looked over at Dortmunder. “You okay?”
“Not until you lower it a little so I can get my thumb out.”
“Sorry.”
They completed the extension without further incident, and Tiny said, “We don’t have to do a mob scene up there, everybody in everybody’s way. Dortmunder, you and Kelp go on up, see what it looks like.”
“Right.”
So Kelp went up the ladder, Dortmunder following, and on the next level they came to the empty space fronting Combined Tool. Six feet back from the hole for the elevator an off-white wall stretched across from the right-side outer wall, with the one brown door in the middle of it they’d seen before. Just to the left of the elevator area, a second wall came forward, perpendicular from the first one, running beside the elevator hole to the front of the building.
So this empty rectangle of space with the door in it was all at this level they could see. Of course this door too was equipped with palm-print recognition. They stood back—not too far back—and considered the situation.
“Wires,” decided Kelp.
“You’re right.”
They both had flashlights out now, shining them on the walls and ceiling. Kelp said, “Electricity. Phone. Cable. Security. A cluster of wires.”
Dortmunder pointed his light at the stone side wall of the elevator space. “They gotta do surface-mount. You can’t bury wires in a stone wall. See, like that.” And his light shone on a gray metal duct, an inch square, coming down from above. “That’s where they put in those cameras, to screw us outta the storage space.”
“Well, let’s see.” Kelp turned the other way, looking at the side wall where it came close to the front of the building. “There we go.”
His light showed another gray duct, a little larger, coming out of that side wall, very low and almost to the front. The duct emerged, made a left turn to go downward, then another left and headed off toward the door they’d come in.
Kelp called, “Tiny! You see that duct? I’m shining the light on it.”
“I got it.”
“Find where it goes, I’ll be right down.”
Dortmunder said, “And what am I doing?”
“Same as last time. Comere.”
They went over to the impregnable door, and Kelp withdrew from one of the rear pockets of his jacket the stethoscope and earphone gizmo. As Dortmunder watched, he bent to the door, listening here, listening there, then saying, “Hah.”
“You got it.”
“We know the thing has to be alarmed,” Kelp said, “and here it is. Only this time I want it to stop.”
“Okay.”
“Give me a couple minutes to get set,” Kelp said, “then you listen, and you tell me when it switches off.” He tapped a fingertip on the appropriate spot on the door. “Right there.”
“Done.”
Kelp went away down the ladder, and Dortmunder experimentally listened to the door’s faint hum for a minute, then, tiring of that, walked around in this blank, supremely uninteresting area until Kelp, from far away at the ground floor rear, yelled, “John!”
“Yar!”
“Start listening!”
“You got it.”
Bending to his work, Dortmunder listened through the gizmo to the humming of the door. It was a very soothing kind of hum, really, especially when you positioned yourself so your back could be comfortable. It was a non-threatening hum, an encouraging hum, faint but unending, assuring you that everything was going to be all right, all your troubles were over, you’d just sail along now on the calm sea of this hum, no nasty sur—
“JOHN! WHAT THE HELL’S THE MATTER WITH YOU?”
The scream, about an inch from his non-gizmo ear, was so loud and unexpected he drove his head into the door to get away from it, and the door bounced his head back into the scream with a new ache in it. Staring upward, he saw what appeared to be Kelp’s evil twin, face twisted into a Kabuki mask of rage. “What? What?”
“Can’t you hear anything?”
“The hum.” Dortmunder straightened, pulled the earphone out of his unassaulted ear, assembled the tatters of his dignity about himself, and said, “You wanted me to listen to the hum, I listened to the hum.”
Now Kelp frowned at the door. “It never stopped.”
“Never. It was gonna stop, I’d tell you.”
“I shouted up from downstairs,” Kelp said. He was growing a bit calmer.
“I,” Dortmunder said, self-respect now totally intact, “was listening to the hum.”
Again Kelp frowned at the door. His rage with Dortmunder seemed to be forgotten. “I did everything,” he said. “I shut down everything, I bypassed everything.”
“Hum,” Dortmunder said.
Kelp stood frowning, thinking. From downstairs voices were raised, full of questions for Kelp, but he continued to frown at the door.
“They’re calling you,” Dortmunder said. “Pretty soon they’ll come up and yell in your face.”
Slowly, Kelp was roused from his studies, and called down, “I’ll be right there!” Then, to Dortmunder, he said, “I didn’t yell in your face, I yelled in your ear.”
“Very similar.”
Kelp nodded. “I’m sorry,” he said.
“Accepted,” Dortmunder said.
“I was upset,” Kelp explained.
“I am remaining calm,” Dortmunder said. “You wanted to go down the ladder?”
“Well, there’s nothing we can do here,” Kelp said. “We are not gonna get through that door.”
“Not tonight, anyway,” Dortmunder said, and Kelp didn’t say anything.
So they went down the ladder, Kelp first, to find the others at their ease in the hansom cab. Tiny pretty thoroughly occupied the rear-facing front seat, with Stan and the kid opposite. The seats were well-cushioned, to accommodate the needs and expectations of tourists.
Kelp clambered up to the driver’s perch, above and behind the others, not quite so padded, but not bad. Dortmunder stood there, and then the kid said to him, “Grab something and sit.”
“Sure.”
Dortmunder looked around. A motorcycle with a sidecar stood alertly nearby. He rolled it over next to the hansom cab, settled himself into the surprisingly comfortable sidecar, and said, “It looks as though Kelp doesn’t know how to get past that door.” He might be remaining calm, but that didn’t mean he’d forgiven or forgotten.
“I’ve been thinking about it,” Kelp said, too absorbed with the problem to take offense. “The only thing I can figure, they’ve gone wireless. And why wouldn’t they? They’ve got TV and the Internet and all that, so why not go wireless?”
The kid said, “Andy? What do we do about it?”
“Nothing,” Kelp said. “If it’s wireless, we’re screwed.”
“Well, that isn’t the only possibility,” Dortmunder said. “We haven’t tried out back yet.”
“I don’t know,” Kelp said. “It’s lookin tight.”
“If this thing isn’t gonna happen,” Tiny said, “it’s time for us to start packing tents.”
“It’s going to happen,” the kid said, suddenly energized. Clambering over the other passengers, he climbed out of the hansom cab and said, “Bring the ladder out back, I’ll climb up it and see what the windows do.”
“They won’t open,” Tiny told him.
But the kid refused to be daunted. “Come on,” he insisted. “Let’s go see what’s what.”
“If we’re gonna keep on with this,” Tiny said, rising from the hansom’s front seat, causing a smallish tremor that rattled Stan around on the backseat like a lone die in a padded cup, “I’ll carry your ladder, kid.”
“Thank you, Tiny.”
First Tiny retracted the ladder, getting more help than he needed along the way, and then he held it up horizontally over his head and set out across the valley of vehicles. If the world wore a propeller beanie, this is what it would look like.
They all made their way diagonally across the interior of the building, to the rear door Kelp had earlier tamed. He opened it again now, and everybody got out of the way as Tiny carried the ladder outside. He extended it, all by himself, then leaned it against the wall next to the leftmost second-floor window, which was smaller than the other windows at that level, and said, “Okay, kid, do your thing.”
“Right.”
The kid scrambled up the ladder, took his flashlight out of his jacket pocket, and shone it in through the window. “It’s a bathroom,” he reported.
Stan said, “We already figured that. All the johns are in the back corner there.”
“This is a very nice one,” the kid said. “Big walk-in shower, a painting of some castle on the wall, and one of those things girls use.”
The others all looked at one another, baffled. Stan hazarded, “A hair dryer?”
“No, no,” the kid said, rattling the ladder a little. “One of those things that’s like a toilet but isn’t.”
“Oh,” Kelp said, “a bidet,” pronouncing the T.
Dortmunder said, “Is that how you say that?”
“How would I know?” Kelp asked. “I never had to ask for one.”
Tiny said, “Kid, come down, move the ladder, see what else is up there.”
“Right.”
The kid came down, over, and up, and shone his light in the next window. “It’s a kitchen,” he said.
Dortmunder, unbelieving, said, “A kitchen?”
“A really nice one,” the kid said. “Big refrigerator, microwave, all kinds of stuff.”
Dortmunder said, “In Combined Tool? This is getting weirder.”
The kid said, “It’s big, too. It looks like it goes almost all the way across the back.”
Tiny said, “Go to the last window, see what’s in there.”
So the kid did, and said, “It’s a pantry. Big one, lots of nice shelves, but not much in there. Some pots and pans, some dishes. No food.”
“Let me see this,” Kelp said, and suddenly hurried up the ladder.
The kid, feeling the tremors in the ladder and looking down to see the top of Kelp’s head getting nearer, said, “Hey. You think this is a good idea?”
“Yes,” Kelp said. “Lean to the left.” And he muscled upward to the kid’s right, while the kid held on with all of his fingers and many of his toes.
“I think I’ll hold the ladder now,” Tiny said, and did so.
With the two of them side by side on the same rung up there, Kelp peered intently in at the sides and bottom of the window, pushing the kid’s head out of the way and saying, “Shine the light over there. No, on the jamb. Okay, and down. Okay.” And back down the ladder he zipped, followed a bit shakily by the kid.
Dortmunder said, “So whadaya think?”
“I think we aren’t gonna know what’s in there until we go in there,” Kelp said. “So we don’t know if it’s worthwhile until we do it.”
“And then,” Stan said, “it could turn out not to be cash at all, but some big boss’s love nest.”
“That would irritate me,” Tiny said.
Dortmunder said, “With the palm-print locks? I don’t think so. Andy, do you see any way to get in there through a window?”
“One way,” Kelp said, “and one way only. But it’s gonna use the place up, I don’t think we’ll be able to do the same thing twice.”
Tiny said, “You mean break the window.”
“No, I don’t,” Kelp said. “You break the window, you make a vibration, and that sets off the alarm.”
Dortmunder said, “In that case, you can’t open the window either.”
“I don’t wanna open it,” Kelp said. “This is not an easy thing here. What we’re talking about is at least two more trips.”
Tiny said, “Back twice more? This is beginning to look like a career.”
“We’re in it this far,” Kelp said, and nodded toward the far end of the areaway. “In the meantime, we can leave the ladder in the corner back there. Nobody’s gonna notice it.”
Dortmunder said, “Two more trips and still the ladder, but you don’t want to open the window and you don’t want to break it. What do you want to do in these trips?”
“The first one,” Kelp said, and gestured up toward the pantry window, “we bring epoxy and seal that window to the frame. I looked at it, and nobody ever opens it, so they’re not gonna notice.”
Tiny said, “Why are we doing that?”
“Vibrations again,” Kelp said. “Because when we come back the second time we’ve got our glass cutter and our suction cup with the handle on it.”
Dortmunder lifted his head, with a sudden surge of that unexpected quality: optimism. “I see it!” he said.
“If we do it right,” Kelp said, “we cut out the whole pane in one piece, prop it inside, go in, do what we’re gonna do, and on the way out we epoxy the glass back in place. ”
The kid said, “The line will show, where it was cut.”
Kelp said, “What do we care?”
“Oh, yeah,” the kid said. “Right.”
Tiny said, “I’m not gonna get through that window.”
“That’s okay, Tiny,” Stan said. “I’ll take pictures up there with my cell, you won’t miss a thing.”
Dortmunder said, “Glue tomorrow night, glass cutter Sunday night, and then on Monday morning we tell Doug we don’t want reality after all.”
“As we don’t,” Tiny said.
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DOUG WAS WORRIED about Stan Murch. Not worried about him, exactly, but more worried for him. The news that he had been peremptorily kicked out of the gang had come as a real shock. Weren’t gangs supposed to stick together? Wasn’t it the gang against the world, and they relied on one another because there was nobody else they could rely on?
And what made it even worse, in some way it was Stan Murch who had put this gang together. His mother had sent Stan to Doug, and Stan had shown up with John, and then at the next meeting Andy was there, and it really looked as though this was a tight-knit group, people who had known and trusted one another through many nefarious experiences. Tiny and Judson had come in to complete the crew, and it had all made sense.
But then, because he himself had added Ray Harbach to the mix, all at once they threw Stan out. No regrets, no good fellowship, just cold calculation. It had changed the way he looked at the gang, and not for the better.
And how would Stan have taken it? Oh, John and Andy had dismissed all that, as being nothing of importance, because Stan knew the ways of the world and there would always be another job, but did that make sense? Would Stan not be resentful even a tiny bit?
Nonviolent, Doug thought. They’re supposed to be nonviolent, but who says so? They do. Do they look nonviolent?
He remembered asking them, John and Andy, when they’d told him Stan was out, asking them because he so much didn’t want anything really bad to happen, asking them if they’d actually killed Stan—the way the mobsters on television always do a reduction in staff—and he clearly remembered Andy’s answer:
“I can guarantee you, Doug, we stay away from violence completely unless there’s absolutely no way it can get back at us.”
And that’s a slippery sentence once you start to look at it, isn’t it?
What if they had killed Stan? Tiny, with those big hands of his. Killed him to keep him from betraying the gang to the police as revenge for his ouster, or to keep him from spying on them and robbing them once the job was done. Didn’t honor among thieves, really, go out with Robin Hood?
Doug fretted the entire weekend about Stan, where he was, what he thought about what had happened, and by Sunday afternoon, two days after he’d been told about Stan’s downsizing, he couldn’t stand it any more. He had to find out. No matter what the truth was, he had to know it.
So finally, Sunday afternoon, giving up his futile attempts to read the Sunday Times, he took the only route he knew to get in touch with Stan, and phoned his Mom, only to get her answering machine, with her distinct impatient voice: “If I know you, say so, and I’ll call you back.”
“Mrs. Murch,” he told the machine, “this is Doug Fairkeep. Would you please have Stan call me as soon as possible?” And he hung up, to fret some more.
She called back at seven that evening. “He’s outa town,” she said.
“Out of town?”
“He went to California for maybe a month,” she said. “He had a couple possible job opportunities out there.”
“Do you have a contact number for him?”
“Not me,” she said. “He’ll check in, I’ll tell him you called.”
“I’d really like to hear from him.”
“You know how often people call their mother,” she said. “When he gets a minute off his busy schedule and gives me a ring, I’ll give him your message.”
“Thank you,” Doug said.
That was his own mother. She wouldn’t cover up for them, would she, if they’d… done… anything? Or had she been intimidated? (Though she hadn’t sounded particularly intimidated.)
But the more he thought about it, if they did decide to eliminate Stan because he knew too much, wouldn’t that mean Doug also knew too much? Not a happy thought.
All in all, he had a troubled night.
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HE CALLED my Mom this afternoon,” Stan said, as Kelp got into this nice Chevy Gazpacho that Stan had borrowed half an hour ago from a perfectly legal parking place on West Forty-ninth Street.
Shutting his door, putting on his seat belt—because who wants to listen to all that ping-ping-ping—Kelp said, “Doug? What’d she tell him?”
Stan put the Gazpacho in gear and continued on downtown. “What we said. I’m out of town into California a while, considering my job prospects.”
“Good.”
Last night’s expedition to Varick Street, like this one tonight, had been only the two of them, since they didn’t need a whole crowd to gaff one window. They’d brought a different car from a different neighborhood last night, gone through the house like smoke, Kelp up the ladder while Stan held it, and sufficient epoxy glue was spread there to hold USS Intrepid in place. A gas-pipe explosion could take out the entire block, but that window would not leave that frame.
Tonight would be step two of the plan: Cut out the lower pane, carefully place the pane inside the room, case Combined Tool to find out at last what the hell was in there, gently epoxy the pane back in place, and depart. John had wanted to come along tonight, just because it was a kind of a matter of personal pride for him to walk around inside that forbidden city, but he’d come to understand it wasn’t necessary; soon they’d be going in for real.
Now, Stan parked in a temporarily legal place a couple blocks from Varick Street, and he and Kelp used paper towels to wipe down anything they might have touched in the car. When they were done here, Kelp would cab uptown and Stan would subway to Canarsie, and eventually the city would take charge of the Gazpacho. In the meantime, Kelp carried the thick tube of epoxy and the strong suction cup with a handle.
The walk to Varick Street and through the building was uneventful, but when they went out the back door to the areaway and looked up the lights were on in Combined Tool. “What the hell,” Stan said.
“Ssh,” Kelp whispered. Pointing toward the ladder, he whispered, “We gotta see.”
“Good.”
They went over to get the ladder, extended it without difficulty, and leaned it against the wall between two of the kitchen windows. Stan whispered, “I’m not doing that thing like you and the kid did, with two people at once up on this thing. You go up and come down, and then I’ll go up and come down.”
“I like that.”
Stan held the ladder and watched Kelp climb. The light from the kitchen was bright enough that he’d have to be careful up there looking in. His head bent far back, Stan watched as Kelp eased up and over, and then the light was on part of Kelp’s face including his right eye, and he was looking in.
Well? Get on with it. Stan wanted to call up to Kelp, Come on, what’re you looking at up there, what’s going on, but he knew he couldn’t do that, and eventually Kelp did come back down the ladder. He looked at Stan, shrugged in a manner that didn’t communicate anything, and gestured for Stan to take his turn.
Stan said, “What’s up there?”
“Look at it,” Kelp advised.
So Stan did. Up he went, and slowly eased his face into the light, and what he was looking at was the profile of a man seated at the kitchen table eating a bowl of cereal and reading a newspaper. The word “Zeitung” was the biggest word Stan could see on the newspaper, so it was in German.
The man himself was about fifty, thin, balding, spectacled, wearing a pale yellow dress shirt and dark patterned tie under a buttoned-up black vest, plus dark pants and black shoes. Very formal dress for eating cereal on Varick Street in Manhattan at one in the morning.
Stan went down the ladder. “We can’t do it,” he whispered. “Not with him in there.”
“I know it.”
“And you were all supposed to meet Doug here tomorrow. Except you weren’t going to.”
“Well,” Kelp said, “it looks as though we’re gonna meet Doug here tomorrow.”
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WHEN DORTMUNDER WALKED into the fake OJ at ten o’clock on Monday morning, Doug was there with Ray Harbach and Darlene Looper and Marcy and the flamboyant director, Roy Ombelen, plus a stocky fiftyish man in a bartender’s white apron and white shirt—though rather too white, in fact—who looked as though he might be Rollo’s mild-mannered cousin from San Francisco. More tofu than meat.
“Good morning, John,” Doug said. He had the harried look of a man having to remind himself to look cheerful. “Where’s the others?”
“They’ll be along,” Dortmunder said. He himself was feeling grumpy, since he’d thought everything would be done by now. They would set things up for the break-in, that was the plan, then disappear from Doug’s Global Positioning System, wait a week, and clean out Combined Tool and Knickerbocker Storage. Let Doug and his pals believe anything they wanted to believe, they wouldn’t be able to prove a thing. If they went so far as to look at a lot of old mug shots they might eventually identify one or more of their former reality-stars-to-be, but they still wouldn’t be able to prove anything, and Dortmunder and associates would all have rock-solid alibis for the night in question.
But it wasn’t to be. All at once, Combined Tool had turned into a pied-à-terre for a guy reading a Zeitung. They obviously couldn’t do their pre-heist survey with him there, and there seemed to be no way to find out who he was, or how long he intended to stay, or what he had to do with Combined Tool.
So there was nothing for it but to stick around a little longer, because none of them, not even Tiny, wanted to just walk away with no profit and no answers. Which was why he was here again, saying to Doug, “You wanted to start something today?”
“Roy’s going to tell you about it,” Doug said, “but it ought to wait till the rest arrive.”
