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To Harold Straubing







The baseball is made of a cork-composition center encased in two thin layers of rubber, one of black, one red, and surrounded by the following: 121 yards of tightly wrapped blue-gray yarn wool, 150 yards of white yarn wool, 53 more yards of blue-gray yarn wool, and 150 yards of fine cotton yarn. A coat of rubber cement is added, and a cowhide exterior held together by 276 raised red cotton stitches. The ball measures between 2.86 and 2.94 inches in diameter.

The game of baseball is controlled by the pitcher. If he is fast, his missile is thrown at over 90 m.p.h. All the numbers favor the pitcher. They beat the hitters about 75 percent of the time. Even the best of the hitters will have 7 out of 10 at-bats failures.

Pitchers are the optimists of baseball, hitters the dour pessimists. The pitcher can smile and joke while the hitters act grumpy because he knows he has an accomplice against the batter. It’s the baseball in his hand.

The distance between the pitcher’s rubber and the rear point of home plate, according to official baseball rules, shall be 60 feet, 6 inches. The pitcher’s plate is 10 inches above the level of home plate. The degree of slope from a point 6 inches in front of the pitcher’s plate to a point 6 feet toward home plate shall be 1 inch to 1 foot.

But a pitcher can also deliver his fastball a foot closer to the hitter than the rules allow. He can cheat by digging a trench in front of the mound. The “rubber” then is 59 feet, 6 inches from the plate.

Any pitch can embarrass or kill the batter. This can make the happy pitcher even happier.

If he is inclined to be flaky he becomes flakier.





One

Monday

It was one-fifteen on a sultry Monday afternoon at Dodger Stadium and about twenty-five thousand of the faithful had turned out to snipe at their blue-helmeted home team and the incoming Giants.

The daffiness of the old Brooklyn Dodgers was legendary, boasting a long line of eccentrics who overran each other on the basepaths, tried to catch fly balls with their heads, or tried to steal with the bases loaded. The L. A. team had one of its own certifiable for membership in the elite club of legitimate screwballs, their southpaw hurler Hondo Kenyon.

In baseball, left-handed pitchers always have the edge on being flaky, and Kenyon with a mere six years of major league play was already heralded as top flake of the leagues. His antics on or off the field were flamboyant, executed with lunatic fervor, sometimes funny or bordering on the ludicrous, always certain of coverage by the media. But apart from the incongruous ways his mind worked, he had the necessary skills and fastball to keep the opposition from tearing his head off.

He had all the pitches. A big curving hook, a good knuckler change-up that showed its seams, and a fastball that came in humming. With Kenyon’s power and backspin, it jumped a foot sometimes, and he gave the batters fits with his blinding speed, slow curveball, and lack of control. There was no way they could dig in at the plate while trying to anticipate whether the ball would be coming in front or behind them. In addition, he threw the abominable screwball.

He struck out the leadoff man with three perfect pitches that fairly smoked into the catcher’s glove. Then he hit the second man, and walked the third. He threw behind the next batter’s ear, decking him, and after the batter got up, dusted himself off and glared threateningly at the mound, Kenyon struck him out. He walked the next man on four consecutive wild screwballs the catcher had to jump for, and then he sat down on the mound with the bases loaded, the fans screaming, and began talking to the new Rawlings gopher ball in his hand.

He talked softly to the ball, and cussed it out, and tried to reason with it. He put all his troubles on the ball and let it know how things stood between them. Then he got up, nodding as if he was satisfied with the agreement somehow reached, and struck out the next batter on three blazing fastballs neither he nor anybody else could see.

I was sitting in the press box with Slip Masters, the PR man for the club. Masters had once been a good and very aggressive sportswriter, but a heart attack had slowed him down and he was riding the promo gravy train into his own sunset. He mopped his face and then stuck a big brown cigar back in the middle of it.

“Someday that big jerk is going to kill somebody with that fastball,” Masters said. “At a hundred miles an hour there’s no way to duck. Did you see any of those last three pitches?”

I shook my head. “No more than you saw Koufax or Nolan on a good day. With a little more control, Kenyon can give you twenty games this year.”

Masters looked dubious. “He won’t live that long.”

“Bum ticker?” I asked.

Masters grunted and tapped his forehead. “The guy’s too flaky. Rubs too many people the wrong way. I’ve got to take the bite off for the morning papers. But take it from me, somebody is going to knock off that big clown damn soon.”

I stared harder at my paunchy balding pal. “Are you talking about the ballplayers or some of the outside entertainment Kenyon cuts himself in for?”

