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  Farner stared again at the big Pollock poster over the couch. He turned and paced the hall for the twentieth time this morning, distracted and agitated in equal measure. Sandra was chatting on the phone but she paused to give him a sympathetic smile, knowing as she did the reason for his restless pacing.




  "Yes, yes, I will definitely tell Mr. Hennings" she said to her caller.




  Lipford was collapsed on the couch. He couldn't take his eyes off Farner. It was hard to say which of the two men was the most on edge.




  Michael Farner was a middle-aged man, balding and paunchy. Had he been a little fatter he might have conveyed more personality, but when it came to carrying excess pounds Michael flaunted his mediocrity.




  He was undeniably an accomplished mystery writer, but his best work was behind him. Only a couple of years ago, Hennings, his agent, would not have dared to keep him waiting so long. Hennings would have to wait a lot longer for his latest work, thought Farner, irritably. And it was all the fault of guys like Lipford.




  "Hello Michael, come in", said Hennings. "So, have we some good news?" He enquired without looking at him; he was too preoccupied with scribbling notes on a piece of paper to pay him even that small courtesy.




  The writer tried hard to infuse a tone of satisfaction in his reply.




  "I'm working on it."




  "And did you bring me something?"




  "No, Paul. I didn’t. Not yet. I still have to resolve something first."




  Hennings looked up at his client and friend. Puzzlement tinged with world weariness furrowed his brow. There followed a few uneasy seconds of silence but Paul did not dare ask Farner to explain himself. For some time now Michael had been acting very strangely. Hennings put it down to a midlife crisis, or writer's block. Most likely both and with a side order of depression.




  "Look Michael, I read what you sent me. It's good. Very good. Personally I like it a lot, but…"


  "But what?" Farner interrupted, forcing himself to smile.


  "Well, forty pages in and nobody’s dead. I mean, a thriller needs a victim". Hennings couldn’t hide his disappointment this time. His embarrassed smile told a story all of its own.




  "Yes, OK. Like I said, I'm working on it. You'll get your victim Paul. My readers will have their victim alright, you can bank on that”.


  "Are you busy Friday night?" Said Paul, hurriedly changing the subject.




  "Aside from writing that is?"




  "Yes, of course. Aside from writing."




  "No. Why?"




  "I want to invite you to a press preview of the latest book by Alan Pierce. There’ll be several publishers there, plus critics and such. It’ll give me a chance to show them that you’re still in the frame. I'll go ahead and have Sandra mail you the invitation, OK?"




  Farner nodded but found it impossible show any enthusiasm. He had never liked press previews. A bunch of snobby critics, gushing P.A.’s, topped off with a boatload of wannabes and freeloaders who invariably blocked his shortest route to the buffet table. He could never understand why they all obsessed over trivia when they had canapés and cocktails within easy reach.


  "That's great," said Hennings, causing Farner to refocus on the present.




  The agent stood up and walked briskly to the door which he opened, signalling that the appointment had ended. He had another appointment and was running late with a daily agenda that Sandra had arranged with such care.


  The writer cleared his throat and took his leave. On reaching the door he renewed his promise to Henning. He’d deliver what was required in a short while; a very short while. Henning’s bid him farewell at the door with a strong fatherly handshake and a pat on the shoulder, which to Michael felt chock-full with condescension.




  The moment he saw Michael reappear, John Lipford straightened the lapels of his gray trench coat and hurried to retrieve his Fedora from the hat stand.




  Sandra, still on the phone, gave a respectful nod to the writer. She ignored Lipford altogether.


  "So then, what did he say? What did he say?" hustled Lipford. Farner pretended not to hear him and just kept on walking straight out of the office and directly to the elevator without slowing his stride.




  "What did he say?” urged the man in the grey trench coat, scurrying at Michael’s heel to keep up.




  Michael stabbed the steel elevator button with his index finger and it arrived in seconds. He stepped in, followed closely by his agitated friend. The metal doors hissed shut and Lipford repeated his question for a third time, only louder now that they were out of earshot. Farner looked directly into his eyes and placed his right hand lightly on Lipford’s grey crumpled shoulder.
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