“Fine,” Dortmunder said, and went into the non-OJ to sit at a booth on the right, which was, in fact, a little more comfortable than the ones in the original. Looking around he saw three cameras, hulking black things on big elaborate swivel-chair-type wheel arrangements, each camera attached by a black wire to the earphones of a cameraperson slouched negligently in a chair, reading a tabloid, while Doug and the others murmured together a little ways off.
He had barely made himself comfortable in this booth when that loud doorbell sounded, signaling the arrival of the rest, brought here in Tiny’s current limo. Doug hurried off to let them in.
Dortmunder had come here separately because he’d wanted a little solitary time to think over this unpleasant new development and had therefore decided to walk down from Nineteenth Street, hoping to find a solution to their problems along the way. Some hope.
Soon Kelp and Tiny and the kid appeared, and when they came over from the elevator they all started in about how terrific this imitation OJ was, and Dortmunder suddenly remembered, That’s right! I’m supposed to be seeing this thing for the first time. Instead of which, he’d just moped in and said something grumpy and sat down.
Well, fortunately, Doug and the others hadn’t noticed that slip, and now everybody else was making up for it; maybe overdoing it just a bit, but not bad.
Should he join them, suddenly overcome by this OJ clone? No; better just leave it alone.
Once everybody calmed down, Roy Ombelen assembled them at the tables in the non-OJ while he described what was going on. (Today his shirt was fuchsia, ascot teal, corduroy trousers café au lait, shin-high boots apricot.) “I realize,” he told them, “the security concerns you fellows are constricted by go a bit beyond the, shall we say, run of the mill? It is our firm intention not to recognizably film your faces, because such film we wouldn’t be able to use anyway.”
“You got that right,” Tiny told him.
“Well, that’s my job,” Ombelen said. “But in this particular instance, it’s your job as well. We will photograph you from above, from below, from behind. We will photograph your ears, your hands, your elbows. But we need your help to do this right, so here’s the one rule you must remember. If you can see the camera lens, the camera can see your face. Tell us at once if the camera has moved into the forbidden zone, and we’ll reshoot.”
“That sounds good,” Kelp said.
“It’s the only way,” Ombelen assured him, “we can make this peculiar situation work. Now, your opening scene, you will all be at the bar, and Ray Harbach will join you with some news. Our production assistant, Marcy, will describe the scene to you.”
Marcy, showing evidence of stage fright, took a position in front of them and said, “First, I want to introduce you to your bartender.” Gesturing at the obvious bartender to come forward, she said, “This is Tom LaBrava, he’s a professional actor.”
“Hi, guys,” LaBrava said. He showed no stage fright at all.
Marcy said, “Tom isn’t going to be part of the actual robbery plot, in fact he isn’t going to hear anything about it at all, so his face will be seen.”
“Better for the résumé,” LaBrava said, and grinned around at them.
Kelp said, “So he’s Tom? ‘Hi, Tom,’ like that?”
Doug stepped forward again, saying, “No, we decided we had to make it clear his part was fictional, so he has a character name.” Chuckling a bit hollowly at them, he said, “We felt you wouldn’t like it if we called him Rollo—”
“That’s right,” several people said.
“—So we’ve decided to go with Rodney. If that’s okay with you guys.”
Kelp said, “Rodney?” He sounded uncertain. Turning to LaBrava, he smiled in an amiable way and said, “Hi, Rodney.” He then made a thoughtful face, like somebody tasting a new recipe, mulled, and finally said, “Sure. Why not?”
“Hi, Rodney,” Tiny growled.
“How you doin, Rodney?” Dortmunder asked.
“Just fine,” LaBrava said. “I kinda like Rodney. It’s a name I can work a character into.”
“It’s you, Rodney,” the kid said.
“Okay, that’s fine, then,” Doug said. “Marcy?”
Marcy came back into her place, looking slightly less self-conscious. “What’s going to happen,” she said, “you’re all going to be at the bar, and Ray will come in and say he’s got something really interesting to tell you all. You want to know what it is, and he says it isn’t really something for public consumption, and you—John, I think—say to Rodney, ‘Okay if we use the back room?’ and he says, ‘Fine.’ And then you all head off that way for the back room. Let’s try it once or twice without the cameras.”
Then Roy Ombelen took over, to place them here and there at the bar, angling them in ways that felt a little weird but were apparently going to look okay in the film. Once he had them where he wanted them, he said to Harbach, “Now, when you come in the bar you come over to about here, where you can see everybody, and you tell them you’ve got this interesting information.”
“Okay, great.”
“Places, please,” Ombelen said. “Rodney, a little farther away along the bar, if you would. That’s fine. Ray, a little farther back. I want you completely off the set, and then you come in. That’s it, that’s perfect. All right, everybody. Action.”
And, on that word, the loud elevator machinery jolted into its racket, and the elevator began to sink, as everybody turned to stare and watch it go.
Obviously, nobody was going to rehearse anything with that going on. Doug moved a little closer to the elevator, shaking his head in irritation, and as the sound receded he turned to tell them, “There isn’t supposed to be anybody else coming here now. We left strict instructions, everybody stay away from Varick Street, we’re putting together a new show here.”
The elevator snarl, having receded, now advanced again, and soon it appeared, with Babe Tuck standing on it, arms akimbo, expression deeply annoyed. As Doug and Ombelen both approached him, both trying to say something to him, he marched straight across from the elevator to the set, glowered at everybody, and said, “This show is canceled. Shut it down.”
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DOUG WAS STUNNED. Shut it down? Cancel? But it was coming together so well. It was going to be wonderful, the most exciting innovative new reality show since Sitcom Reunion. So much more fun to work on than The Stand. Cancel it? Shut it down? What did Babe mean?
Doug voiced the question: “Babe? What do you mean?”
Babe, looking the angriest he’d been since he quit the news beat, said, “I talked with Quigg this morning.”
Doug nodded, not sure why. “About what?”
“About these phonies,” Babe said, jabbing a thumb in the general direction of the cast.
Now Doug was shocked. “Phonies? Babe, you mean these people aren’t crooks? They aren’t hardened criminals after all? They’re just people, like everybody else?”
“I don’t know and I don’t care what they are,” Babe said. “Every single piece of ID they gave Quigg on Friday is a phony.”
“Of course it is,” John said. “You gotta know we can’t give you our real names.”
“Names shmames,” Babe said. “What I need is legitimate rock-solid Social Security numbers. Not those soybean statistics you gave Quigg.”
“I don’t think we’re following this,” John said.
But Andy said, “John, maybe they got a legit problem.”
“And I,” John said, “got an il-legit problem.” Then he looked around and said, mostly to Babe, “We’re kind of a crowd here. Why don’t you and him and him and me”—pointing to Doug and Andy—“siddown at a booth there and talk this over. Everybody else takes a break somewhere.”
Roy Orbelem said, “There’s some nice sofas over there. Beyond the hallway set.”
“All right,” Babe said, though grumpily. To John he said, “If you think you got something to say.”
“Let’s find out.”
Everybody started to move, and Andy said, “Rodney?”
The actor/bartender looked alert. “Yes, sir?”
“You got any actual beer around here?”
It was Doug who answered. “We do, for the shoot. It’s in a cooler under the bar.”
“I’ll get it,” the new Rodney offered, and went away to do so.
So Doug and Babe and John and Andy, all of them looking grim in a variety of ways, settled into a booth to wait for their beer to be delivered. Doug took that hiatus to notice a change that had occurred in the dynamic of the gang. Before this, the impetus or spark plug had usually been Andy, sometimes the now-gone Stan, occasionally Tiny. But now, in the face of some unknown and unexpected apparent disaster befalling them, John had quietly taken over and everybody had tacitly agreed he had the right to do so. Interesting. See how that dynamic could be worked into the show. If there was a show.
Rodney soon brought four cans of Budweiser, solemnly said, “Call me, gentlemen, when you’re ready for more,” then grinned and winked to show he was merely getting into the part, and left.
Andy picked up his beer can, looked at it, and gave Doug a skeptical eye. “Product placement?”
“They will be providing the beer,” Doug agreed. “It’s a perfectly fine beer.”
“Uh-huh,” Andy said, popped open his can, and took a noncommittal slug.
Babe turned to John. “Just so you know what’s happened here,” he said, “the Social Security numbers are much more important than the names. You can call yourself Little Bo Peep for all I care. But a corporation like ours simply cannot employ anybody who cannot demonstrate, with a valid Social Security number, their right to work in this country. We absolutely cannot hire wetbacks.”
Andy said, “Wetbacks?” sounding incredulous.
Babe patted the air in his direction. “Listen, I know you guys are homegrown, I know you’re not illegal aliens.”
“We are,” John said, with dignity, “illegal citizens.”
“And we can’t hire you,” Babe said. “It’s as simple as that. The feds require that we vet every hire and make them prove they have the right to work in this country.”
Doug said, “John, when they took me on, I showed them my passport.”
Babe said, “All right, I apologize. When Quigg first gave me the news, I got really pissed off, I don’t know if you noticed—”
“Kinda,” Andy said.
“Well, now I see,” Babe said, “you just didn’t understand the situation. You thought all you had to do was spread a little fantasy and then get on with the job. But I’m sorry, guys, it’s more serious than that.”
“I can see it is,” John said, and started to brood.
Doug found that fascinating, the way the man’s eyes seemed to go out of focus, as though he were actually looking at something on a hillside in western Pennsylvania or somewhere, while his head from time to time nodded, and the other three at the table sipped their beers and watched. Until, some time later, his eyes refocused, and focused on Doug, and he said, “Passport.”
“That’s right,” Doug said. “I had to show them my—”
“We talked, one time,” John said, “you said wire transfers.”
“Wire transfers?”
“Money going to Europe, on account there’s nothing in cash any more.”
“Oh, that’s right. I forgot about that.”
Babe said, “You talked about wire transfers?”
“When they were looking for things that might be robbery targets,” Doug explained.
“Well, how about that, then?” John asked.
Doug didn’t get it. “How about what?”
“Wire transfers,” John said. “We don’t work for you any more, we work for some European part of that big company up above you. They hire us, they send us here to do this show, all the pay comes from Europe, we don’t have to be anybody’s citizens.”
Andy, sounding excited, said, “Why wouldn’t that work? Let’s say in England you own a show called, I dunno, You Better Believe It, and—”
“I think we do, in fact,” Doug said.
“So there you are.” Andy lifted his beer can in a toast. “We work for those people. You don’t have to tell the Americans about us at all.”
“This,” Babe said, “would not be as simple as you think.”
“But possible,” John said.
Babe shook his head. “I’m not sure yet. Do any of you have a passport?”
“I can always get a passport,” Andy said. “I wouldn’t wanna get on a plane with it. I might drive a car into Canada and back with it.”
“That’s been done,” John said.
Doug suddenly thought of a way that might be even better and simpler, though even less legal, but when he turned his wide eyes in Babe’s direction he saw that Babe had just thought of it, too.
Combined Tool.
Years of foreign correspondence had taught Babe how to keep his cool. “Let me work on this,” he said. “I don’t know if we can make anything happen or not, but we’ve come this far with it, we might as well go on, at least a few more days. Then, if we can make it work, we haven’t lost any time.”
“We’re thinking of a September launch,” Doug confided.
“If there’s a launch,” Babe said. He knocked back the rest of his beer and heaved out of his seat. “You all keep going here. Doug, when you come back uptown, come see me.”
“I will, Babe,” Doug said, and just managed not to give a conspiratorial wink.
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WHEN THEY FIRST started to do the camera thing, Dortmunder found himself, to his surprise, itching all over. That was completely unexpected, the idea that all of a sudden he’d be feeling this great need to scratch, all different parts of his body. He didn’t want to scratch, he just felt compelled to scratch, but he fought it off, because he was damned if he was going to stand there and look like an idiot, scratching himself like a dog with fleas in front of a bunch of cameras.
And the cameras themselves were intrusive in ways he hadn’t guessed. They were like those barely seen creatures in horror movies, the ones just leaving the doorway or disappearing up the stairs. Except that the cameras weren’t disappearing. They were there, just incessantly there, at the edge of your peripheral vision, their heads turning slightly, polite, silent, very curious, and big. Big.
Between the nudging presence of the cameras and the maddening need to scratch all these itches, Dortmunder found himself tightening into knots, his movements as stiff as the Tin Woodman’s before he gets the oil. I’m supposed to act natural, he told himself, but this isn’t natural. I’m lumbering around like Frankenstein’s monster. I feel like I’ve been filled up with itchy cement.
Roy Ombelen had them go through the scene, and Dortmunder thought it went along pretty good, except for the stiffness and the need to scratch, but then Roy said, “Cut,” and then he said, “Guys, let me make one other thing clear here. We know we don’t want the cameras to look at your faces, but the other part of that, we don’t want you to look at the cameras. You’re in a conversation, so be in the conversation. Look at the people you’re talking to. There are no cameras here, okay?”
Okay, they said, and Roy started the scene again, and they all caught on to that part pretty quick, all of them. In fact, Dortmunder noticed, once he wasn’t thinking about the cameras, the itches started to fade. Another plus.
But then Roy cut them again and said, “Doug, I think we need the girlfriend in on this. Give the cameras something else to look at.”
“You’re absolutely right,” Doug said.
So Darlene came over from the sofa where she’d been reading a People magazine, and Marcy told her who she was and what was motivating her and gave her a couple of things she might want to say. The idea was, she came to the bar with her boyfriend Ray, but then she would wait in the bar while the others went to the back room to talk business. Also, because she wasn’t part of the robbery story, the cameras wouldn’t mind looking at her, which everybody thought was okay.
They rehearsed it the new way, with Darlene, and people were getting more relaxed, more into the flow of things. Gradually, Dortmunder grew less stiff and itchy, and it was even becoming kind of fun, sitting around, pretending to be tough guys in a tough bar talking tough to each other. It was very different, this new OJ, not having the regulars around to sing a cappella.
They did it three times, all the way through, with the cameras on, and it all seemed to go very smoothly. Between takes Marcy would suggest small changes in what people would say, and after a while it all got to be so easy and natural that Dortmunder found he was actually enjoying himself, as though he were really in a real bar having a real conversation with a real bartender.
It was a short scene, which was probably a good thing for those members of the cast not used to this sort of activity. It opened with Dortmunder and Kelp and Tiny and the kid sitting at the bar, talking with Rodney, ordering drinks—somehow they all seemed to be drinking Budweiser beer—and then Ray Harbach came in with Darlene. Marcy gave Kelp a couple of flirty things to say to Darlene, which he did mostly as though he was trying to lift her spirits rather than put the moves on her, which was just as well, because Marcy hadn’t given Darlene any reaction instructions, so Darlene just stood there with a vacant smile on her face while Kelp’s witticisms wandered off away from the set.
On the one hand, Darlene didn’t add much to the occasion, basically having not been given anybody to be or any reason to exist, but on the other hand her presence did completely change the dynamic and everybody felt it. The gang became more confident, somehow, and more united. The same things said by the same people in the same way became more interesting.
After the third taped run-through of the bar scene, Roy Ombelen told Darlene and Rodney the barman they were finished for the day and they’d be getting a callback when they were next needed, which would be sometime after tomorrow. They left, and when the receding elevator racket finished, Ombelen led his five players and his camerapeople and two other guys who had something to do with light and sound and his producer to the hall set with the fake restrooms.
And now there was a delay because the lighting was all wrong and something was screwed up with the sound, so the reality stars of tomorrow were told they could go back and lounge on the OJ set while the hall was being perfected.
Once away from the cameras and the role-playing, Dortmunder found himself returning to his right mind, and he wished he could talk with the others, or at least with Kelp, about this situation, but of course he couldn’t, not with Harbach here. So he sat in silence, telling himself the things he would have been telling Kelp, things he already knew, until he couldn’t stand it any more, and that’s when he stood and said, “Andy, let’s walk a little.”
“I was thinking the same thing,” Kelp said.
Harbach looked briefly as though he might volunteer to walk with them, but the kid, recognizing what Dortmunder was up to, chose that moment to say, “Ray, I keep thinking you look familiar somehow. Would there be any television shows I might’ve seen you on?”
“Well,” Harbach said, “I don’t suppose you’ve watched a lot of soap operas,” by which time Dortmunder and Kelp were already on their feet and out of the OJ set, so that danger was averted.
This was still a pretty big building, and there was still a lot of underused floor space away from the three sets. Dortmunder and Kelp strolled through this, and Dortmunder said, “What are we gonna do here?”
“Well,” Kelp said, “we still got the problem of the tenant.”
“I know that. We gotta come back tonight and see if he’s still there. And this time, I gotta come along, because if we can go in, I wanna be there.”
“Okay, sure. But what if he’s still there?”
“I dunno about this TV thing,” Dortmunder said. “I mean, it wasn’t too bad after a while—”
“Once you got used to the cameras. And the guy carrying the microphone in the air over your head.”
“He didn’t bother me so much,” Dortmunder said, because he’d barely noticed that guy. “But, Andy, this isn’t what we do. What we do is, we go in, we pick up what we pick up, we go out. One, two, it’s done. This thing, they rehearse it over and over.”
“Maybe,” Kelp said, “the guy will be gone tonight. And we can give up our TV career.”
“Hey, Andy! Hey, John!”
It was Doug, over by the sets, waving to them, so they went over there and Kelp said, “Are we ready for my close-up?” which Dortmunder didn’t get, but which apparently Doug did, because he laughed and said, “Just about, Norma. I wanted to tell you guys, when they’re done taping today, I’d like you to stick around a little. Babe’s coming back downtown, and he thinks he might have the solution to our problem.”
Kelp said, sounding as enthusiastic as though he actually intended to go through with this reality thing, “That’s great, Doug. I figured we could count on Babe.”
“Oh, yeah,” Doug said. “Babe’s been around the block a couple times. He knows what’s what. You’re not gonna put anything over on Babe.”
“That’s great news,” Dortmunder said.
The taping in the hallway, once they got their technical problems out of the way, didn’t take long at all. Two of the cameras were used, both behind the group, one high and one low, panning forward as the group moved.
Even being wider than the hallway in the original OJ, this one was still not wide enough for all five to walk abreast, so they proceeded in a little cluster, telling each other the made-up stuff they’d been given by Marcy, about how they hadn’t seen one another in a while, and how it was good to get the gang working together again, and how they couldn’t wait to hear Ray’s news.
Three times they did this, walking down the same hall to the same doorway to nowhere, the cameras trailing like large black dogs, and the third time, when Ombelen called, “Cut!” Dortmunder turned around and looked back there, and saw, just beyond the cameras and the camerapersons and the soundman with the long sound boom and Ombelen and Doug, there was Babe Tuck. And standing beside Babe Tuck was a very rigid-looking guy, balding, spectacled, in a three-piece black suit and pale blue shirt and dark blue tie.
Beside Dortmunder, Kelp coughed a little, putting his hand up to his mouth. Behind that hand, “Zeitung,” he muttered.
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DOUG WAS ASTONISHED when he turned around to see Babe walking toward the set with Herr Muller at his side, and for just a second he thought, Did he send all the way to Munich for Herr Muller, and how did he get here so fast? Then he realized Herr Muller must have already been here in the States, maybe even staying in Combined Tool, and the coincidence just seemed like a good omen. Well, Herr Muller owed him a good omen, didn’t he?
Doug wasn’t originally supposed to know anything about the double life of Herr Muller, and still wouldn’t, if it hadn’t been for a strange event that had happened almost three years ago during The Stand’s first season and just after Babe came over to reality from news. Until then, Doug had only known Richard Muller the way most people did, as a well-thought-of serious documentary filmmaker on subjects like South African gold mining or contemporary Arab slave trade that the American commercial television market hadn’t much use for but that the Europeans ate like candy. He had known that Herr Muller had a production deal with Trans-Global Universal Industries (TUI), one of the highest business levels above Get Real, and that on his occasional trips to the United States he might use Get Real’s facilities for interviews or editing, and in the normal course of events that’s all he would have known.