Masters wigwagged his cigar, fighting for a better grip. “It’s hard to separate them. Right now, I think everybody hates his guts. I don’t know whether it’s his cockiness, practical jokes, or perverted sense of humor. I’m not so sure I don’t hate him myself.”

I smiled. “Fine. When you kill him, let me know. It will be easier solving the murder.”

Masters grunted, and we went back to the game. The Giants couldn’t come up with anything. Hondo Kenyon went the full nine, striking out ten, allowing only three hits, walking seven, and winning easy with five runs behind him.

We had a beer after the game, and I drove the freeways home to Santa Monica. There were tax returns to go over. After a steak and a few beers, I took another shot at the figure sheet. I had it nearly licked by midnight.

A few hours later the phone rang, and Slip Masters apologized for interrupting anything I might have going.

“Nothing is happening,” I told him. “It’s a dull evening.”

“Maybe this will liven it up for you. We don’t have to worry any more about Hondo Kenyon killing anybody with his fastball.”

“How’s that?”

“They just fished him out of his apartment pool. He’s dead, I’ve seen the body. Seems there was a short circuit in the underwater light connection. The police told me Kenyon was electrocuted.”

“Was it murder?” I asked.

Masters shrugged over the phone. “You know, I was kind of hoping you would be able to tell me about that.”





Two

Tuesday

Doc Shipman was the dour medical examiner for the West Los Angeles Homicide Bureau. Despite most of a lifetime spent with cadavers, whole or piecemeal, he managed to conduct his offices with light-hearted cheer and gusto. I never passed up a chance to talk with this forensic freebooter over any newly arrived corpse whose demise I had to unravel.

He was smoking his usual evil-smelling stogie, sitting behind his desk. His small room was cluttered with the appurtenances of his trade: an impressive array of retorts, glass decanters, brown jugs containing the lethal toxins and poisons used by man or his mate to do in a fellow creature.

“I didn’t expect you down so soon, Roper. Must be a bounty on Kenyon you’re anxious to collect.”

“Bite your suspicious tongue. I’m trying to find out for a friend if it was a legit accident, or perhaps a crafty and ingenious murder in a swimming pool, Doc.”

He shrugged ashes over himself. “What’s the difference? The guy is dead. Who in the world would mourn the loss of one more screwball?”

“The Dodgers needed him for their pennant run, for one thing,” I said. “But we have to take these things seriously, don’t we? Next time around, they might decide they don’t like other categories. Like old police pathologists who smoke nickel cigars. Or maybe even ace private investigators. No, Doc, we can’t just let it lay there or we’re next.”

“It’s the risk we have to take, Roper. Mine is a thankless job anyway. If it weren’t for guys like you coming in, buttering me up, sucking my brains, I could easily forget how important I really am.”

“Screwballs are important, too,” I said. “Look how they liven up this dreary world we go around in.”

Doc Shipman grimaced and took another drag of his stogie. “According to what I’ve heard about this guy, his alleged humor wasn’t at a much higher level than these punk cigars. Kenyon’s idea of a good laugh was nailing somebody’s shoes to the locker floor.”

I shrugged. “Okay, so he’s better off dead. I don’t like practical jokers, either. Now, tell me how he died in your report. Was it an accidental death or does it leave room for doubt, and perhaps involve a bit of planning and cunning?”

Shipman went to his topmost file folder, took out a sheet of paper, and pretended to read from it. “Death due to inhalation of a foreign substance. Water, in this case, and too much of it in his lungs.”

“Slip Masters, the Dodger PR man, told me it was an electrical malfunction. An underwater-light short circuit, Doc.”

Shipman shrugged negligently. “Happens all the time. You know how maintenance people are these days, Roper. You don’t get your money’s worth anyplace, and that’s a fact.”

“Maybe the maintenance people hated Kenyon’s using the pool because they thought he was all wet to begin with. How about some facts?”

“What’s to know? A bulb in the underwater lighting burned out, causing a short. At the time Kenyon’s body was discovered, at approximately two A.M., the voltage current in the pool near the light registered sixty volts. There was a twenty-eight-volt reading in the shallow end even after they turned off the electricity. The victim wore a gold chain around his neck, a hippie necklace, and metal can be injurious to one’s health when worn in contact with electrical discharge, as I’m sure you learned in primary private investigator school.”

“They touched on it. You’re calling it accidental death?”

“Beyond a doubt,” Shipman said gruffly. “The man was a screwball, a heavy drinker, and a big lout with too much luck with the ladies, especially the sensational-looking ones. If somebody wanted him dead, why should I point an accusing finger? After all, we all have to live, don’t we? So, my friend, accidents happen. The guy was absent-minded, fell in his pool last night, ignored the charge in the water, forgot how to swim, and drowned to death.”

“Sounds accidental to me, too,” I said, “but you never know until you get closer and start kicking things around.” I took out my handy memo book. “What was the name of the party who discovered the body?”

Shipman picked up his report again, squinting through his glasses. “This is a police report, not a scandal sheet. All it lists here are reasons for the deceased drowning.”

I put the book back on my hip. “Okay, maybe you heard something from the officers who pulled him out of the pool.”

“That’s easier,” Doc Shipman said. “Happens to be more or less down your alley, too. A neighbor woman named Norma Harley, as I recall. She was coming home from a late party, and when she went into the pool for her customary, I assume, evening dip, she noticed a body submerged in the water. The second thing she noticed was that her own body had a strange tingling sensation, and she got the hell out of there and called the local fuzz. Anything else?”

I got up. “It’s got to be murder. Screwballs like Kenyon don’t go around electrocuting themselves. They live on the laughs they generate doing those fun things.”

Doc Shipman picked up his folder and slipped it into his desk. “I hope you’re right. I know you’re not happy unless a couple of goons are kicking your ribs in for butting into their lives. But meanwhile, and until you turn up alive with conflicting evidence, the report stands  —  heart arrest and accidental death by drowning. Good luck, Roper, and you should be so lucky yourself.”





Three

Swimming pools in Southern California, especially in the Los Angeles area, may differ in size and design but they have one thing in common. The lighting. The underwater colored-light system. It makes a pool of any size look good at night, bathing the dark water with garish tones of red, orange, purple, yellow, blue, and green. Those rainbow hues give the pools a certain moonlight charm.

They come in different shapes and sizes out here, according to the predilection of the architect and the available ground, and are kidney-shaped, circular, rectangular, or three-sided.

Apartment-house pools are generally smaller than hotel pools, just big enough to accommodate a flat dive and about a dozen strokes to bring you to the other side. The shallow end has cement steps leading into it, and the deep side has the board for diving and the lights under the edge.

Surrounding the pool is a cement patio area with deck chairs for the sun worshipers, sometimes a sauna or a section for barbecues, occasionally a ping-pong table.

Hondo Kenyon lived in a condominium apartment complex called Mars Vista. A sprawling chichi structure of wood and glass, it was one more cluster for the swinging singles and boat folk in the west end, the Marina del Rey. The marina has boat-repair shops, liquor stores, bars, and a clutter of odd-shaped piquantly named restaurants which feature pretty young cocktail waitresses and mediocre food. It has its own inner beach, a small inland waterway, and everything it needs but enough parking places for the hordes who pack it in solid at weekends, seeking the solace of other partly bereft singles.

The Mars Vista pool was good-sized, about thirty yards long and fifteen across. Big enough for a grown man to swim and die in.

When I got there, nobody was around but me and the maintenance man. He was scooping the surface of the water with a long-handled net, picking up leaves, flies, and other debris. He looked too graceful to be your average maintenance man, I noticed when I drew closer, and as luck would have it, he actually was a maintenance person, with most of her good points concealed under loose-fitting white coveralls.

The moving figure was active, making maintenance work interesting to watch, despite the baggy cover. But moods had to be broken and questions asked. “How good are you at short-circuiting underwater lights?” I asked.

The pool person stopped mid-scoop, turning to face me. She was tall with shaggy ash-blond hair, suspicious gray eyes, and a mouth that knew where to stop. I came close enough to touch her but didn’t dare.

She leaned on her scooper. “You with the police?”

I told her no, I was Max Roper, the private investigator at work surveying the scene of the crime, anxious to get all the pertinent facts concerning Hondo Kenyon’s sudden and shocking end.

She yawned. Her mouth looked as good open as closed. “You know, I never met a private investigator. I didn’t know people still did that number. I suppose you have some sort of identification.” She looked old enough to be legal.

“I’ll show you mine if you’ll show me yours,” I said.

“Dream on,” she said. “I’m strictly a working person.” I showed her the open wallet, I.D., and buzzer, but she didn’t bother reading the small print. “Oh, is that all it is?”

“That’s all it ever was,” I said. “Now, who are you and how do we know you’re not the original killer sopping up the clues the fuzz were too busy to collect?”

She fished a small card out of a coverall pocket. It said SECURITY POOL SERVICE. It carried a local address and phone. The name of the present working person was omitted.