The day it happened, Herr Muller was in a morning meeting with Babe and, just by coincidence, he and Doug took the same elevator down, Doug on his way to lunch, Herr Muller apparently on his way to a plane, given the large garment bag he carried over one shoulder and the wheeled suitcase he towed behind. Doug knew the man well enough to nod and smile, and Herr Muller did likewise.
When they reached the lobby, all hell had broken loose. The space from the elevators to the revolving doors onto Third Avenue was full of milling querulous people, demanding explanations, being ignored. The doors were blocked by uniformed city police, frisking everybody before letting them leave the building, checking into all handbags and other parcels: a very slow process. Two more policemen by the elevators kept announcing that no one was to go back upstairs. Everybody had taken the elevator down, and everybody would now leave the building. Slowly.
The cops guarding the elevators would not answer any questions, and in fact would say nothing but that nobody was permitted to make a U-turn. It was a bit like rush hour in Hell.
“Well, this is a mess,” Doug said, and looked at Herr Muller to see the man as pale as a white wine spritzer. He really did look as though he might faint. Doug said, “What is it?”
“I cannot be searched,” Herr Muller said. He did not have a marked accent, but the kind of overcareful pronunciation that marked the foreign-born.
Doug was aghast, but in the film business this sort of thing is never entirely impossible. Leaning closer to the ashen man, pitching his voice under the clatter of the crowd, he said, “Drugs?”
“No no!” Herr Muller almost gained strength from the accusation, but then his terror struck him again, and he clutched at Doug’s arm, saying, low but shrill, “It is money. Cash money. Company cash money.”
“Money?”
“A half a million US dollars. I cannot explain such money to the police.” Herr Muller’s hand on Doug’s arm fluttered like an imprisoned butterfly.
Speaking hurriedly, Doug said, “Don’t call attention to us. Get on line, one of the lines here.”
Herr Muller obeyed, but also whimpered, “I cannot be searched.”
Doug said, “But you were gonna take a plane. How can you take that stuff on a plane?”
“We have a relationship with the airline. I am known as a filmmaker. I am never searched.” Looking out ahead at the unfortunately meticulous cops he said, with woebegone fatalism, “I am ruined, you know.”
“Hold on,” Doug said. “Just wait.” And, pulling out his cell phone, he speed-dialed Babe, got through his secretary, and said, “Babe, we got a mess in the lobby.”
“A mess? What kind of mess?”
“Something’s happened, the cops are searching everybody before they let them out of the building.”
“Is Richard Muller there?”
“He’s with me,” Doug said. “He told me about the—I think he’s gonna faint.”
“I am usually stronger than this,” Herr Muller said, but he kept a tight grip on Doug’s arm.
“I’ll be right down,” Babe decided.
Doug said, “No. Don’t do that. The cops aren’t letting anybody back into the elevators. If you come down, they won’t let you back up. Does the company have any influence with the New York police?”
“With street-level cops? Of course not. Doug, they can’t find all that, it’ll get back to the company, it’ll make all kinds of trouble.”
“Well, Herr Muller wouldn’t last long in interrogation, I can tell you that,” Doug said, and beside him, attached to his arm, Herr Muller moaned.
“Doug, it’s up to you,” Babe said. “You’re the only one there, the only one can do anything.”
“Do what?”
“Doug, you’re a producer. Produce something. You’ve thought your way out of bigger jams than this.”
“I have?”
“What if he does faint?”
“Babe, they’d search him before they put him in the ambulance. I don’t—” And then he did. With a sudden sunny smile at the frozen Herr Muller he said, “Oh, yes, I do.”
“You do?”
“I’ll call you later, Babe,” Doug said, broke the connection, and said, “Herr Muller, you work for me.”
Herr Muller looked at him with the tremulous beginnings of hope. “I do?”
“Yes, you do.” Doug found and handed over one of his business cards. “That’s me. I’m doing a reality show now called The Stand, and you work for me, and we’re heading upstate to where they’re shooting the show.”
Herr Muller turned Doug’s card over and over, as though it might contain some important clue to something. “How can this help us?”
“Just let me do the talking,” Doug said. “You’re my assistant, you work for me. Better put that card away.”
It took nearly a quarter hour to get to the revolving doors of the exit, and when they did get there at last Doug pointed at the wheelie bag and said to the cop there, “I don’t want you to get too excited, but we got half a million in play money in there.”
The cop frowned at him. Cops don’t like to have their leg pulled. “Oh, yeah?”
Doug handed over another of his business cards. “I’m with Get Real, a reality show producer, our offices are upstairs here.”
The cop held the card, but eyeballed Doug. “Oh, yeah?”
“We’ve got a show, The Stand, we’re gonna do a gag with play money.”
The next cop over to Doug’s right looked up from his study of a lady’s handbag. “Did you say The Stand?”
“That’s right,” Doug said. “You’ve seen it?”
“A couple times,” this second cop said. “It’s pretty good. It’s about these people upstate, right? They’re selling vegetables.”
“The Finches.”
“That’s right,” the cop said. “Finch. That’s a funny name, Finch.”
“Well, they’re a funny bunch,” Doug said.
The first cop, tone a little softened, said, “So you’ve got fake money in there, for the show?”
Realizing they were actually going to have to do something like this on the show now or risk trouble down the line, Doug said, “Yeah. The stunt is, they’ve been collecting all this cash, make a mortgage payment, and a sudden wind comes up—”
“Oh,” said the lady with the handbag. “That’s terrible.”
“Oh, but it’s all right,” Doug assured her. “They get almost all of it back.”
The first cop said, “Let’s see this money.”
So Herr Muller lay the wheelie on the floor on its back, knelt over it, and unzipped the top. He peeled it back, and they all looked in at five hundred thousand dollars in bright crisp new hundred-dollar bills, the largest denomination now printed by the US Treasury, all of it banded into blocks. They looked damn real.
“Those,” the first cop said, “look damn real.”
“They’re supposed to,” Doug said. “We’ll do close-ups in their hands and all of that.”
The first cop looked at Doug’s clearly legitimate business card. He looked at his fellow cop, now picking through a messenger’s tote bag of documents. He shrugged. “Okay,” he said. “Go on through.”
It turned out later that a big-ticket jeweler on the third floor of the building had been robbed, by two men and two women pretending to be customers. They’d tied up the staff, but one employee got loose almost immediately and phoned the building’s security, who sealed the doors and brought in the city police at double time, so the robbers should still have been inside, though they and the jewelry were never found.
The experience, however, did create a bond between Doug and Babe, who was both grateful and admiring of Doug’s quick-witted cool. The same closeness did not evolve with Herr Muller, who had felt shamed by his weakness and who since then, on his trips to New York, had subtly avoided Doug, as an unhappy reminder of the day that he had failed.
Too shaken to go on with his flight to Europe on that fateful day, Herr Muller had been grateful for an escort and had wanted to go to the company’s building on Varick Street, where, before leaving the cab, he said, “Please tell Babe Tuck I will spend one more night at Combined Tool.”
So here they were again, all of them together on Varick Street, where Babe said, “Roy, are you finished shooting for today?”
“All done,” Ombelen said. “We’ll do the back room scene tomorrow. And Babe, it’s really coming along very well.”
“Glad to hear it,” Babe said, sounding as though he didn’t give a damn. “You and the crew can take off now, I need to talk to our performers a minute.”
“Of course,” Ombelen said.
“And take the stairs down. That’s how we came up, so we wouldn’t make a racket while you were taping.”
“Very nice. Thank you.”
As the others left, Babe led Doug and Herr Muller and the four robbers to the bar set, where they took a couple of adjoining booths and Babe said, “We’ve got it worked out. Gang, this is Richard Muller, he’s got a production company in Munich, he’s gonna hire you for a reality show they’ve got over there. You’ll shoot the show right here, but the company’s over there.”
Andy, the quick one, said, “So this means no Social Security numbers?”
“That’s right,” Babe told him. “And you can call yourself anything you damn please, just so you remember to use the same name every time.”
“And signature,” Herr Muller said.
“That’s right,” Babe said. “Herr Muller has employment forms for you, you put in whatever fairy tales you like, but then it’s got to be your own handwriting for the signature. Muller’s going back to Munich tomorrow, he’ll file the papers, start the production company, and you’re all set. He’ll pay you in cash. US cash.”
Herr Muller said, “Please,” and held a hand up. When he had everybody’s attention, he said, “Do not become arrested while you are in my employ.”
John, the gloomy one, nodded at Herr Muller. “We’ll do our best,” he said.
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AS FAR AS DORTMUNDER was concerned, it didn’t feel at all like the back room at the OJ. For one thing, it was all too clean, and the lights were too bright. And for another thing, nobody at the OJ was moving walls back and forth all the time, so the cameras could get a different slant. And when they talked together at the OJ they said what they wanted to say, not what Marcy thought up.
Well, this was the last of it. They were going along with Doug and Get Real for this one extra day, but now that they knew Muller was clearing out of Combined Tool today, that would be the end of it. Go in that back window tonight—and he would definitely be going in there with them—look the place over for whatever was valuable, leave it behind, then go back in two weeks and clean it out. Finally.
They spent a couple hours on the back room scene Wednesday afternoon, and the television people all seemed pleased by how it came out. Roy Ombelen congratulated them and then said, “You can take the day off tomorrow. Marcy’s working out a little subplot with Darlene and Ray, so we’ll be shooting them tomorrow in Central Park. We’ll want you back here Friday at ten, we’ll do some building exteriors to go along with Ray’s walking on the walls.”
Friday, Dortmunder figured, would probably be a good day to take May and go for a ride on the Staten Island Ferry. She could use a day off, and they hadn’t been to sea for a long time. From the happy smiles he saw on the other members of the gang, he could tell the whole group had plans for Friday that did not involve watching Ray Harbach walk up and down on walls.
People were all just saying so long, see you around, when here came Babe and Muller again, up the stairs. “Hold on,” Babe called, and walked over to say, “I’m glad I caught you. I got something I want you to see.” Turning to Muller, he said, “It’d be more comfortable downstairs, wouldn’t it?”
“Of course,” Muller said. “There is nothing to hide.”
Dortmunder cocked an ear at that. Nothing to hide? Downstairs? What was going on?
Babe explained. “What I’ve got here,” he said, flashing a DVD, “is the first cut of yesterday’s work. It’s just rough, the sound isn’t perfect, there’s no musical stings, but you’ll get the idea. I think you’ll like it.”
Roy Ombelen said, “I can hardly wait to see it.”
“Me, too,” Doug said.
The reality people were very excited now, but what Dortmunder wanted to know was, what downstairs? What nothing to hide?
Babe soon showed them. He led the way to the stairs, then down two flights to the door to Combined Tool. Pressing his palm to the glass eye in the door, he pushed gently and the door said snick and opened inward. Babe entered, switching on room lights, and the others trooped in after him.
We’ve been trying to get in here forever, Dortmunder told himself, and now they just open it up and invite us in. This is not good.
What they had entered was a large pale green living room, stretched most of the way across the front of the building, except where the elevator would go. The windows were clean and soundproofed against the Varick Street tunnel traffic. The furniture was expensive but anonymous, and so were the pictures on the walls, so that the room looked more like an upscale hotel lobby than a living room, except for the television and entertainment area and the wet bar. To add to the hotel lobby impression, a wheeled suitcase stood near the door, with a garment bag draped over it.
As Babe welcomed everybody into the place, telling them to sit down and put their feet up, Dortmunder said to him, “That’s some lock you got on that door.”
“That’s left over,” Babe said. “This location used to be part of a TUI research and development operation. They had a lot of very valuable metals in here, platinum and like that.”
“And secrets,” Muller said.
“That’s right,” Babe agreed. “New technologies, that sort of thing.”
“All in Asia now,” Muller said.
“So now,” Babe said, “it’s mostly used to store the files from those days and take care of our people from overseas when they visit, like Herr Muller here.”
“Or shipments,” Herr Muller said.
Babe shrugged that off. “Oh, sure, the occasional shipment,” he said, and made a little dismissive wave of the hand. “The kind of thing doesn’t need to go through customs. Business stuff. All businesses have their secrets.”
“You know, Babe,” Muller said, glancing very slightly toward the luggage by the door, “this time, perhaps it ought to stay here.”
Babe didn’t want to hear about that. “We’ll discuss it,” he said, curt, closing off that conversation, and turned a more cheerful face to the others. “But the point is, you want to see what you people did yesterday. Everybody take a seat.”
It was a spread-out living room, with all seating angled toward the large flat television screen. Babe grabbed a handful of remotes and got it all fired up, and then inserted the DVD and stepped back, grinning comfortably at the screen.
And there it was: the OJ. Dortmunder looked at it, and couldn’t believe it. Not only did the bar look a lot more real on television than it did in reality, but it looked more like the OJ, the real OJ.
And there they all were, seen from behind, from the side, from above. Never angled enough to show a face, but always making it clear which character was speaking, and always making sure the characters’ personalities came through.
Dortmunder watched himself and Kelp and Tiny and the kid and Rodney the bartender discuss the latest ball scores, and he could almost believe he was watching something that had happened. That was them. The lighting was a little distorted, the shadows a little angular, so that everybody and everything seemed more menacing, tougher, more interesting, but nevertheless still them. Look at that.
And here came Ray and Darlene, he looking like a finger-snapping crook in a Broadway musical, she like the singer in the honky-tonk, and not at all bad to look at. There were greetings, Kelp’s little remarks to Darlene no longer seemed so stupid, and then Ray announced he had news, and asked Rodney for the use of the back room, and it was over.
It had only been about three minutes long, but they all reacted as though they’d been asleep for hours, or maybe it was more like the sleep that goes on for years after you’ve eaten the poisoned apple. In any case, they all roused themselves from lassitude, blinked at one another, and the kid spoke first: “That was neat!”
Babe stood, smiling around at them all, and said, “Doug, I think you have a winner here. We just want to be sure to keep that tone.”
“Oh, I know we can,” Doug said. He was grinning from ear to ear, “Can’t we, Roy?”
“Absolutely,” Ombelen said. “This is very gratifying, fellows. I’ll see you all here at ten a.m. on Friday, day after tomorrow.”
“See you then,” the gang said.
As they all trooped down the stairs, Tiny spoke, only loudly enough for his own group to hear: “A meet, at Dortmunder’s.”
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DOUG WATCHED them go down the stairs, listened to the fire door slam, then closed this upper door and turned to the group, to Babe and Marcy and Ombelen and Muller, now on their feet in the Combined Tool living room, and beamed as he said, “That went very well.”
Babe said, “You notice, the first thing John asked about was the lock on this door here.”
“Well, it is pretty elaborate, Babe. Anybody’s likely to notice it.”
Muller said, “They were all very interested in this place. They wanted to know, what are the secrets here?”
“Well,” Babe said, “what we told them is almost completely true. Secrets that don’t concern any of us here.” Nodding at Muller’s wheelie suitcase, he said, “Except for a little cash going through, every once in a while.”
Muller said, “They might very well be interested in that cash, if they knew it existed.”
“Well, it’s leaving with you today,” Babe said. “And the next time there’s our cash in here is when the Brits wire the gang their payments and we draw it out of the New York bank.” He grinned and spread his hands. “If they want to steal their own pay, they’re welcome to it.”
“But something like that,” Marcy said.
They all looked at her. Babe said, “Something like what?”
“What if,” Marcy said, “they were going along with all this only because they wanted to steal something else?”
Babe frowned. “Like what?”
“I don’t mean for real,” Marcy said. “I mean, in our story line. Could we get that in, get an audience to understand that the gang is agreeing to be filmed only because they really intend to steal something else entirely?”
Babe said, “I keep asking, steal what from us? We don’t have anything useful to them.”
“I don’t know,” Marcy said. “A camera truck? Those are very valuable.”
Scoffing, Babe said, “What are they gonna do with a camera truck? Peddle it under the table to NBC?”
“I don’t know,” Marcy said, “but it would be a nice complication if they meant to steal from us as well as from the storage place. Okay if I think about it a while?”
“Think all you like,” Babe told her.
Doug said, “But, Marcy, I’ll tell you what you do have to think about. Factions.”
Marcy looked abruptly guilty, as though suddenly realizing she hadn’t prepared her homework. “I know,” she said. “I’ll work on that, Doug, I really will.”
Muller said, “Excuse me, I am only an outsider here, but if you do not object to the question, factions? What factions?”
Doug gestured at the television screen where they’d recently watched the snippet of their still-unnamed show. “In that footage,” he said, “they’re all agreeing with one another all the time. There’s no factions, there’s no arguments, there’s no choosing sides. You can’t have drama that way.”
“I see,” Muller said, though he sounded doubtful.
Marcy said, “Doug’s right. They have to struggle toward a consensus, it can’t all be too easy. The only problem is, it seems as though they do all get along. It’s up to me to find a way to get them to disagree about something.”
“You have to,” Doug told her. “We want them fighting with each other. We want some yelling, people waving their arms around. They’re all too happy with one another. We need some conflict.”
“If possible,” Marcy said.
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YOU PEOPLE ARE CRAZY, ” Dortmunder snarled. “You want to do this thing?”
They were seated with beers in Dortmunder’s living room, Dortmunder and Kelp and Tiny and the kid, and to Dortmunder’s appalled disbelief it turned out the rest of them all wanted to go on with the show.
“It’ll be fun,” the kid said, not for the first time, but what would you expect from the kid?
What you would not expect is for Kelp to say, “I thought we looked pretty good on that thing. I want Anne Marie to see it,” referring to his live-in friend.
And what you would really not expect is for Tiny to say, “Whadaya in such a hurry for, Dortmunder? We’re in no hurry to go anywhere.”
“The whole idea,” Dortmunder said, “is go along with these people until we know what our target is, then disappear and wait, then clean them out. That’s the whole idea. That’s what we’re doin all this for. We’re not here to be in a movie.”
“TV show,” Kelp corrected.
“Reality show,” the kid amended.
Tiny said, “Dortmunder, you know as well as I know what was in that bag by the door in there that’s goin out by plane today. Now we know what that place is used for, and we were almost right, it’s for their money courier, but that doesn’t mean there’s money in there all the time, only when they’re moving it. And today they’re moving it, so now there’s nothing in there.”
“Which was the reason to wait,” Dortmunder said. “Disappear, let them start to forget us, then clean them out.”
“John,” Kelp said, “the next time there’s gonna be money in that place it’s gonna be our money, from England. You wanna go steal your own money?”
“Money from wages,” Dortmunder said, “is not the same as the same money from theft. Money from theft is purer. There’s no indentured servitude on it, no knuckling under to whatever anybody else wants, no obedience. It isn’t yours because you swapped it for your own time and work, it’s yours because you took it.”
“Basically, Dortmunder,” Tiny said, “I agree with you. But there’s an extra little spin on it this time.”
“Because it’s fun,” said the one-note kid.
“Also,” Tiny said, “I agree with Kelp. I want Josie to see this thing. I want to tell you, Dortmunder, I’m impressed by every one of us, and that’s also you. I looked at those guys in that back room, I believed them.”
Dortmunder sat back, appalled. “I don’t know what’s happening here,” he said. “You people have completely forgot who and what you are. You want to go down to that place, day after day, and pretend to be, pretend to be I don’t even know what.”
“Ourselves,” Kelp said.