“They drained the pool already,” she said, “replaced the burned-out bulb, fixed the wire. Otherwise I wouldn’t be fooling around with the charged water.

“If you need to know all, I’m Thora Arlen. I do this pool once a week, and others. I’m too busy keeping up with the dead flies and leaves to fiddle around with the lighting system. It’s how he was killed, so I heard.”

“An underwater short circuit, according to the police coroner,” I said. “How would that happen here?”

She pointed to the light junction box. “That’s where the cord from the underwater light fixture goes. The wire was loose or worn and shorted the bulb. It hardly ever happens.”

“Once is enough.” I looked over the metal junction box. It was accessible to anybody who would know enough to throw the switch turning off the current before cutting the wire or pulling it loose. “How about the bulbs?” I asked. “Were they working last night?”

“I wouldn’t know,” she said. “I’m daytime pool maintenance. The house electrician takes care of the lighting.”

I hunkered over the deep end peering under the diving board at the cluster of underwater lights. “What time do they come on?”

She leaned forward and bagged a few more surface flies. “When it’s dark enough, I guess. Automatic light cell. Energy conservation and all that.” She scooped up more leaves and put her scoop down. “Do you really think he was murdered? That somebody deliberately pulled the wire loose?”

“If somebody wanted him dead, and knew he liked his midnight swim, shorting the wire and fixture wouldn’t be that difficult. The killer would be smart enough to stay out of the water once electricity started leaking in.”

“That’s weird.” She picked up a plastic container and dumped its blue contents into the pool. It was chlorine. She swished it around, then ran a hose into the water. Then she washed down the cement walk, keeping busy, ignoring me.

It was the kind of service job usually done by the campus beachboy types working their way through school. You never knew nowadays what the gals would take on next. Being liberated made handymen out of them all.

I sidestepped some water coming at my feet. “What got you into this line of work?”

“A busted marriage and a few times at the singles bars. Now I’m dealing with something I can handle.”

“How long have you been at it?”

“A few months. It doesn’t take all that long to learn how to be handymaid to a pool.”

“You must have met the late Hondo Kenyon then, at one time or another,” I said. “He not only was a reputed sun worshiper but had the same regard for attractive women.”

She was gathering her tools now, putting them in a manageable heap near her. “We’ve met,” she said. “He didn’t seem all that bad, but I guess he tried too hard.” Her tanned hand brushed back some of the bangs over her eyes. “He wasn’t around that much,” she added. “The team is on the road a lot.”

“You never dated him?”

“Are you kidding?” she said. “Me, a maintenance pool nobody out with the mainstay of the Dodger pitching staff?”

She was fumbling around with her equipment, picking up too many things to handle at once, seeming anxious to get off.

“If you did,” I said, “the police will be asking you about it soon. You might as well practice your cover story with me.”

She stared, her eyes a dead giveaway. “Well, in that case, I told you a small fib. Actually we did.”

“Fine,” I said. “You see, it’s always good to confide in somebody you can trust. Purges the psyche, and so on.” I got out the old notebook. “Now, when was the last time you saw Kenyon alive?”

“How do I know I can trust you?” she said.

“Mornings find me very trustworthy,” I said. “Nights are something else again. You were about to tell me something.”

“Well, actually, last night was our first date.”

“Terrific,” I said. “Now tell me how you killed him and we can wind up this inquiry in record time.”

“I didn’t kill him. We had dinner and I was home by midnight. What time was he found?”

“At two A.M.”

She took a deep breath. It filled her coveralls beautifully. “Well, I didn’t kill him. Honest.”

I handed her my card. “I’ll take your word for it. You probably were home all alone watching TV.”

“But I was,” she said.

I nodded. “Safer than any singles bar. Did you and Hondo have an argument of any kind?”

Her eyes widened. “On our first date?”

“How about dinner  —  was it your place or his?”

She shook her head. “He took me to McDonald’s. I had a cheeseburger with fries.”

“Any other girl would have killed him for that. Did he appear happy, despondent, moody  —  any of those?”

She shrugged. “I think he was happy. He forgot his wallet and I paid the check.”

“What time was that?”

“Paying the check? About nine-thirty, ten, I guess.”

“And then he drove you home?”

She grinned. “No, I drove him home  —  here. Hondo said he had a hard time pitching, he didn’t feel much like driving.”

I put away the notebook. “Then what happened?”

“We sat out here for a while by the pool talking. He asked if I wanted to take a dip with him. I said, no, maybe some other time.” She sighed. “I guess that’s it.”