“You don’t have to pretend to be yourself,” Dortmunder said. “You are yourself.”
“But this is fun,” the damn kid said. “John, listen, just relax into it. We’ll do this for a while, and then we’ll get paid something, and then it’ll be over or it’ll stop being fun or whatever, and then we’ll go in and clean them out.”
“We’ll keep an eye on Varick Street,” Kelp said, “until some other time Muller’s staying there, so we’ll know there’s money there, and we’ll know it isn’t ours, and it’ll be just as pure as anything you want.”
Rising, the kid said, “I’ll get us another beer while you guys talk. There’s more beer in the refrigerator, isn’t there, John?”
He took Dortmunder’s sigh for a yes.
Early that evening, he was alone again in the apartment when May came home with her daily donation from Safeway. She reached the living room doorway, looked in, and said, “John? What’s wrong?”
“You won’t believe this, May.”
She said, “Is there time for me to put the groceries down and get a beer?”
There was. When she was back in the living room, in her chair, Dortmunder said, “You think you know people,” and then told her about his day. When he was finished, he said, “So? Whadaya think?”
“What do I think?” She shrugged. “John, honestly, it doesn’t sound that bad.” Smiling, she said, “I’d like to see that show myself. Tell you the truth, it kind of sounds like fun.”
Dortmunder sighed into his beer.
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STAN DIDN’T LIKE having nothing to do, and so, when he had nothing to do, he did something. Wednesday afternoon, while the others were off taping their debuts with the reality people, Stan subwayed from Canarsie to Manhattan, walked over to Varick Street, took up a position across the way from the Get Real building and up at the next corner, leaned against a light post as inconspicuous as a Russian spy in a fifties movie, folded his arms, and waited.
After a while he saw his own group come out of that building and walk away toward Tiny’s limo around the corner, discussing things. He didn’t join them or call to them or anything because he was working his own gag now, single-o.
A while later another limo arrived and the Get Real people came out of the building, including the German guy he’d seen through the Combined Tool back window, who was now lugging a garment bag and a wheelie suitcase. The limo driver stored his stuff in the trunk while the tunnel traffic struggled around them, and then that group was away, too.
Once they were gone, Stan crossed the street, walked down to that building, and entered it by using the dummy key he’d made the last time he was here. Inside, he switched on the overhead fluorescent lights and looked around.
Vehicles, vehicles everywhere. Big ones, little ones, new ones, old ones, valuable ones, junk. Whistling behind his teeth, Stan wandered among all these wheels and used his cell phone to take pictures of the ones he thought might be of interest. He stopped after he’d chosen six, not wanting to be greedy, then picked for tonight’s transportation a relatively modest black Dodge Caliber, mostly because it was pretty close to the garage door and wouldn’t require shifting too many other vehicles around to get it out of here.
The Caliber had apparently been used one way or another in movie- or television-making, because the passenger floor in front was littered with several random screenplay pages and the entire back area was a foot deep in plastic coffee cups and fast food trays. The glove box contained four different lipsticks, a package of condoms, and a cell phone; people are always leaving their cell phones.
Well, all of this would be somebody else’s problem, farther down the line. Stan merely drove the Caliber out to Varick Street, then left it athwart the sidewalk as he ducked back in to close the garage door.
Satisfied with the day’s work, he steered the Caliber down through the Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel and thence by many secondary streets across Brooklyn to Canarsie, pausing along the way to pick up from a closed movie rental place a DVD of Pit Stop (1969, Brian Donlevy, with a cameo from George Barris, famous custom car builder) to watch that night with his Mom.
Leaving the Caliber at the curb on a side street a couple blocks from home, he returned to it Thursday morning to find it was still there, so he drove it onto an even more remote area than Canarsie, a neighborhood—if that isn’t too fancy a word—somewhere out there that was in a way Brooklyn, in a way Queens, and very nearly but not quite, Nassau County.
Along a commercial boulevard of quiet desperation, one particular enterprise, Maximillian’s Used Cars, seemed so natural, so inevitable, it might have grown there, from a seed dropped by a passing asteroid. Under flapping three-sided pennants in bright crayon colors huddled a wan fleet of cars that hadn’t known love for a very long time, despite the whitewashed words bellowing from their windshields: !!!CREAMPUFF!!! !!!ULTRASPECIAL!!! !!!TRIPLE-A-ONE!!! And behind this assembly of sad sacks stood the office, a small pink stucco structure that looked vaguely as though it might have been transplanted from some arid part of inland California.
Stan drove the Caliber—a thoroughbred, in this neck of the woods—past the lot and turned in at the anonymous driveway that would go behind the place. He stopped in an area of tall unkempt weeds beside the white clapboard backs of garages, and got out, taking the Caliber’s keys with him. Stepping through an unlocked gate in a chain-link fence, he followed a shrubbery-flanked path to the rear of the pink office structure. A back door here opened into a gray-paneled office populated by a thin severe hatchet-faced woman typing rapidly on an off-brand computer with a sound like a cocktail party for crickets. She looked up, but didn’t stop typing as she said, “Hello, Stan. Long time.”
Stan, with some amazement, said, “Harriet, Max bought you a computer?”
“The motor vehicle forms are online now,” she said, still cricketing away. “He hated it, he hated the whole idea of it, but then he worked out my taxi fares all the time to the DMV, and this was cheaper.”
Stan nodded. “That must have been a bitter blow.”
“He got so mad,” she said, “he said he was gonna sell the place and retire. I said, ‘From what?’ and he went into his office to sulk.”
“How long ago?”
“About three weeks.”
Stan looked at the closed connecting door to the front office. “You think he’s over it by now?”
She laughed, a mirthless sound. “He’s in there now,” she said, gesturing with her jaw at the connecting door while continuing to cricket. “Go cheer him up.”
“Well, I’ll say hello, anyway,” Stan said, and crossed to step through to the outer office, closing the door behind himself. The cricket sound disappeared.
This office was dominated by its windows, giving a different but no more lovely view out onto the wares under offer. Within, the office was dominated by Max himself, a big old man with heavy jowls and thin white hair, wearing a dark vest hanging open over a white dress shirt smudged across the chest from his habit of leaning forward against his used cars. There was a time when he had smoked cigars, until the doctor told him the cigars were actually smoking him, so he didn’t do that any more, but still kept all the moves, so that people looking at him kept thinking they were missing something.
At the moment, Max was crouched at his desk like a leopard at a water hole, watching the two or three potential customers wandering the lot, their needs perhaps being attended to by Harriet’s nephew, an eager faun in a three-piece suit. Stan observed for a minute, but then, when Max made no move to acknowledge his presence, he forced the issue: “Whadaya say, Max?”
Max exhaled as noisily as if he still smoked those old cigars, dropped back into his swivel chair, continued to glare outward, and said, “I say I don’t like it, that’s what I say.”
“Don’t like what, Max?”
At last Max looked Stan in the eye, and nodded, though not with much satisfaction. “Morning, Stanley.”
“Good morning. What don’t you like?”
For answer, Max glared again out the window. “Any of those birds look like a television person to you?”
“What, a repairman? I don’t think they have those any more.”
“No, a reporter,” Max said, as though the word were synonymous with “dungheap.” “Ever see any of those people on the air?”
Interested, Stan stepped closer to the windows and considered the candidates. “Not unless it was a perp walk,” he decided. “What’s up, Max?”
“Siddown, Stanley, you’ll give me a crook in my neck.”
So Stan sat in the client’s chair and said, “You’ve had a problem with reporters?”
“No, and I don’t want any. But one of these local channels, busybodies, on their six o’clock news, they been doing a deep investigative thing on customers and the people that sell to customers.”
“Aha.”
“If you ask me,” Max said, “what they’re investigating is people that sell to customers without using their crappy TV station for advertising.”
“That makes sense,” Stan said. “You don’t want to bite the hand that feeds you.”
“I wanna bite some hand. They’re goin after all kinds of legitimate businessmen, Stanley. Furniture stores where you don’t pay any money down. That’s a worthy thing, isn’t it?”
“Sounds it.”
“So what if they come to take the stuff back next year and sell it all over again to the next yo-yo? It was never anything but junk anyway.”
“You’re right.”
“And appliance stores, those too,” Max said, “and—you know it—used car dealers.”
Stan nodded. “They been to see you, Max?”
“No, but they hit one in the Bronx, and they hit one in Staten Island, nailed them for perfectly ordinary business practices, but, you know, the stuff that’s difficult to explain to the layman.”
“I know what you mean.”
Max did his best to look pathetic. “Stanley,” he said, “I don’t want to be under scrutiny, you know that.”
“None of us does, Max,” Stan agreed. “It’s like a contagious disease.”
“You know it.”
“Maybe they’ll pick a competitor.”
“Your lips to God’s ear. In fact, I got a couple suggestions, only I’m not about to attract attention.” Max shivered all over, relit his imaginary cigar, and said, “But why should I borrow any trouble? Usually, you come to see me, you got a vehicle, it’s a fine vehicle, only the dog ate the registration.”
“That’s what happens, all right,” Stan agreed.
“Also,” Max said, now smiling on Stan like some son or other close relative in whom he was well pleased, “you understand the ways of the real world, how, when you bring me these orphans, how it costs me out of pocket to bring them back into the world of ordinary commercial trade, which is why there’s gotta be a little discount from book value between us from time to time.”
Stan, who found his cost of raw materials not burdensome, said, “We help each other out, Max, and I appreciate it.”
“So now,” Max said, finished with the emollient of human empathy, “what have you brought me today, Stanley?”
“To begin,” Stan said, “a black Caliber, maybe two years old.”
Max looked at him. “To begin?”
Unpocketing his cell phone, Stan reached it across the desk to show Max the pictures he’d taken. “I can get you,” he said, “one of these a day, as many as you think you like. After that, maybe a few more, who knows?”
Max took the phone and scrolled through the pictures, then frowned at Stan. “What’d you do?” he asked. “Follow them to their nest?”
“Where they are now,” Stan said, “they’re kind of goin to waste. They were used on TV shows, but now they’re just like in storage, like an old costume.”
“TV shows?” Max didn’t like that. “Stanley, I don’t want somebody from television news to come in here and recognize one of these vehicles. Hey, I used to drive that, call the cops.”
“Not that kind of TV,” Stan assured him. “Nothing to do with the news, these are reality people, they don’t come to the outer boroughs.”
“If you’re sure.”
“I’m sure. And these cars, I think they’ll be happier out and about in the world.”
“You’re a very thoughtful boy.” Handing back the phone, he said, “I’ll give a new home to every one of these, you pick the rotation. You want I should run a tab?”
“Oh,” Stan said, carelessly, “I think pay as you go is easier, you know. Less paperwork. We look at each of these when I bring it in, we tell each other what we think it’s worth, we come to an agreement, and then I’ll take the cash. Simple. Friendly.”
“Some do it that way,” Max agreed, as though it didn’t much matter one way or the other. Heaving himself to his feet, he said, “Well, let’s look at your first episode.” But then he stopped, to stare out the window again. In some astonishment, he said, “Look at that.”
Stan looked. The new customer who’d just joined the random molecules slowly crisscrossing the lot was a huge man with a huge black beard and a whole lot of woolly black hair. He was dressed in a kind of muted orange muumuu, so that he looked mostly like the king of the apricots.
“Wow,” Stan said. He meant it as a compliment.
Leaning forward over the desk, hissing toward the window, Max said, “Could he be undercover?”
“As what? A blimp?” Stan shook his head. “Come on, Max, lemme show you the car.”
But Max was still staring out the window. “Look what he’s doing.”
The new arrival had taken a big interest in a Volkswagen Rabbit, not a particularly big car. Stan said, “What’s he gonna do with that?”
The big man opened the Rabbit’s driver-side door. Before Harriet’s nephew could get there to discuss the situation, he’d started to insert himself behind the wheel.
“That’s not gonna work,” Max said.
The man kept squeezing and twisting himself farther and farther into the Rabbit. Stan said, “Is he gonna drive it or wear it?”
“If he can’t take it off,” Max said, “he’s bought it. Let them work it out for themselves, Stanley, come show me what you brought.”
So off they went to have a look at Stan’s ex-Caliber.
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THIS TIME it WAS REAL. Darlene knew it, and she knew Ray knew it, too, so they both knew it. At long last love, the real thing.
And to think it was all because of a reality show. The irony of it. To find true love in such an artificial setting, it just went to show, didn’t it? You never knew what was going to happen, you just never did.
It all began on the Thursday, the second day of taping, when the gang got the day off while Darlene and Ray and Marcy and Roy Ombelen and the tape crew went to Central Park to work out some improv, which was just simply fun to do. Inject some of your own personality, your own feelings, your own ideas, into the story line.
The setup was this: Ray, the wall-walking specialist of the gang, had recently met Darlene and had wanted to show her off to the guys, but when he did, the contrast between her nearly fresh innocence (it’s all in the acting) and their jaded disbelief (no acting required) had shown him his life in a whole new light.
So they’d gone off to Central Park together, that was the idea, to be away from the others, unobserved, so they could talk things over. What was their relationship, really? (In reality show terms, that is.) What was their future? Did they have a future together?
They spent most of that day filming all over the park, with all the necessary permits, that was part of what made the day so special and so much fun and so liberating. They rowed a boat together on the lake, they wandered together in the Ramble, they watched the joggers endlessly circling the reservoir (without joining them, although Marcy would have dearly loved it if they had), they walked around Belvedere Castle, they observed the imposing stone buildings that stood like sentinels in long straight rows all around the periphery of the park, and they talked it all out, coming to several different conclusions in the course of several different takes of each sequence, because Roy wanted to keep his options open. (At that time, so did Ray.)
And they shared one brief tentative tremulous kiss, late in the day, on the path beside the Drive, surrounded by taxis and hansom cabs and joggers and bicyclists, all of whom, this being New York, ignored the smoochers in their midst.
And then they all went home, walking out of the park, Darlene and Ray and the others, and they didn’t even hold hands. But they knew, they both knew, and a little later that evening they confirmed their knowledge.
Ray had a very nice apartment in a small old gray stone building on West Eighty-fifth Street, pretty near Central Park, a third-floor walk-up, at the back, large living and bedrooms, very modern kitchen and bath. He was after all a financially successful actor, in everything from off-off-Broadway Strindberg revivals to Christmas-season electric shaver commercials. He was also a member of three actors’ unions, SAG, AFTRA and Actors’ Equity, which was too poor to have an acronym.
The show didn’t need them any more that week, so they spent all that time in Ray’s apartment, getting to know one another from every angle. He had a callback for an incontinence commercial Friday afternoon (he didn’t get it), and she spent that time searching the place for secrets, careful to leave no traces. She didn’t find any secrets, which was both pleasing and a little disappointing, and rewarded Ray on his return (also making up to him for the incontinence rejection) by some very special attention.
By Sunday night, sticking close to Ray’s place, they’d ordered out Thai, Italian, Mexican, Brazilian, and Bangladeshi. Monday morning they were expected back at Varick Street at ten o’clock, when Marcy would tell them where their story line was going. Ray’s shower was above the bathtub, which meant it was plenty big enough for them to shower together, again, which made them a little later leaving the apartment than they’d planned, but they were lucky in catching an immediate subway downtown and were hardly late for the call at all.
With everybody assembled on the OJ bar set, Doug was still giving them all today’s pep talk, prior to Marcy unclosing the future to them, when the sudden clank-and-broowwrrr of the damn elevator started again. Doug, already stressed and irritated by the responsibilities of reality, loudly said a couple of things his father wouldn’t have said in front of the ladies, and then the elevator snarl stopped and here came Babe again, this time accompanied by the stone-faced personnel man, Sam Quigg.
“Babe?” Doug called, no longer showing his irritation; in fact, showing a desire to be of use somehow, if a use for him could be found. “What’s up, Babe?”
For answer, Babe stopped flat-footed in front of them all, arms akimbo, as he raked them in a turning pivot of rage, like a big cannon on a battleship, and grated, “This show is canceled. Shut it down.”
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DORTMUNDER COULDN’T believe it. Again? Now what? Over the last week, he and the others had gotten used to this weird business. Dortmunder was still basically opposed to the whole thing, he assured himself of that, but there was just something about actually doing it. It was fun in some sort of unexpected way, and it drew you in.
For instance, last week they kind of took the show on the road. All of them except Ray, since there was to be no actual planning or wall-walking involved, went to a real pawnshop and talked to a real pawnbroker, who wasn’t like old suspenders-wearing pawnbrokers in the movies, but was some kind of Asian guy, very thin, who talked very fast with a hard click-like thing at the end of every word. He thought what they were doing was hilarious, and he kept cracking up with high-pitched giggles, his whole face scrunched around his laughing mouth. Marcy and Doug kept at him to stay serious, to remember the actual cash money they’d be paying him, and eventually he did settle down enough so they could get through it.
But it wasn’t any good. That is, it wasn’t any good on purpose. The whole point of the week was that Tiny knew this pawnbroker, so they all went over to talk with him (taxi scenes, with Tiny all over the front seat, and another reason not to include Ray), because this pawnbroker would be willing to take whatever it was they would be removing from the storage company.
But then it turned out he was only willing to take the stuff on consignment, and consignment was not going to cut it. Thieves don’t work on consignment. Thieves obtain the goods, they sell the goods, they take cash on the barrelhead. That’s why they finish with such a small percentage of the value of whatever they’ve taken, which was all right, because it meant they had something where they had nothing before.
So the pawnshop guy didn’t work out, at least in terms of what Doug kept calling the arc of the story. But in terms of what they were really doing, the pawnshop did exactly what it was supposed to do. Face it, in truth, if you and a group of friends decide to knock over this or that, what you do, you discuss it once (the OJ back room scene), you case the place (scout the location, in Doug’s term), you go in and get whatever it is and bring it out, and if it isn’t cash you discuss it with a fence, and that’s it. Over and done with.
There’s no way to get a whole television season out of a scenario like that, which is why the fertile little brain of Marcy was called upon to find frustrations and interruptions and roadblocks along the way. For a whole season, they’d start to plan the job, they’d move along setting it up, and then Marcy would throw a monkey wrench into the works, so that off they’d go back to the OJ for another confab.
That’s part of what made this whole thing strangely interesting: you never actually did anything, you just kept planning to. And at some point every day you’d sit in front of a television set and watch what you did yesterday, and agree you weren’t half bad. None of them; they were none of them half bad.
But here comes Babe again, with his shut it down you’re canceled. So now what’s up?
Doug voiced the question for them all: “Babe? Now what’s up? What’s gone wrong?”
“These people,” Babe snarled, pointing at them all, “are thieves. They’re rotten thieves.”
Doug, sounding as bewildered as everybody else, said, “Of course they are, Babe. That’s why they’re here.”
“They’re stealing,” Babe snapped at him, “from us.”
“The storage business,” Doug agreed. “Yes, we know, we—”
“Cars,” Babe said.
In that instant, Dortmunder knew. And without looking at the others, he knew they also knew. Stan was going freelance.
Doug, who didn’t share this knowledge, said, “Cars? Babe, what are you talking about?”
Now, Babe pointed floorward. “At least four of the vehicles downstairs,” he said, “are missing. One of them was needed for a show yesterday, and when the driver got here it was gone.”
“Oh, guys,” Marcy cried, heartstruck. “You wouldn’t.”
“We didn’t,” Dortmunder said.
Babe said, “We have people coming downtown to do an inventory, find out exactly how many these people took.”
“Not us,” Dortmunder said.
Babe didn’t even bother to look at him. “I know there’s no honor among thieves,” he told Doug, “but this goes too far. We’re paying them, Doug, Each and every one of them has twenty-four hundred dollars out of us already.”
“Less taxes,” Kelp said, sounding bitter. “I don’t know where that money’s going.”
Doug turned to this new problem. “We talked about this, Andy,” he said. “It’s true your money’s coming from out of the country, but US citizens have to pay income tax no matter where they’re working, or where they get paid. You understood that, you agreed with it.”
“And,” Babe said, ice-cold, “it doesn’t make up for stealing our cars when you’re supposed to be cooperating with us.”
“Not us,” Dortmunder repeated.
Kelp pointed at Dortmunder and said to Babe, “He’s right, you know. It wasn’t us.”
Babe put hands on hips and lowered his head at Kelp. “Are you going to try to tell me,” he said, “you and your friends here didn’t rig the front door, and the back door, too, for some reason, so you could get in and out of this building whenever you want?”
“Of course we did,” Kelp said.
Dortmunder said, “Sure we did. That’s what we do.”
Now Babe managed to glare at the entire crew of them at once. “You admit it?”
“That’s how it works,” Kelp said. “You never go into a place unless you know how to get back out again. It’s called an exit strategy.”
Dortmunder explained, “You never want to be in a box with only one way out.”
Kelp said, “We rigged the roof door, too, did you know that?”
“What?” Babe could not hide his astonishment. “You can’t take cars out the roof!”
“We don’t take cars anywhere,” Dortmunder said. “The only time we take a car is when we need transportation to where we’re gonna take what we’re gonna take.”
Darlene suddenly announced, “Well, Ray and I didn’t take any old cars.” She sounded as though she couldn’t decide if she were angry or weepy. “We have alibis,” she told the world. “We both have alibis. We alibi each other every second.”
“Darlene,” Ray said, a note of caution in his voice.
Doug said, “Darlene, nobody thinks you or Ray did anything you weren’t supposed to.”
“And neither did we,” Kelp said. “Maybe even more so.”
Babe was beginning to look bedeviled. “If you people didn’t take those cars,” he said, “and I don’t believe that for a second, but if you didn’t take them, who did? Who else would?”
“Babe,” the kid said, surprising everybody. When Babe met his look, he said, “How many people have keys to this building?”
Babe frowned at him. “I have no idea,” he said. “So what?”
“A hundred?” the kid asked. “A thousand?”
Now Babe did try to think about it, and shrugged. “Probably more than a hundred,” he said. “Certainly less than a thousand.”
And the kid said, “And you trust every one of them?”
Exasperated, Babe said, “I don’t even know every one of them. What difference is that supposed to make?”
“There’s all those cars down there,” the kid said. “Just sitting there. Mostly, nobody cares about them. They’ve got the keys in them, Babe. More than one hundred people know they’re there.”
Babe shook his head. “And why,” he said, “did it just happen to happen now, when you people are in the building? Free run of the goddam building.”
“Well,” the kid said, “if I was working up in your midtown offices, and I knew all these cars were down here, and I had a key to the building, and I knew you were working down here with this gang of criminals, wouldn’t I think maybe this would be the perfect time for a new set of wheels?”
Troubled, Babe looked at Doug. Troubled, Doug looked at Babe.
Dortmunder said, “The fact is, we all live right here in Manhattan. We’re not going anywhere that needs cars. Four cars? I don’t even need one car.”
Doug said, “Babe? I think they’re telling the truth, I really do. What’s the advantage to them? And look at all the great footage we got.”
Babe could be seen to waver. “I don’t know,” he said.
“I do,” Tiny said. Turning to Dortmunder, he said, “This isn’t working. We seen ourselves on the little screen, we got our twenty-four hundred except for the taxes, it’s time to get out of here. We got some real capers we could work on. No more of this make-believe.”
The kid said, “I think Tiny’s right.”
Stricken, Doug said, “No! John? Andy? You don’t want to give up, do you?”
“As a matter of fact,” Kelp said, “and now that the kid brought it up, I think I do.”
Dortmunder suddenly felt lighter, in all his parts. It was as though a low-grade fever he’d had, that he hadn’t even realized he was suffering from, had broken. They’d done a lot of this reality thing, they knew how it worked, who needed any more of it? “I think,” he told Doug gently, “I think what you got here is an extremely short reality series.”
Babe said, “Now hold on. There are contracts involved here. Obligations.”
“Take us to court,” Kelp advised. Turning to Dortmunder, he said, “Ready, John?”
“Never more.”
Darlene had now apparently figured out which way she was going: teary. “Oh, please,” she wailed. “You can’t stop now. We did so much great footage. You should see Ray and me on the lake in Central Park, it’s the sweetest thing you ever saw in your entire life.”
“That really was a terrific scene, John,” Ray said. “If you saw that scene, you’d definitely want to keep going with this show.”
“Then it’s a good thing,” Dortmunder said, “I didn’t see it. Good-bye, Doug.”
Kelp said, “What is it people say? It’s been real.”
The four of them headed for the stairs. Behind them, Doug cried, “But what if we sweeten the pot? Why don’t you guys get an agent? John! How do we keep in touch?”
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MONDAY AFTERNOON, Stan decided it was time to let the rest of the guys in on what he’d learned down on Varick Street. It was going to be a blow to them, it was going to dash a lot of their hopes, but they’d be better off knowing it sooner rather than later. Stan hated to be the bearer of bad news, but he really had no choice.
The fact is, there was no caper there, not on Varick Street. Last night, having time on his hands and a little curiosity that had been building for quite a while now as to the contents of the rooms in Knickerbocker Storage, Stan had paused before removing that lovely pink Chevy Corvette from the ground floor to go upstairs, ease his way into a couple of the storage rooms, and just have a look at what they might be taking with them on the night.
Which turned out to be nothing. Crap. Wicker hampers full of old clothes, some of them clean. Tired scratched equipment for every known sport. Girly magazines from the fifties, for God’s sake. Boxes of framed photos of weddings; how many times should you get married before you’re ready to stop keeping a record? In a word: no dice.
It was only right to tell the guys. Their smart move, once he brought them up to speed on this, was to quit that reality series and get back to the real world. Out there somewhere, there was still dishonest work to be done.
He himself would be hitting Varick Street just one more time, to pick up that nice green Subaru Forester with the camera mountings replacing the front passenger seat, a minor flaw that he knew Maximillian’s crack garage crew would have no trouble eliminating. But all that would be much later tonight; between now and then, it was time to make a meet.
When he tried, he couldn’t manage to make contact with any of them directly, which meant they were all still laboring away in the vineyards of reality, but he did get to leave messages for them, after one false start.
The false start was that, the first time he phoned John, there was nobody home at all, and of course John wouldn’t know an answering machine if it reared up and spat him in the eye, which it would. But then, when he called Andy’s place, the phone was answered by Anne Marie, Andy’s live-in friend, and after he identified himself and they used a minute in small talk he said, “Would you tell Andy I wanna get the guys together, I got some news for them they’re gonna wanna know.”
“Sure, Stan. Where and when?”
“I think we need to visit the OJ at ten,” Stan said. “Kind of like a reentry portal to the actual world.”
“I’ll tell him,” she promised, and he went on to call Tiny’s number, where J. C.’s answering machine said, “This is the J. C. Taylor voice mail. Mr. Taylor is unavailable at this moment. Your call is important to us, so please leave your name and number after the beep. And have a nice day. Or night.”
Giving this machine the same message he’d given Anne Marie, Stan added, “I don’t think the kid has a voice mail, so maybe, Tiny, you can tell him what’s what. And if any of us finds himself in a living room somewhere, maybe we oughta pick up an answering machine for him. It would be a nice thing to do, and he’d actually use it.”
After that, he paused for a refreshing beer, tried John’s number again, and this time got May, whose, “Hello?” was delivered on such a rising curve of mistrust that he hastened to say, “It’s Stan, May, how you doing, it’s just me, Stan.”
“Oh, hi, Stan. We haven’t seen you for a while.”
“I been working different parts of the street from the rest of the guys,” Stan said. “But I picked up some info here and there that I think everybody oughta know, so I’m asking people to make a meet tonight at the OJ at ten.”
“I’ll tell John,” she promised. “You’re sounding good, Stan, How’s your Mom?”
“Terrific,” Stan said. “She’s out with her cab right now, but she’ll be back pretty soon.”
“Tell her I said hi. And I just got back from the Safeway, so what I’m gonna do is sit down and put my feet up.”
“Good idea,” Stan said. “I’ll probably do the same.”
Five in the afternoon. All over town, people were sitting down and putting their feet up. Stan, too.
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WHEN DORTMUNDER WALKED into the OJ at ten that night, Rollo was off to the right end of the bar, in conversation with a tourist. There were many ways to tell he was a tourist, such as the binoculars and camera both hanging from straps around his neck, the sunglasses pushed up onto his forehead, the many-pocketed camouflage jacket with the maps jutting out of most of the pockets, his pants cuffs tucked into the top of his heavy-duty hiking boots, and the fact that he was trying to pay for his beer in euros.
Rollo was having none of it. “We only do American money,” he explained. “It isn’t worth much, but we’re used to it.”
“%#&_#&%$*@ @¼&%#$,” said the tourist, and went on holding out the colorful little piece of paper.
Meanwhile, to the left end of the bar, the regulars were discussing the Internet. “It’s the biggest scam in the world,” one of them was saying. “I mean, why go through all that? The first thing you gotta do, even before you start, you gotta go out and put good cash money right down and buy this adding machine kind of thing.”
“Computer,” a second regular suggested. “They call it a computer.”
“Sure,” said the first. “And what does it compute? It’s an adding machine.”
“Well,” said the second regular, “I think it’s more than that. I mean, I don’t know this myself, but the way I understand it, this machine connects to everything everywhere. Somehow.”
“So?” said the first regular. “My phone connects to everything everywhere. My television connects with everything everywhere.”
A third regular now joined the discussion, saying, “Just last week I got a wrong number from Turkey. The guy wanted me to reverse the charges. I told him what to reverse.”
Meanwhile, the tourist, still waving his euro, was now trying blandishment. “&%$&&@*+, &&%$)**,” he wheedled, with what he apparently hoped was a winning smile.
It lost. “If it isn’t green,” Rollo said, “I got no use for it. Pass that thing at the UN or somewhere.”
To the left, a fourth regular had joined the conversation, while Dortmunder waited patiently in the middle, resting his forearms on the bar, reading the labels on the bottles across the back, remarking to himself how few of them he thought he’d be able to pronounce. This fourth regular began by announcing, “It’s all another government giveaway to the big farm interests, like those subsidies and pushed-up crop prices and all that stuff. If you do sign on to this Internet thing, you know what they make you do? You gotta sign up for shipments of salty meat!”
The second regular veered around as though he’d just seen an iceberg. “You do?”
“It’s true,” the fourth regular insisted. “I read about it, I read about it a couple times. People got all this meat, they don’t know what to do with it.”
The first regular, doubtful, said, “I think you got something wrong in there.”
“No way, Jose.”
The first regular lowered an eyebrow. “Do I look Hispanic to you?”
“I dunno,” the fourth regular said, undaunted. “Lemme see you dance the mambo.”
“Keep it down over there,” Rollo said. Many years of experience had taught him the precise moment for a calm but firm intervention.
The fourth regular kept his mouth open, but perhaps spoke something different from what he originally intended. “All I know is,” he said, “the government’s overdoing all this crap. They’re intruding on everybody’s lives. They’re sticking their nose in everywhere.”
“The camel under the tent,” said the third regular, the one with the pal in Turkey.
This comment was met with such a profound silence that Dortmunder could clearly hear that the tourist had now decided to get on his high horse and was demanding his rights, or respect, or a fair hearing, or a retrial, or something, all in a firm voice punctuated by a fingertip, from the hand not holding the euro, bonk-bonk-bonking the bar. “%#$&&,” he said. “*&+@%%$# %&*++%$, $%#&@1/4**& $%& +*%$# *$%&$+@@.”
Rollo at this point held up a hand palm outward in the universal traffic-cop sign for “stop.” “Hold on,” he told the tourist. “I got an actual customer here, one that doesn’t deal in wampum.” Turning to Dortmunder, he said, “You’re the first.”
“We’re five tonight,” Dortmunder told him.
“I know, the beer and salt told me. Let me give you the makings for you and the other bourbon.”
During this exchange, the regulars had been wondering if a blog was something you could catch and the tourist was giving Dortmunder the fisheye as though suspecting somebody around here was trying to jump the line.
If so, it was successful. Rollo slid the tray with the glasses and the ice and the Amsterdam Liquor Store Bourbon—“Our Own Brand”—along the bar to stop in front of Dortmunder, but then he said, “Hold on.”
“Hold on?”
Rollo was looking over Dortmunder’s shoulder, so Dortmunder turned and here came Tiny and the kid. “Just in time,” Dortmunder said.
“Which means somebody’s late,” Tiny commented.
The tourist didn’t like it that an entire crowd seemed to have taken his place at center stage, but he was bewildered as to what to do about it. Holding up his euro to show it to the three of them, he said, “&%*$*@, &*$@+ *&%*+,” his manner now showing a plea for international friendship here, some common fellowship, human understanding.
Tiny reached out and tapped the tourist on the binoculars. The tourist flinched, and looked alarmed. Tiny told him, “What you want to do is, when in Rome, don’t be Greek.”
The tourist blinked. All languages, even his own, seemed to have deserted him.
Rollo, having been busy, slid Tiny his bright red drink and said to the kid, “What’ll it be tonight?”
“Well, I think I’d just like a beer,” the kid said.
Rollo, deadpan, gave Dortmunder a lightning-fast look that said, “I believe our little boy is growing up,” then turned and drew a draft as Dortmunder picked up his tray and Kelp, arriving, said, “I’m a little late, let me carry that.”
“Yes,” Dortmunder said, and, empty-handed, led the way toward the regulars, who were now trying to figure out if the Internet could look back at you.
“Wait a second,” Kelp said.
So they all stopped, and Kelp turned to the regulars to say, “The answer is yes. Just a little while ago there’s a woman right here in New York City, she works for the Apple Store, you know, the computer store, and somebody burgled her apartment and took a lot of stuff including her home computer. Now, she’s very savvy about computers, and she knew a way, from another computer, how she could talk to her computer and tell it to take pictures of where it found itself. So it did, and there’s the two guys who boosted it, so she took their pictures down from the other computer and gave them to the cops, and pretty soon the cops got the perps and the woman got her computer and her other stuff back, and the moral of that story is, do not commit a crime anywhere near the Internet.”
Kelp nodded at them, to be sure they’d followed his story, and then said to the others, “Okay, let’s go.” And the four of them took off around the regulars, who were sitting in a row there now like an aquarium full of thunderstruck fish, and on down the hall, where the kid said, “Andy, that’s cool. Did that really happen?”
“Yes,” Kelp said. “And let it be a lesson to you.”
Solemn, the kid held up his beer glass in a toast to lessons learned. “It is,” he said.
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AROUND THE BACK ROOM TABLE, they sorted themselves by order of appearance, Dortmunder facing the door, Tiny and the kid flanking him with their oblique views toward the door, Kelp first closing the door and then taking the chair beyond the kid, with its oblique view away from the door.
As they settled into their places Tiny said, “Stan is the one called this meet, and Stan is the one that isn’t here. I call this rude.”
Dortmunder said, “There’s probly an explanation.”
Tiny lowered a brow at him. “You always think the best of everybody,” he accused.
“Not always,” Dortmunder said, and the door opened and Stan came in.
“Uh-huh,” Tiny said.
Stan, closing the door, saw he had a choice between the chair next to the irritated Tiny or the chair with its back fully to the door. As he hesitated over these selections, he said, “Sorry I’m late, but I got an explanation.”
“I thought you would,” Dortmunder said.
Stan put his beer and his salt on the table and his body on the chair next to Tiny. “This time a year,” he said, “you got your tourists, that flood just picking up, you got your Europeans with their luxury apartments in Manhattan just opening them up for the new season, you even got your American travelers wanna see is New York as scary as their uncle said. So this time a year,” he concluded, “I don’t take the Belt Parkway. It’s fulla sightseers that don’t know how to drive in New York. Or anywhere else.”
Kelp said, “This is the explanation?”
“This is the preamble,” Stan told him. “I just want you to know I know what I’m doing. So on city streets, I know where the construction is, I know where the national pride day parades are, I know where the strikes and the demonstrations are, so I pick my route. Tonight, I come up Flatlands and Pennsylvania and Bushwick and the LIE to the Midtown Tunnel, because inbound isn’t that bad in the evening hours, and then up the FDR to Seventy-ninth and through the park. This is the plan.”
“This isn’t a plan,” Tiny said. “This is a travelogue.”
Dortmunder said, “Tell us, Stan. What went wrong?”
“It’s all working,” Stan said. “I’m all the way to Manhattan, I’m on the FDR. There’s pretty thick traffic, but it’s moving along. I’m in the middle lane and I see, maybe three cars up in the right lane, this Honda that the left front wheel comes off.”
That got everybody’s attention. Kelp said, “What? It just fell off and lay on the ground?”
“Hell, no,” Stan said. “It kept going. And the Honda has this balance, so it keeps going, too. But the wheel’s going faster than the cars, and when the guy driving the Honda sees this wheel pull out in front of him, he panics.”
Tiny nodded. “Many would,” he said.
“So he hit the brakes,” Stan said. “And there goes his equilibrium. He’s doing fifty, his left front hits the roadway, all at once he looked like six Hondas going in six different directions all at once, including straight up. It was like a dance, only fast. And now everybody else’s hitting the brakes, and the Honda’s all over the road, and when it finally stops it’s blocking all three lanes, with parts falling off and scattered around the general neighborhood. All the traffic from behind is pressing way up, there’s no way to go forward, and there’s no exit anywhere near there. We’re stopped.”
The kid said, “What happened to the wheel?”
“It kept going,” Stan said. “It was in front of the crash, so it just kept going. Unless it took the Triborough it’s in Westchester by now.”
Dortmunder said, “What about the guy in the Honda?”
“Well, I guess he’s all right,” Stan said, “only the Honda has kind of closed around him so he can’t get out. Eventually they had to cut him out, so that was another delay.”
The kid said, “Who cut him out? The cops?”
“No,” Stan said. “The cops got there first and just stood around and made phone calls. Then the ambulance, that can’t do anything because this guy’s like a canned ham and they still gotta open the can. Then the fire department shows up and they got this special machine for opening up vehicles at times like this that things have gone a little worse than usual.”
“Well,” Dortmunder said, “there was no way you could plan for that.”
Stan said, “Oh, you can plan for anything, that doesn’t matter. The point is, though, they finally got us outa there and the rest of it was a snap. Even the bicycles popping wheelies on the park transverse weren’t a problem. But I’m late, and I’m sorry, and that’s the reason.”
“And you got,” Tiny said, “something to tell us.”
“Yeah, that’s why we’re here.”
Kelp said, “We also got something to tell you, but you called the meet, so you go first.”
“Okay,” Stan said. “While you guys’ve been playing with the reality people, I’ve been dropping into Varick Street a little later at night.”
“We know that,” Kelp said.
“Oh, yeah?” Stan shrugged and said, “Well, anyway, last night I decided to take a look at Knickerbocker Storage, and I know that’s what we got our hopes fixed on, now that the cash for Europe thing doesn’t work out, but the truth is it’s no good. I hate to tell you this, guys, because I know you’re counting on it, but there’s just no caper there.”
“That’s funny,” Kelp said. “That’s the same news we were gonna tell you.”
“Not that funny,” Tiny said.
Stan said, “So you guys saw it, too, all that crap in the storage place?”
“No,” Kelp said. “We didn’t look in there. That was always supposed to be the fake thing anyway, so we could go after the cash going to Europe. But that didn’t work either, so finally we just walked off.”
“We walked off,” Tiny said, “because we were accused of stealing cars.”
“Oh,” Stan said.
Kelp said, “If you planned to go back there tonight, bring a toothbrush.”
“So that’s over, is what you’re saying,” Stan said. “The whole reality thing. And we all knew it at the same time. So now what we got to do is figure out what we are gonna do.”
Kelp said, “Anybody got any prospects? Anything might help?”
Stan said, “Hold that for a minute. All that storytelling, I used up my beer.” Rising, he said, “Anybody else? Kid?”
“Sure,” the kid said.
“Tiny?”
“I’m okay,” Tiny said.
Kelp said, “John and me, we’ve got this bottle.”
“Fine,” Stan said. “I’ll be right back.”
Holding his empty glass, he turned and opened the door, and Doug was standing there. Doug’s anxious expression switched to pleased surprise and he said, “Stan! When’d you get back?”
Stan closed the door.
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NO. THEY COULDN’T DO THAT. They couldn’t just ignore him, could they? Doug stared at the closed door, right there in front of his nose, and he couldn’t believe it. He’d seen them, the four guys sitting around the table just exactly like the OJ back room footage they’d shot, plus Stan right there in the doorway, and the next thing, Stan slams the door. Right in front of him.
They can’t do that. They can’t pretend they’re not in there, not after he saw them. Did they think he’d just go away? Well, he wouldn’t go away. He couldn’t go away. He needed those guys. He needed The Heist, now more than ever.
When he’d discovered, this afternoon, how circumstances had changed, and how much he now needed The Heist to get itself up and running again, he’d tried to think of some way to get back in touch with the guys. He’d known immediately there would be no gain in trying to work through Stan’s Mom. She’d just brush him off and promise to pass on a message and then go out and drive her cab some more.
He couldn’t have that. He needed to talk to the guys themselves, he needed to explain to them what dire straits he was in, call on their better natures, convince them to come back to The Heist, no matter what. But how could he reach them?
When all of a sudden he’d thought of the OJ, the real OJ up there on Amsterdam Avenue, and realized that place was almost certainly going to go on being their hangout, because people are creatures of habit and like to go back to where they’ve already been comfortable, he wondered, very briefly, if he dared go there and lie in wait for them. It was brief because what choice did he have?
But would that be going over a line, somehow, moving into some private space of theirs, slipping into the completely unacceptable? Would he be testing the limits of their nonviolence if he were suddenly to appear among them at their own personal OJ?
Well, it didn’t matter, he just had to do it. So he made himself come to the OJ tonight a little after ten, half-hoping this would not be a night when they were present here, and when he walked into the place he saw the bartender in patient but apparently indecisive conversation with a foreign person who appeared to be unequipped in English. This distraction had made it easy for Doug to slide on by the chattering habitués at the left end of the bar and hurry down the hall to that closed back room door. When he leaned against it, ear to the old wood, he could just hear the murmur of voices, but not what they were saying.
They were here! His heart pounding, Doug tried to decide what to do. Should he just barge in on them and hope to talk fast enough so they’d understand his problem before they threw him out? Or should he simply knock on the door, like any normal visitor, which might provoke who knew what kind of response? Or should he leave them their private space and go back out to the bar and take a table there and order a drink—yes to that part—and wait for them to come out, in hopes that then and there he could talk to them, persuade them, convince them?
It was an impossible situation. He stood there, indecisive, trying to find some ray of hope in any of the options before him, stood there who knows how long, and all of a sudden the door opened, and there was Stan, of all people, with the other four seated at the table behind him. Doug had greeted Stan with honest surprise and pleasure, and Stan had responded by slamming the door in his face. (Well, closing the door, but still.)
He had to go forward. He could not retreat. And he could not simply wait for them to open this door again; that might be hours from now. He had to force the issue, dammit, force the issue. Firmly he reached out and turned the knob and opened the door.
They were all seated now, at all the chairs except the one with its back to Doug. “Guys, I’m sorry I—” Doug started, and all five of them reared back to point in various directions and tell him in various loud and pungent ways to get lost.
“I need you guys!” he cried. “I’m in terrible trouble. Please, just listen to me. Let me tell you what happened.”
Something in his desperate manner caught their attention, if not their interest, or their sympathy. They looked at one another, and then Tiny said, “You wanna tell us a story.”
“A story? I—” Then he nodded, quickly. “That’s right,” he said. “I want to tell you a story.”
“Then you go back out there,” Tiny said, “and you tell Rollo, you came here to see what the boys in the back room will have, and they will have another round. And these two will have another bottle. All on you.”
“Oh, I know that,” Doug said, but couldn’t resist adding, “all on the production. No problem. I’ll be right back.”
When he hurried out to the bar, the foreign gentleman was gone and the bartender was picking up random glasses from the backbar, wiping them a little bit with a small towel, and putting them down again. Doug caught his attention, made his request, handed over his credit card, got it back, and the bartender slid over to him a tray containing a bottle that claimed to contain bourbon, two draft beers, a glass of gin and tonic and ice and lemon peel (his own addition), and a glass of red liquid that was undoubtedly not cherry soda.
“Tell them I’ll grab the trays later,” the bartender said.
“I will. Thank you.”
The tray was too heavy and too tippy to carry one-handed, so Doug carried it in two hands, which, at the other end of the hall, meant the only way to deal with the door was not to knock on it but to kick it, which seemed aggressive but couldn’t be avoided. So he kicked it, gently, and Stan, on his feet again, opened to him and said, “Good. That’s good. You did good. Sit there.”
So he sat with his back to the door and said, “I really appreciate this, fellas.”
“Tell us the story,” Tiny said.
“All right.” Doug lubricated a bit with gin and tonic and said, “Just to give the highlight, The Stand fell apart. Today. While we were downtown.”
Andy said, “Fell apart? The vegetable stand?”
“No, the whole show.” Doug needed more lubrication. “All at once, Kirby, the younger son, the one that wanted to come out of the closet on a G-rated series, all at once he runs off with a human cannonball from some cheap one-ring circus going through those small towns up there. At the same time, the older son, Lowell, the shy intellectual on the show, decides to go into a Buddhist monastery up in Vermont with a vow of silence, and, needless to say, no telephone. And what apparently set them both off was because the parents, with no warning at all, announced they’re getting divorced, because she’s in love with the family plumber and he’s tired of northern winters and he’s taken a job managing a chain motel in Tahiti. They’re all gone, there’s nobody there to run the stand, and the truth is, it was never a viable business anyway, the only reason to have a stand like that in a location like that was because of the show. So now it’s gone and we’ve got nothing.”
Tiny said, “Do something else.”
“I’d love to do something else,” Doug told him, “but you’d be amazed how many topics have already been covered by reality shows. Undertakers. Plastic surgeons. Long-distance truckers. Polygamists, though tastefully. And besides, I’ve still got another problem.”
Andy said, “I know this is mean to say, but somehow I can’t get enough of your problems, Doug. Lay it on us.”
“Before we knew you guys were gonna ankle,” Doug said, “we put together a rough cut of the season so far and showed it to the next level of bosses, up at Monopole, and they love it. They think it’s gonna be a breakout. They’re already selling it overseas.”
Everybody took a minute to absorb that, and then the kid said, “That guy Ray you sent us, the ringer—”
“He really does walk on walls,” Doug said.
“We know,” the kid said. “And we also know he really is an actor, and the reason he was there was to spy on us and report to you.”
“Well, I wouldn’t phrase it like that,” Doug said. “Besides, what does that have to do with anything?”
“Cast us all with actors,” the kid said.
“Great idea,” Andy said. “You’re not showing our faces anyway.”
“But that isn’t reality,” Doug objected. “That isn’t the way it works.”
John said, “Why not? How real is reality anyway?”
“Real enough,” Doug said. “If we use actors, then it’s got to be a scripted show, so then we need writers, and all at once we’re into unions and all kinds of other expenses and it prices us right out of the market. The whole point of reality shows is to give the networks a way to fill airtime on the cheap.”
John said, “Okay, I see your problem, so now let me tell you our problem. There’s no robbery there.”
Doug didn’t grasp that at all. “But,” he said, “you agreed Knickerbocker Storage would be bound to have—”
“It doesn’t,” Stan said, in the flat tone of one who knows.
“It was always a fake anyway,” John said.
Doug said, “A fake? Why? How?”
“Well, mostly,” Andy said, “it’s your fault.”
“Oh, not something else,” Doug said.
John said, “You remember, way back when, we’re trying to figure out what job you’d like to make a movie of, and I said something about cash, and you said you never saw cash anywhere—”
“And then you hiccupped,” Andy said.
Doug looked at him. “I did?”
“We both noticed it,” Andy said. “All of a sudden, you remembered where you’d seen cash, and you tried to cover up for it.”
“So it looked to us,” John said, “that Combined Tool, down on Varick Street, was the most likely place you saw cash. Because it was the most high-tech door locks in America. So that’s why we said Knickerbocker Storage, so we could knock over Combined Tool while you’re taking pictures of Knickerbocker Storage.”
“Oh, my God,” Doug said. “And that’s why you had to pretend Stan wasn’t involved any more, because we knew his last name and how to find him.”
“But then it turned out,” John said, “we were right but we were wrong. Cash going to Europe, like we thought, but not kept on Varick Street, just in the suitcase of the German guy staying overnight, every once in a while. We can’t use that, cash comes in, goes right out, we never know the schedule. We need cash there, right there, all the time. So that’s why—”
John stopped and frowned at Doug, who suddenly felt guilty or self-conscious or something. “What?” he said. “What?”
John looked at Doug but spoke to Andy. “Did you see that?”
“I sure did,” Andy said.
“Even I saw that,” Tiny said.
Grinning, the kid said, “Give us the good news, Doug.”
“Good news? What do you mean?” But already, Doug understood. Somehow, he’d given himself away. The same as last time, they’d read him, quietly but intensely. Oh, what did they know now?
Andy said to John, “You think it’s in the midtown offices? That’s another set of problems.”
“Well,” John said, “probly what we’d do, we’d dismantle an elevator, maybe with two-three people inside it, then use the stairs and blow the office door out while security’s going nuts over their elevator. Choose a doctor’s office on a lower floor, spend the night there, go out in the morning with the incoming personnel.”
Andy said, “Depending where this cash is.”
“Well, yeah.”
Andy gave Doug his brightest most cheerful look. “Where is it, Doug?”
“Please,” Doug said. “Don’t do this. You’re asking me to commit a crime.”
Andy said, “You’re asking us to commit a crime. And you’re gonna profit from it.”
“But I…” Doug said, and ran down.
He didn’t know what to do. Nobody had lured him into this. He’d lured himself into it. But how could he get out of this mess without losing The Heist? And how could he save The Heist without putting himself into terrible trouble? He reached for his glass, and to his shock it was empty. A few tiny ice cubes, a curl of lemon peel.
What to do? He didn’t dare leave this room to get another drink. But how to go on without one?
John said, “That empty? Have some of ours. We got plenty.” And he pointed at the “bourbon” bottle.
Doug shook his head. “No, John, I couldn’t—”
“There’s ice cubes in the bowl,” Andy offered. “Calms the taste. Just put the lemon on that tray there.”
“Go ahead,” said John.
So Doug dumped out his lemon peel, dropped in a few ice cubes, and poured out a few fingers of the brown liquid.
Meanwhile, returning to the business at hand, John said, “If there’s cash up in the midtown offices, and if it’s there all the time, or even most of the time, then maybe we could work something out to get our hands on it, and you can still make your show.”
To stall, Doug sipped from his glass, and immediately his face puckered up like a pine tree knot. He blinked away sudden moisture in his eyes and said, “You guys drink this all the time?”
“Only on occasions,” John said.
“Well, my respect for you has just increased,” Doug said.
“Thank you, Doug.”
Andy said, “Where in the office is it, Doug?”
Doug sighed. No escape. “Not in the office,” he said.
John said, “Someplace else? We figured, either midtown or Varick Street.”
“No, you were right,” Doug said. He was suddenly very tired, as though he’d been undergoing severe interrogation for a week. He swallowed a bit more of the brown liquid and sighed.
John said, “You mean, it is on Varick Street? But Muller just brings it overnight and takes it away.”
“No,” Doug said. “This is other cash. I’ve never met these people, I understand they’re very dangerous. Even Babe keeps out of their way. They’re from somewhere in Asia, Malaysia or Macao or somewhere like that.”
“Tell us about it, Doug,” Andy suggested.
“Asia’s the new opening-up market,” Doug told them. “It’s very Wild West out there, all the big companies have local teams to take care of local problems. You know, even in Russia you gotta hire a Russian that’s gonna know who you bribe and who you don’t have to.”
“This is what we were figuring,” John said.
“Well, that’s what it is. We have to keep cash available because you never know when there’s gonna be a change in government or your contact gets murdered, or whatever. We can’t keep cash there, too dangerous, so we keep it here, on Varick Street, and a few of our Asian—associates, I guess—they have access to Combined Tool, and when there’s an emergency they come and take. When things go wrong over there, they go wrong all of a sudden, so that’s why we have to have that money handy. Please don’t ask me where it’s kept.”
“No, we wouldn’t, Doug,” Andy said. “You’d be going too far to tell us something like that.”
“Besides,” the kid said, “we oughta do some of our own work. Right, guys?”
Solemnly, the guys all nodded their agreement.
Doug tried to keep his eye on the prize and ignore the crocodiles around his ankles. “Does this mean,” he said, “you’ll come back to the show?”
“But just to film Knickerbocker Storage,” Andy said. “None of this other stuff.”
“Oh, I know. I wouldn’t want to…” And he let the sentence trail away, afraid to find out what he wouldn’t want to cause to occur.
“We could even make it tomorrow morning at ten,” Andy said.
“Oh, I think two,” Doug said. “After lunch. I’ll need to get everything set up.”
His glass seemed to be empty again, somehow. Rising, he said, “Whatever happens, I’m glad we’ll be going on with it.”
They announced similar feelings, and Doug turned to the door, and the kid said, “Doug Fairkeep?”
Confused, Doug turned around. “Yes?”
“That is you, right?” the kid said. “Doug Fairkeep?”
“You know that,” Doug said. “What’s the point?”
The kid held up his cell phone. “If it should happen, someday,” he said, “that a cop, or a boss of yours, listens to this conversation, we’d want him to be sure he knew who he was listening to.”
Andy said, “You see, Doug, you coming here to the OJ like this, and seeing Stan here, we understood we had to get to a place where you weren’t a threat to us any more than we were a threat to you.”
“I see,” Doug said. “Don’t lose that phone, kid.”
“I won’t,” the kid promised.
In the cab going downtown, Doug believed he now understood the sensations felt by a person slowly sinking into the grasp of an octopus. Play dead, he told himself.
But how?
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WHEN KELP AND Dortmunder and Tiny and the kid walked into the fake OJ Tuesday afternoon at two, Doug and Marcy and Roy Ombelen and Rodney the bartender and the camera crews were already there, clustered around the left end of the bar, where in the real joint the regulars reigned. As they approached the bar, Rodney was saying, “No way Shakespeare wrote those plays. He didn’t have the education, he hadn’t been anywhere, he was just a country bumpkin. An actor. A very good actor, everybody says so, but just an actor.”
Doug said, “Isn’t some duke supposed to be the real guy?”
“Oh, Clarence,” Rodney said, in dismissal.
“I heard that, too,” Marcy said. “That’s very interesting.”
“No, it wasn’t him,” Rodney said, scoffing at the idea. “In fact, if you study those plays the way I did, you’ll see they couldn’t have been written by a man at all.”
Marcy, astonished, said, “A woman?”
“No sixteenth-century guy,” Rodney said, “had that kind of modern attitude toward women or instinctive understanding of the woman’s mind.”
One of the camerapersons said, “My husband says it was Bacon.”
Another cameraperson, dripping scorn, said, “They’re not talking about meat, they’re talking about Shakespeare.”
“Sir Francis Bacon.”
“Oh.”
Roy said to Rodney, “I venture to say you have someone in mind.”
“Queen,” Rodney pronounced, “Elizabeth the First.”
Kelp and Dortmunder looked at one another. “You build it,” Kelp murmured, “they will come.”
Turning, Doug said, “Oh, there you are.”
“Here we are,” Dortmumder agreed.
“Can you start without me?” Kelp said. “I got a little gippy tummy this afternoon.”
“Oh, sure,” Doug said. He had a slightly manic appearance this afternoon, as though he’d forgotten and taken his medication twice. “You go ahead, we’ll be setting up for a while.”
So Kelp exited the set, rounded the corner, and headed for the stairs. This was the top floor, so he only had to go up the one flight to the roof door, to check into what they’d done to refix the lock and alarm now that he’d told them about its being rigged. Whatever they’d done, Kelp was ready to disarm it right now, from inside, with the various equipment in his various pockets.
And they hadn’t done a thing. Was that possible? The rerouted wire was taped exactly where Kelp had left it. The lock was still nonexistent.
Hadn’t they believed him? Or maybe they’d just had too many other things on their minds. In any case, it did make life simpler. Kelp opened the door, looked out at the roof, closed the door, and hurried back downstairs to the non-OJ.
Doug met him as he came into the set. “You okay, Andy?”
“Oh, fine,” Kelp said. “Just one of those little things, you know, it comes along and then it goes right away.”
“Stress gets to everybody, Andy,” Doug said.
“Yeah, I guess so. Oh, there’s my bunch.”
Marcy and the rest of the cast were now clustered at one of the side booths, and Marcy waved to Kelp and called, “Come on over, Andy, we’re working out the story line.”
The story line. 1) You go in. 2) You take what you came for. 3) You go out. If civilians are present, insert 1A) You show, but do not employ, weapons.
Marcy’s story line would be a little more baroque. Kelp went over, found a sliver of bench available next to Tiny, perched on it, and Marcy leaned in to be confidential, saying, “I hope you held out for a lot more money.”
“Oh, sure,” Kelp said. “You know us.”
Because, of course, Marcy didn’t know anything. She didn’t know why they’d left, and she didn’t know why they were back. So, as with the reality show, she was making up her own story line, which was perfectly okay.
“What we need, in the next couple weeks of the show,” Marcy told them, “is some sense of menace. Not from you guys, some other outside force.”
Dortmunder said, “Like the law, you mean?”
“No, we don’t want to bring the police in until the very end of the season. The escape from the police will be the great triumph, and it’ll make up for you not getting the big score you were counting on from the storage rooms.”
Kelp said, “Oh, we’re not getting that?”
“It’s a little more complicated than that,” Marcy said. “I don’t want you to know the story too far ahead, because it can affect the way you play it. But I can guarantee you, the escape from the police will be the climax of the first season.”
“I’d watch it,” the kid said.
“For a menace from the outside,” Marcy said, “what do you think of another gang going after the exact same target?”
Kelp said, “Wasn’t that in a Woody Allen movie?”
“Oh, it’s been in dozens of movies,” she said. “That’s all right. Nobody expects reality to be original. People will see that, and they’ll laugh and they’ll say, ‘Just like the Woody Allen movie, and here the same thing happens in real life.’ ”
Dortmunder said, “That’s what they say, huh?”
“Oh, people get very caught up in these stories,” Marcy told him. “It’s like their own reality, only better. More interesting.”
Tiny said, “Where does this frightening other gang come from?”
“Well,” Marcy said, “we were hoping you all might know some people.”
Tiny said, “People to muscle in on our score? Point them out.”
Marcy looked troubled. “You don’t like that idea.”
“Not much,” they agreed.
“Well, Babe suggested,” Marcy said, sounding unconvinced, “maybe one of you double-crosses the rest of the gang, sells you out to the owner of the storage place.”
Dortmunder said, “Get Real is the owner of the storage place.”
“Well, yes.” Marcy nodded, but wasn’t happy. “Whenever there’s a problem like that,” she said, “Doug says we’ll work around it, but I don’t see how we could work around that one.”
Kelp said, “Just for curiosity’s sake, which of us did you tap for the Judas?”
“We hadn’t decided,” Marcy said. “We thought we’d leave that up to you.”
“Then I guess we’d vote for Ray,” Dortmunder said.
“That’s right,” Kelp said. “He’s already got the experience.”
Marcy blushed. It was an uncomfortable sight, because she didn’t do it well, but just came out all blotchy, like measles, or a face covered with cold sores. The others looked away, giving her a chance to get control of herself, and she coughed and said, “Most of us didn’t really think that was a good idea, anyway.”
“Most of you were right,” Tiny said.
The clatter of the elevator was heard, rising through the building. “Oh, that’ll be Babe,” Marcy said.
Dortmunder said, “Coming to shut us down again?”
Marcy laughed, as though that had been a joke. “He’s coming with Darlene and Ray,” she said. “That’s the other thing we’re going to do, to build suspense. Today—Oh, wait,” she shouted. “That’s too loud.”
It was. They all waited. They couldn’t see the elevator from inside the set, but they could hear when at last it stopped.
Marcy, talking more rapidly now, said, “You’re all going to be in here, at the bar, just talking, and it would be nice if you could be reminiscing, you know, about other robberies you did. How you found out the target was there, and how you did it, and how you got away.”
“And how,” Tiny said, “the crime remained unsolved until now.”
“Well, I expect you to change some details,” Marcy said, and Darlene and Ray and Babe came into the joint.
Babe was in a good mood for once. “Hello, all,” he said. “No, I’m not here to shut you down.”
“That’s too bad,” the kid said. “There’s a matinee I wanted to see.”
“Ha ha,” Babe said. “Marcy, did you try out those ideas on the guys?”
“They don’t seem to like them,” Marcy said. “And they don’t have any other gangs they’d like to work with.”
“And the traitor in their midst?”
Nodding at Ray but talking to Babe, Dortmunder said, “That’s already been tried.”
“Oh, now,” Babe said.
Marcy said, “I was just starting to tell them about the action today. All of you are in the bar here, including Darlene, and you’re all just talking about your old successful robberies, with changes, of course, with changes. And then a mysterious man comes in and sits in the back there, back near where the door would be if there was a door.”
“That’s me,” Babe said.
“Everybody becomes aware of him because he’s just watching people, but nobody knows who he is.”
“Mine is one of the faces we can show,” Babe said. He sounded modest about it.
“And then the camera,” Marcy said, “the camera sees, and so do the people at home, that Darlene knows who he is, and doesn’t want anybody else to catch on. Is he her father? An ex-husband? A hitman, sent to kill her by somebody from her past? She seems to be afraid of him, right, Darlene?”
“I’ve been practicing,” Darlene said.
Marcy approved. “Good.” To the others she said, “So this is a mystery and some suspense, and we’ll run it out as long as we can. But for today, you all just become aware of him, but don’t do any big reactions, don’t try to talk to him or anything like that. Okay?”
“You want us to be cool,” the kid said.
“Exactly.”
So everybody agreed with that idea, and then Babe said, “I’ve been around these shows a few years now, even dreamed up a couple of them, but I’ve never actually been in one before. Seemed like a good time to get my feet wet.”
Roy Ombelen said, “And we’re very glad indeed to have you among us, Babe. And now, lady and gents, if we could begin with Rodney in place, and Tiny and Judson sitting at—”
“Oh, that’s me,” the kid said. “I almost forgot.”
“I believe in names,” Roy told him. “In any event, you’ll both be at the bar, chatting with Rodney, nothing important, and then you other four come in all together. Now, Darlene, I need you at the left end of the group along the bar, so when Babe comes in you’ll have a clear view of him. The group chats—”
“About the hits of yesteryear,” Kelp said.
“Even so. Now we’ll be doing an existing storefront entrance for Babe’s coming into the bar from the street, so at the moment that’s supposed to happen, Darlene, I’ll snap my fingers. You look over that way, toward the pretend door, and you see him. You’re startled, and then you cover up, and the conversation goes on. Everyone all right with that?”
Everyone was all right.
“Good.” Roy turned to Babe, saying, “Now, you don’t look at anybody, you just come in and walk to the right end of the bar, away from the others. Rodney, you go to Babe. He orders a beer, you give him the can and the glass, he pays you and goes back to that table there, and you go back with the group. Okay?”
Everybody was still okay.
“We’ll probably,” Roy said, “have to take a break at that point to relight that table, but up till then, you people just do your conversation, that’s the ostensible focus of our scene. Okay?”
Still okay.
“Very good. Places, please.”
So everybody slid once again into reality. Kelp found it an easy place to be, no difficult demands, just talking like tough guys. Nobody even thought about cameras any more.
Kelp watched Darlene, and she really did a nice job of it. A real actress, she knew how to get the effects with really very small moves.
Meanwhile, the group cut up old jackpots, the bank in the trailer, the emerald they had to keep going back and getting again and again, the ruby that was too famous to hock so they had to put it back where they got it, the cache of cash in the reservoir. The time just seemed to go by.
Walking up Seventh Avenue with Dortmunder when the day’s work was done, Kelp said, “I didn’t think Babe was very good at that stuff.”
“I know what you mean,” Dortmunder said. “He was too stiff like.”
“He doesn’t have a natural ease in front of the camera.”
“Well,” Dortmunder said, “his is really a very small part, it won’t matter much.”
“And the rest of us,” Kelp said, “can carry him.”
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STAN DROVE the GMC Mastodon hybrid from where he’d found it, alone and unattended on a dark side street in Queens, across Northern Boulevard to the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge to Manhattan, the quickest most direct route after midnight, which this was, making today Wednesday, three weeks since the Wednesday since they had first heard of the existence, from Stan’s Mom, of Doug Fairkeep and reality.
Once in Manhattan, Stan paused at various street corners to pick up some friends. By the time he turned westward onto Fourteenth Street from Park Avenue, he had Dortmunder to his right and Kelp beyond that, with the kid in the usually roomy backseat making do with whatever was left over after Tiny came aboard.
“Even late at night,” Stan explained, as they drove toward Varick Street, “I can’t just park forever in front of that building. There’s still some tunnel traffic at any hour, so the cops come by a lot to keep it clear, and if a cop decides to tell me to move along he just might also decide to have a look at my paperwork first.”
“We know how it works,” Dortmunder said.
“Good.” Stan braked for a red light, and never even glanced at the patrol car parked in the bus stop. “What I’ll do,” he said, “I’ll let everybody off and then just go around the block until I see you all.”
“Fine,” Dortmunder said.
“If it turns out,” Stan said, “you have a little problem and I shouldn’t wait around but just go home, try to open that garage door. Like a signal.”
Kelp said, “What if we wanna give you a signal you should come in and help out with something?”
“I don’t think we’re gonna need that signal,” Stan said.
There was no more discussion along those lines, and then they reached the building, hulking dark in the middle of the block next to the well-illuminated bank building stretching to the corner. Stan drove past the GR Development building to the darker big structure at the next corner, where he stopped. His passengers all got out to the sidewalk there and, as Stan drove off to begin his orbits, the kid did a whole lot of quick stretches and bends to counteract the effects of spending the last half hour squeezed between Tiny and the ungiving flank of the Mastodon.
Meanwhile, the others followed Kelp around the corner. They were going in the same way Dortmunder and Kelp had slipped in two weeks ago. At the small side door, Kelp bent briefly over the lock meant to protect from pilferage the deep fryers, menu holders, and microwave ovens of the restaurant supply wholesaler who called this place a living. The kid had caught up by the time Kelp was pushing open the door to lead the way inside.
The stairwell, as they now knew, was on the far side of this building, across all these unemployed furnishings. Trooping through, guided by the pink light from the wall clock at the rear of the showroom and then the dim lights at every level of the stairwell, up they went to the sixth floor and into the offices of the olive oil importer who would provide the window through which they could step onto the GR Development roof.
That door, down into Get Real, had still not been restored to service, so they simply went in and down the stairs. At the second floor, Combined Tool, Dortmunder and Tiny stopped, while Kelp and the kid continued on down to the massed vehicles on one.
With one flashlight, held by the kid, they threaded through the cars to the rear door and out, where they now had to work with only the light that New York City’s sky continued to reflect down onto the crowded jumble below. Over there in the corner was the ladder, which they quickly moved into place, slanted up to beside the pantry window. Kelp climbed the ladder as the kid held it, and when he was in position he took the handled suction cup from one of the pouches in the rear of his jacket, fixed it into place against the middle of the pane of the lower half of the window, and took out the glass cutter he’d purchased new, with his own money, at a hardware store on Bleecker Street yesterday afternoon.
This was the tricky part, to cut and not break. He started at the top, which was the hardest to get at, running the cutter horizontally in as straight a line as possible along the glass, as near to the top rail as he could get, the cut angled just a bit toward the wood.
Because he didn’t want to have to do finicky after-work with the window almost completely free, he went back and cut the same line a second time, then did the same kind of cut down both stiles, first on the left, then on the right. He was aware of the kid watching him from below, but kept his concentration on the work at hand.
The slice across the bottom was the hardest. Having cut just a few inches along that line, he felt he had to hold on to the suction cup handle, just in case the pane decided to fall out before he was ready. Left hand holding the handle, left elbow braced against the jamb, he slid the cutter across once, then twice, then pocketed the cutter and leaned a little forward pressure onto the glass.
At first he thought he hadn’t done enough, but then, with unexpected speed, the pane angled backward into the room. Kelp needed both hands on the handle and both elbows down against the stool in order to keep control of the glass, which was pretty heavy, particularly from this angle. Holding tight, he lifted the pane up and away from himself, then lowered it into the room. Partway, he switched his left hand to grip the glass at the top, keeping away from the fresh-cut edge.
Tink, the glass said, when it touched the floor, but landed with no harm. Kelp used both hands to reach in and down and move the pane to the left, leaning forward against the handle. Then he rattled the ladder to get the kid’s attention, looked down, and waved that he was going in.
It wasn’t easy to get through the glassless window. There were metal shelves to both sides of it in there, but they were a little too far away to give him much help. Mostly, he had to try to slither on his belly, using first elbows and then knees to keep himself clear of the strip of sliced glass below him. From time to time he’d stop to shift position, then inch a little farther along the way, until at last he could firmly grasp a metal shelf on the right and use it to bring his legs the rest of the way into the room.
Down below, the kid would have gone by now, leaving the ladder in place. He would go back up with Dortmunder and Tiny to wait for Kelp to disarm the door and let them in.
Kelp studied himself and found a new roughened area on the front of his jacket, but no other signs of his recent close embrace of cut glass. He stepped through from the pantry into the kitchen, which was moderately illuminated by all its appliance lights, and crossed it to the dark doorway leading into whatever room was next.
When he felt around this doorway in the dark, he found it came with a door, now open against the wall. He closed the door, so he’d be able to switch lights on in here without being seen from outside, then found the light switch, which worked a ceiling fixture.
With light and privacy, he turned to see where he was, and the man sitting up on the sofa bed pointed a Glock at him and said, “Halt.”
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KELP HALTED. “Whoa,” he said. “You scared me. I didn’t know anybody was here.”
“No, you did not. You will put your hands on top of your head.” The man was Asian of some kind, not the slender delicate Asian of the coastal countries, but a larger, meatier, mountain country Asian, a guy who looked as though he came from a long line of professional wrestlers. This must be one of the Asians Doug had told them about just today—or yesterday—and now, immediately, here he was, as big and dangerous as promised, plus a Glock pistol, an efficient-looking blue-gray watchdog with its one unwavering eye fixed on Kelp.
Doug had never met these people, and was glad of it. Even Babe, he’d told them, kept out of their way. And here was Kelp, in the guy’s bedroom in the middle of the night.
So how many of them were here? And what could Kelp do about it? Raising his hands to rest palms down atop his head, “I’m sorry,” he said, “I thought I could sleep here tonight.”
The man in the bed wore a white T-shirt and was partly covered by sheet and blanket. His right knee was lifted, beneath the blanket, with the butt of the Glock resting on the knee, the hand holding the Glock as still as a statue.
At the moment, he was in an investigatory phase, before deciding what to do about Kelp’s existence in his bedroom. He said, “Why would you sleep here tonight?”
“I missed the last train to Westin,” Kelp told him. “That’s happened a couple times before, and I crash here for the night.”
“Here,” echoed the man. “And who are you?”
“Doug Fairkeep. I work for Get Real.”
The man shook his head; the Glock didn’t move. “What,” he said, “is Get Real?”
“We produce reality television,” Kelp told him. “This is our building, GR Development. GR; Get Real.”
“That is not the company.”
“Oh, you mean Monopole,” Kelp said.
Now the man nodded, but the Glock still didn’t move. “Yes, I mean Monopole.”
“They own Get Real. But that’s who I work for.”
“Not many persons are permitted to enter this apartment.”
“At Get Real,” Kelp said, “it’s only Babe Tuck and me.”
“I have heard the name Babe Tuck,” the man said.
“I’m glad of that anyway,” Kelp said. “Listen, okay if I put my hands down?”
“Andy!” came a half-whispered cry, muffled by distance and the closed bedroom door but audible just the same.
Kelp decided to react big. Jumping a big sideways step farther from the door, though keeping his hands atop his head, he said, “What was that?”
“I heard that,” the man said. “You have someone with you?”
“No! Do you?”
“I do not.” Frowning with deep suspicion, he said, “You will open the door.”
“Open the door?”
“Andy!”
“I don’t know,” Kelp said. “There’s somebody out there.”
The man climbed out of the bed, the Glock never stopping its surveillance of the space between Kelp’s eyes. He wore tan boxer shorts. His legs were strong and mostly hairless. He said, “Open.”
“I’ll stand behind it, all right?”
Now Kelp lowered his hands, put both of them on the doorknob, and pulled the door slowly open.
This time, the “Andy, what’s happening?” was a little louder, and identifiable as the kid. The goddam kid.
The man with the Glock said, “You go first.”
“Oh, boy,” Kelp said.
It seemed to him a reasonable amount of fear would be the most plausible reaction to show at this point, so slowly he went through the doorway, peering in obvious fright to left and right. The man followed, switching on the kitchen lights, poking the Glock into the small of Kelp’s back to move him along, and Kelp said, “Listen, I need a weapon.”
“A weapon?”
Kelp turned to look at the man, who was even larger and more intimidating when standing up and standing close. “I don’t know what’s out there,” Kelp told him, “and neither do you. Maybe it’s more than you can deal with all by yourself.” He pointed to the row of frying pans hung from hooks above the island in the middle of the kitchen. “Okay if I carry one of those?”
The man gave a very small headshake. “What good would it do?”
“Make me feel better,” Kelp said. “Safer. Let me take that one there.”
Impatient, the man said, “All right, take it. But then you go first. Through that door.” Meaning the pantry.
“Absolutely,” Kelp said. He took down the frying pan, a nine-inch cast-iron model, satisfyingly heavy. “This seems good,” he said, hefting it in both hands, then swung it sidearm with all his might into the side of that head, just above the left ear.
The man dropped like a sudden avalanche. The Glock chittered across the tile floor to smack into the dishwasher. Kelp slapped the frying pan down onto the island, grabbed the Glock, turned it around so he wasn’t aiming it at himself, and paused to look at the man, who had returned to dreamland, lying on the floor on his right side, right arm extended as though showing the way.
There had been no more Andy’s since the kitchen lights had been switched on. Now, carrying the Glock, Kelp raced to the pantry, and there was the kid, on the ladder, just outside the breached window. He waved the Glock. “Get outa there!”
The kid stared wide-eyed at the pistol. “What’d you—Where’d you—”
“Go, dammit! I’ll tell you at the door.”
And Kelp raced away, to be sure his patient was still sleeping—and still breathing—and then to hurry on to the apartment door.
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DORTMUNDER AND TINY had grown tired of each other’s company, seated here on the hard stairs outside Combined Tool. Dortmunder himself was fairly slow to impatience, but it wasn’t comfortable to be around Tiny when that gentleman was beginning to feel fed up, so what Dortmunder wished, he wished they could get on with it.
They had waited what already seemed a long time before the kid came back up the stairs to report that Kelp had cut through the window with no problems and was on his way now to open this door here. And then they waited some more. And then they waited some more.
And then Tiny said, “Kid, go see what’s up.”
“Okay, Tiny.”
And now they were waiting some more.
“If we could get that motorcycle up here,” Tiny said, “maybe we could drive it through the door. Or maybe the wall beside the door. Sometimes walls are easier.”
“That might work,” Dortmunder said. “We’ll get the kid to drive it. I think there’s a helmet with it.”
“No matter.” Tiny looked down the stairwell. “I don’t think he could drive it up the stairs,” he said. “We’d have to push it.”
And the apartment door opened and Kelp stood there, waving a Glock. “Come in, come in,” he said, as though they’d been the ones dawdling. “Prop the door open for the kid.”
So they entered the living room and, as Dortmunder put a table lamp on the floor to block the door from closing, Tiny said to Kelp, “You have a gun. In your hand.”
“The Asians Doug told us about,” Kelp said. “One of them’s here.”
“Where?”
“Right now, asleep on the kitchen floor.”
“An odd place to sleep,” Tiny suggested.
“That’s where we were,” Kelp said, “when I hit him with the frying pan.”
The kid, out of breath, barreled into the room and shoved the lamp out of the way of the door. “You have a gun,” he told Kelp.
“I know that,” Kelp said. “Come on, I don’t wanna leave him alone.”
So they trooped through a few more rooms, all as tasteful and anonymous as the living room and all, being interior rooms, comfortably air-conditioned. Dortmunder went second into the kitchen, following Kelp, and there on the floor, as advertised, was one of the largest Asian men he’d ever seen. Not in the Tiny league, but big enough so you wouldn’t want to argue with him.
Dortmunder noticed the frying pan on the wooden island in the middle of the room and said, “You hit him with that.”
“Right.”
“Is he alive?”
“Yeah,” Kelp said. “I checked. I figure he’ll be out for a while.”
“So we should find the money,” Tiny said, “and go.”
“It’ll be in some sort of safe,” Dortmunder said, “disguised as something else.” Looking around, he said, “I think it’ll be in the kitchen.”
Nobody else liked that idea. Tiny said, “Why?”
“Because,” Dortmunder told him, “everybody will think it’s in the bedroom.”
“I think it’s in the bedroom,” Tiny said. “So I’ll look in there, and you can look around at this kitchen here all you want.”
“Thank you.”
“And,” Tiny said, “you two guys look around the rest of the place.”
“I kind of like that living room,” Kelp said.
“I have no opinion,” the kid said, “so I’ll just look around.”
So the three of them left Dortmunder with the unconscious Asian. He considered the man. Find something to tie him up? No; the guy seemed really out, and the quicker they found the cash and got out of here the better. So, merely glancing from time to time at his silent companion, to be sure nothing had changed over there, Dortmunder considered the room.
It was a well-appointed kitchen. A wide double sink, with doors beneath fronting stored cleaning products. A big refrigerator, with two doors above, freezer on the bottom A big six-burner gas stove with two ovens beneath, both of them really ovens. Two dishwashers, one large and one small, next to one another. Cabinets mounted on the walls above the counter, and more cabinets under the counter. A broom closet, full of brooms.
Dortmunder opened all the cabinet doors, and behind every one of them was a cabinet, most of them less than half full, a couple empty.
The island was a rectangular wooden block on wheels. He moved it to the side and studied the tile floor under it, and it was nothing but a tile floor. He opened both dishwashers and they were both dishwashers.
Had he been wrong? He’d just believed that people wanting to conceal a safe in this apartment would use the kitchen. It was little more than a matter of faith, but it was a faith he didn’t want to give up.
He checked everything again. All the cabinets were cabinets, none with a false back. Refrigerator refrigerator. Freezer freezer. Dishwashers dishwashers. Stove stove. Broom closet broom closet.
Wait a minute. He opened both dishwashers for a third time, and this time he pulled out the top racks of both, and the top rack of the smaller dishwasher was only half as deep as the other.
Aha. He closed both dishwashers, tugged on the front of the smaller one, and nothing happened. He studied the controls on the front of the thing. One control turned it on and off, the other two dealt with the length and purpose of the cleaning cycles. Leaving the on/off off, he turned each of the other two controls forward and back, slowly, bent over the counter, listening very hard.
There. A satisfying little click.
Now he tugged on the front of the machine and it rolled out into the room, trailing wires and flexible pipe. And behind it, across the rear half of the space, was the front wall of the safe. A dial in the middle of that square face asked him if he knew the combination.
Not yet, but don’t go away.
Dortmunder left the kitchen, moved through the apartment, and found the kid in the very soothing pastel-colored dining room, turning the large heavy dining room chairs one at a time upside down, staring at all those identical bottoms, and putting them back.
When Dortmunder walked in, the kid looked at him, maintaining his stoop, and Dortmunder said, “Get everybody. I found it. In the kitchen.”
He didn’t even bother to gloat.
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NOW THEY ALL deferred to Kelp. Seated cross-legged on the floor in front of the safe, the displaced dishwasher next to his left elbow, he removed various small tools from here and there in his jacket and arrayed them on the floor in front of himself.
Dortmunder said, “You know this kinda safe?”
“I would say,” Kelp said, “the conversion in here was about fifteen years ago. That’s when this kind of safe was popular. Well, it’s still popular with me.”
“Can you get in without leaving any marks?”
“It’ll take a little longer that way, but sure. How come?”
“Let’s see what’s in there.”
So Kelp donned his stethoscope, ooched himself a little further in under the counter, and, while pressing the stethoscope to the face of the safe, began slowly to turn the combination dial.
Clong. They all turned to look, and Tiny was putting the frying pan back on the island. “He was stirring,” he said.
“He shouldn’t have done that,” Dortmunder said.
“Quiet,” Kelp said.
So they shut up and watched, and Kelp painstakingly did his turns and his listenings, then ooched back out from under the counter and said, “I think so. Let’s see.”
A handle stood to the left of the dial. Kelp grasped it and turned it down to the right, and the safe said chack, and yawned open.
“There we go.” Kelp sounded pleased, but not full of himself.
“Nice job,” Dortmunder said.
They all stooped to look in at the metal box, which was three-quarters full of greenbacks. They were all neatly banded into stacks, but the pile of stacks was thrown in there every which way, making it hard to get a sense of what they had.
“They’re pretty messy, these guys,” the kid said.
Dortmunder said, “When Doug described them, I thought they wouldn’t be people to clean up after themselves a lot. Andy, what are they? Hundreds?”
Kelp reached in to root around among the stacks. “A lot of hundreds,” he said. “Some fifties. Some twenties.”
Tiny said, “Dortmunder, you have something in mind.”
Dortmunder said, “We take half of it.”
Nobody could believe that. Tiny said, “All that cash, and we leave half of it?”
“They don’t know how much they’ve got in there,” Dortmunder said. “Andy didn’t mess up their safe. We were always gonna put that window back together anyway, so we do that. We take half, we put everything back the way it was, and there’s no sign anybody was ever here except a little glass cutter line on the window nobody’s ever gonna notice and the bump on that guy’s head.”
“Two bumps,” said Tiny. “Three, if he stirs again.”
Kelp said, “Your idea is, they don’t know we found the money, so nobody’s after us for anything.”
“And,” Dortmunder said, “we can still collect the other money from the reality people.”
“I like this,” Kelp said.
“Just a second,” Dortmunder said, and turned to the under-counter cabinets, where he’d seen a clump of supermarket plastic bags. He took out four, doubled them for more strength, and passed them to Kelp. “Take most of the hundreds,” he said, “a lot of the fifties, and some of the twenties. Leave it still looking kinda full and very messy.”
“You know,” Kelp said, “I’m getting a little cramped under here.”
“I’ll do it,” the kid said.
“Good.”
Tiny lifted Kelp to his feet by his armpits. As the kid got into position to transfer bundles of cash to the plastic bags, Kelp said, “If we’re gonna go ahead and finish the reality thing and take stuff out of the storage rooms, I’ve been thinking, I might have a guy to take it all off our hands.”
Dortmunder said, “What kinda guy is this?”
“He does big box stores full of crap,” Kelp said. “He can always take a consignment.”
“What’s his name?”
“He doesn’t have a name, that anybody knows. He’s called My Nephew.”
“I’ve heard of this guy,” Tiny said. “He’s not somebody you ask to hold your coat.”
“That’s true,” Kelp said. “On the other hand, he doesn’t pay by check.”
“How’s that look?” the kid said.
On the floor beside him now, the two pairs of plastic bags bulged with cash. The interior of the safe, depleted, still contained a lot of cash, messily arranged.
“Good,” Dortmunder said. Slowly, he smiled. “You know,” he said, “every once in a while, things work out. Not exactly the way you thought they would, but still, they work out. Not bad.”
When they counted it all later that night in Dortmunder’s living room, counting it quietly because May was asleep elsewhere in the apartment, the total came to 162,450 dollars. After some quick computations, the kid informed them this meant 32,490 dollars apiece.
Definitely, a profitable evening on Varick Street. “I begin to believe,” Dortmunder said, “that a jinx that has dogged my days for a long long time has finally broken.” And, for the second time in one day, he smiled.
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DOUG’S HORRIBLE WEDNESDAY actually started pretty well. Marcy and the gang were adding story complications down on Varick Street, the other production assistants, Josh and Edna, were working under an open assignment to come up with other reality subject matter, the debacle that had been The Stand was now filed and forgotten, and the only reason to come into the midtown office at all was that’s where he was expected to be. Also, although he would never have admitted it to anybody, he had the irrational but obsessive conviction that during the daylight hours the apartment was haunted, by people who had lost their jobs.
He was reading Josh and Edna’s latest bad ideas—but they were trying—a little after eleven that morning when Lueen stuck her sardonic head into his office doorway to say, “Your master’s voice.”
“I serve no master but my art,” Doug told her, but went off to see what Babe wanted.
Babe wasn’t alone in the room. Seated facing him across the desk, back to the door, was someone Doug initially took to be a Sikh in a white turban. Babe nodded toward Doug and said to this gentleman, “Here’s Doug Fairkeep now.”
The man uncurled in a savage rising spin to his feet, shoulders hunched, fists clenched, the face he now showed Doug convulsive with rage. He’s not going to punch me, Doug thought in terror, he’s going to turn me into an oil spill.
Then the man’s implacable forward momentum abruptly disappeared, like smoke, and he rocked back on his heels, opening his hands as he said, “That is not him.”
Babe said, “That is Doug Fairkeep.”
“He lied.”
“The man last night, you mean. That’s what I assumed.”
First clearing his throat to be sure he still had a voice, Doug said, “Babe? What is this?” And he now could see that the man was not a Sikh in a turban but some sort of Asiatic in a thick bandage around his head.
“Mr. Mg was staying on Varick Street last night,” Babe said.
“Asleep,” accused Mr. Mg. He was still very angry at somebody.
“A man who apparently didn’t know Mr. Mg was there,” Babe went on, “came in, turned on the light, said he was Doug Fairkeep and that he sometimes slept there when he missed his last train and—”
“Never,” Doug said. “Never any of it.”
“I know that, Doug.”
“Never slept there. Never went in there on my own. Never take trains anywhere.”
“Hit me with piece of iron,” Mr. Mg said.
Babe said, “Mr. Mg was treated in the emergency room at St. Vincent’s this morning, then came up here to tell us about it.”
Doug said, “How’d he get in?”
“He did not break in,” Mr. Mg said.
“Doug,” Babe said, “that’s the part I don’t get. Whoever this was, he has a way to get into Combined Tool without forcing anything.”
“Babe,” Doug said, “I can’t do that. You’re the only one I know can do that.”
“Well, Mr. Mg as well,” Babe said. “Some other of our overseas associates.”
I just told the gang about these Asians, Doug thought. He said, “Babe, do you think it was The Heist gang?”
“Of course I do,” Babe said. “But how could they pull that off? You tell me.”
“I can’t,” Doug said. “What’d they get?”
“Nothing,” Babe said.
“I looked carefully,” Mr. Mg said. “Nothing is gone. The money I put in my suitcase earlier, still there.”
Doug said, “And the, uh…”
“The safe?” Babe shook his head. “If they did look for it, they didn’t find it.”
“I examined,” Mr. Mg said. “Not touched.”
“Well, that’s good, at least,” Doug said, and it was, because if they’d gotten the money Babe would have hounded them all, made their lives a living hell. Then he had another thought and said, “Was it reported to the police?”
“Nothing to report,” Babe said, “Nothing taken, no breaking and entering.”
“I do not talk with police,” Mr. Mg said.
Doug asked him, “What did you say in the emergency room?”
“Fall in shower. Twice.”
“Oh. Well, I’m sorry, Mr. Mg, I really am, but there’s nothing I can do. Babe, is there anything I can do?”
“No, that’s all right,” Babe said. “Mr. Mg just needed to see you, that’s all.”
“Well, here I am,” Doug said. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Mg. Safe flight.”
He turned away, but Mr. Mg said, “Doug Fairkeep.”
Doug turned back. “Yes?”
Mr. Mg nodded. “He knows your name,” he said.
The next problem was even worse, and came in the form of a one-two punch. First the news came, in midafternoon, that with only the one show, The Heist, in production, and with nothing on the air, and with nothing in development, Get Real was being eliminated. Its assets would be folded in with its superior, Monopole, and all of the staff, except for Babe and Doug, would be let go.
Babe had come to Doug’s office this time, to pass along this latest bad news, and was still there when Lueen extended her snakelike head into the doorway and said to Babe, more respectfully than she ever addressed Doug, “Mr. Pockell on one, sir, for you.”
Pockell was an executive with Monopole. Babe stood beside Doug’s desk to take the call, saying, “Yes, sir,” and then, in shock, “What?” and then, in horror, “Oh, no!” and then, in almost unheard-of panic, “I’ll be right there.”
He slammed down the phone and would have run from the office but that Doug said, “Babe? What’s up?”
Babe halted, stared at Doug, and shook his head. “I don’t think there’s any way to save it this time,” he said. “This comes down from way on high. Get Real has no more assets to fold into Monopole. The Heist is scratched.”
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DORTMUNDER, ignoring the lights, ignoring the boom mike dangling in midair above his head, ignoring the camera brushing his cheek, said, in his tough-guy grunt, “There’s too much tunnel traffic by that place. You can’t keep a getaway car hanging around there.”
Kelp, also hulking over the backroom table, said, “But you gotta have a getaway car, or how do you get away?”
Tiny, who didn’t have to do anything more than go on being himself, said, “If you’re gonna steal a getaway car, while you’re at it steal a pair of walkie-talkies.”
Kelp said, “But people can listen in on those things. You got no privacy.”
The kid, whose television persona was baby-face killer, said, “So talk in code.”
Kelp said, “What code?”
The kid shrugged, “Red sails at sunset,” he said, “means come pick us up now.”
Dortmunder said, “If you’re not gonna give the address, why do code?”
“Then don’t do code,” the kid said. “I don’t care.”
“Cut,” said Roy, and when everybody turned to look at him he beamed upon them all and said, “Fine. Delovely. Everybody take a break now while we reposition the cameras and the walls.” To Marcy, observing behind camera two, he said, “Very nice, Marcy. Played even better than I expected.” Because Marcy was the one who’d worked out the bit about the walkie-talkies and the code.
Marcy blushed in gratitude and pleasure, and the kid led everybody in giving her a nice if ragged round of applause. She was really very helpful, Marcy, very useful to actors who weren’t really actors.
“Okay,” Roy said. To the crew he said, “Position three.” To his cast he said, “Five minutes.”
Dortmunder and the other performers rose and stretched and moved out of the backroom set as the crew came in to move everything around. It was funny how this worked, physically. You felt fine while you were doing it, just going along easy, no problem, but as soon as Roy called cut everybody was stiff and sore, yawning and scratching themselves. Maybe it had something to do with concentration, like when Kelp was examining a safe.
It was late afternoon now, and Roy would have time for only one more setup today. He was trying to fit a lot in because the schedule was that this was to be their last week at the back room or the hall, though the OJ set would stay up for more use later on.
Next week they’d be doing exteriors in this neighborhood. Since they’d use cameras hidden in cars and wouldn’t mind filming civilians who happened to walk by while they were shooting, the term in the television business seemed to be that they were “stealing” the shots. Not exactly.
The gang and Rodney moved toward the comfortable chairs in the OJ set, and all at once the racket of the elevator sounded, receding from their level downward. It faded and stopped, and then started again, and neared, and very soon stopped again.
Kelp looked at Dortmunder. “Stopped on two,” he said. Combined Tool.
“Be ready,” Dortmunder advised.
“Oh, I am.”
It had been agreed it would raise too many suspicions if Kelp were to plead illness or offer some other excuse not to show up here today, but if by chance last night’s Asian were to enter the place he would recognize Kelp at once, so what Kelp would do, in that circumstance, was make himself scarce. “That gippy tummy again,” he said, and shook his head.
They sat comfortably in the false OJ, Rodney distributing cans of Bud, but there wasn’t much conversation. Most of them were waiting for the elevator to do something.
There: racket, racket, racket, getting nearer. “Watch my seat,” Kelp said, and rose, and walked out of the OJ set.
The elevator racket got as loud as it was going to get, and then it quit, and then Kelp came walking back around the edge of the set, shaking his head. As he sat across the table from Dortmunder and in front of his beer, he said, “Not him. Other friends of ours,” and around the corner came Doug and Babe.
From the instant they appeared, everybody could see from their faces that there was trouble ahead. They both looked grim; death in the family grim.
Babe saw the expressions on the group watching him, nodded, and said, “Doug, get Roy in here, will you?”
“Sure,” Doug said. He was carrying an attaché case, which he put on a nearby table.
“Oh, and Marcy.”
“You know, Babe,” Kelp said, as Doug went off on his errand, “every time you come here it’s to shut us down.”
“Those other times,” Babe said, “I was acting out of anger, and I was wrong. This time, I’m following orders, and if those people are wrong, and I think they are, there’s nothing I can do about it.”
Doug came back, followed by Roy and Marcy, Roy not concealing his irritation and impatience, but also not noticing the atmosphere in the room. “Babe,” he said, “I must say I have very little time here.”
“Roy,” Babe said, “I have to tell you, you don’t have any time left at all.”
Roy frowned. “What?”
“They’re shutting us down,” Babe said. “In fact, they’re shutting the whole company down. As of now, Get Real no longer exists. This building will go to Monopole. The lease on the midtown offices will be given up. And The Heist will never be aired.”
Roy said, “But you told us the bosses loved it.”
“At Monopole,” Babe told him, “they did. They were already looking for foreign sales. They sent it up to the level above them, Intimate Communications, and those people loved it so much they sent it on up to TUI, even though they didn’t have to, not yet, and TUI ordered everything shut down.”
Roy said, “Remind me. What’s TUI?”
“Trans-Global Universal Industries. They’re into a lot more than television production, and the CEO there now is a man named Gideon, who is a morality crusader. No porn, no excessive violence, no profanity, nothing you couldn’t show a ten-year-old. A dull ten-year-old. Wholesome stories with wholesome morals tucked into their wholesome endings.” Voice dripping scorn, Babe said, “The Heist, it seems, glorifies criminals.”
“So what?” said Kelp.
“It does not,” cried Roy. “It shows the human side of the criminal life. It shows the hard work, the thought—”
“Glorifies criminals,” Babe said. “Once you’ve said those words, that’s like a magic incantation, it’s the end of the discussion.”
Rodney the bartender said, “Because The Heist glorifies criminals, they’re shutting down the whole company?”
“Well,” Babe said, “The Stand is gone, and there’s nothing else on deck, and Get Real was too expensive an operation not to have anything come out of it. So Doug and I are going to be working for Monopole, and the rest of the staff, I’m sorry to say, is out.”
Marcy, sounding tremulous, said, “You mean I’m fired?”
Doug answered. “Nobody’s fired, Marcy. It’s just that none of those jobs exist any more.”
“And now,” Babe said, “I have a little more business to conduct with just the gang, so if everybody else could grab a seat somewhere outside, this won’t take long, and we can all leave together.”
Rodney the bartender said, “Am I in this, or out of this?”
“Just the gang,” Babe told him.
The former Rodney removed his apron and dropped it on a chair. “It’s been fun, folks,” Tom LaBrava said, and he and Roy and Marcy, all downcast in their own separate ways, left the ersatz OJ for the final time.
Dortmunder said to Babe, “What about the human fly and Darlene?”
“They weren’t going to be taping again until the exteriors next week,” Babe said, “so we phoned them. They already know.” He turned to Doug. “Doug?”
“Right,” Doug said, and opened the attaché case he’d left on a table. “We have contracts with you guys,” he said, “that called for a twenty-thousand-dollar payout per man, plus per diem, some of which has been paid.” Taking papers from the case, he said, “These are forms in which you acknowledge the series has been canceled and will never be on the air, and you’re accepting ten thousand a man in cash as full and final payment for your work on The Heist.”
That’s why they stopped at Combined Tool, Dortmunder told himself. They’re about to give us some of the cash we left behind. And in a few weeks we’ll go back and take a lot more, and not worry much about neatness. Glorify criminals. And?
Doug was now showing the cash in the attaché case and saying, “The forms are made out in the names you gave Sam Quigg, so just sign those same names. All that matters is it’s really your handwriting.”
This is a little too much like wages, Dortmunder thought, as he and the others went over to sit at that table and sign the forms in three places, initial in two, and receive ten thousand dollars in banded bundles of hundreds and fifties, which they then concealed on and about their persons.
Nobody was interested in long good-byes. The crew left their cameras and other equipment behind, and then the whole crowd gathered together onto the elevator for the final sink down to the ground floor.
As the garage door was being lifted, Dortmunder glanced at all those parked vehicles over there, some of which Stan would certainly be driving in the weeks ahead. So it hadn’t been a total loss.
Out on the sidewalk, a limo appeared for Babe and Doug, to whisk them away. Roy and Tom LaBrava and the crew walked off with their right arms raised, looking for cabs. Tiny led the way toward the corner around which his own limo lurked.
Nearing that corner, Dortmunder looked back and saw that Marcy was still standing there in front of the building, at a loss. “That was too bad about Marcy,” he said.
“Yeah, that’s tough,” Kelp agreed.
“She was really a great help to us.”
“Yeah, she was.”
They took another couple of steps and Dortmunder said, “We might could get together and give her some of what we got.”
“There’s an idea,” Kelp said, and kept walking.
Dortmunder almost stopped, but then he too kept walking, on around the corner. “Oh, all right,” he said.
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