“Anybody else around while you two were talking here by the pool?”

“Not that I remember,” she said.

“And then you drove straight home by yourself and watched TV?” I said.

“That’s right.” She looked at her watch. “Are you going to ask a whole lot more questions? I’m due at another job now.”

“I’ll make it short. You drove yourself and Hondo to McDonald’s?”

“Yes.”

“Where did you pick him up?”

“Right out front. Will anybody believe that?”

“No more than the rest of your story. We’re talking about Hondo Kenyon. Swinger, playboy, man about town. Who would believe he dated at the hamburger chain?”

“They make a good burger there,” she said.

“When the police contact you, they’ll probably want to know how you rigged the loose wire that killed him.”

Her glance bordered on the unfriendly. “I told you I didn’t kill him. Nobody did. It had to be an accident. The wire was probably old and worn, it shorted and blew the light.”

Acting upset made her even more attractive. “Maybe I’ve asked the wrong questions. Is somebody hung up on you who might have resented your dating Hondo Kenyon?”

She frowned. “Who, me? Are you kidding?” I shook my head no, that I wasn’t. “Any more silly questions?” I shook the old head negative again. She sighed, relieved, said good-bye, and I watched her walk away with all her equipment. You always have to wonder why the ones who seem to have it all act so dubious about it.





Four

Hondo Kenyon’s death at thirty sold a lot of newspapers and sent a good number of TV newscasters up strange byways interviewing the people who knew Kenyon, or claimed to have been part of his eccentric life. It was a good opportunity for all the publicity-mad shadowy people to catch a little limelight.

There were shots of his origins, a small Pennsylvania town called Mt. Pleasant where they dug into the ground for coal and kept coke ovens burning through the night. His early school days and sandlot chums. He got the college contract and came out to U.S.C. and threw a couple of no-hitters right off the start, and the alumni saw to it that he never wanted for money or dates again.

He was big, brash, and good-looking, and with everything going for him from the start, it was inevitable that he would be linked with Hollywood starlets and some of the allegedly classy matrons from nearby Beverly Hills, Bel-Air, and Malibu.

Hondo had a few years on the average college Joe. It made him that much stronger, giving him an edge, but the publicity sheets tactfully kept that quiet. He lived by his own lights, and there were no former classmates who could recall him with affection. He was spoiled with easy women. And he had the constitution a playboy needed to weather the late hours, the booze and champagne, and the good-time girls.

Patty Bone, a madcap heiress to a pineapple fortune, enamored with Hondo’s rugged looks, coaxed daddy into buying him for her before the big league scouts could grab him. They got him away before graduation, and Hondo Kenyon spent the next few years in Hawaii learning how the rich live.

The living was good and easy, but finally palled on a man who was a natural athlete, and who lived on the intense competition and rough ways of the ballplayer’s world. Hondo cut loose from the pineapple monkey rope, and worked himself back into shape. The fruit heiress divorced him reluctantly, but cut him off from the money pass. It meant Hondo had to work for a living now for his own keep.

All security blankets were gone but one, his strong left arm. He needed a reputation again and began playing Triple-A with the minor farm clubs. He smoked a few no-hitters and several one and two-hitters, along with good control, and the majors began to notice him again.

They offered him peanuts, and Hondo wasn’t having any. He took up with the Mexican League. He went 20–4 with 250 strike-outs his first year. The San Diego Padres bought him with money and a good ball club to match his ambitions. He led the majors his first year with seven shutouts, three in succession. With confidence came his flakiness. The fans responded, some cheering his zany antics, others willing to razz another goofy lefty. He made good media copy.

In five years with the Padres he had 50 wins, 15 shutouts. He threw a no-hitter, two one-hitters, five three-hitters. He had season marks of 19–15; 20–16; 15–12; 16–10; and 17–18. His fastball was humming and hot and he got 1,400 strike-outs.

Hondo bought a Corniche Rolls costing $45,000. He had a beachfront penthouse pad and was doing all he could with the pretty little foxy ladies.

He held out for more money than the club cared to give, played out his option, and became a free agent. He wanted the Dodgers, and they seemed interested. There were rumors he was having arm trouble. From lifting too many Mai Tais, the wags said. Kenyon reputedly hit all the watering spots.

He got jammed when a Beverly Hills matron left her hubby for him. Kenyon played it cool and bounced her back. The irate husband came after Hondo with a gun. He caught him in a late spot, and took aim, but the piece misfired. It was part of the Hondo Kenyon luck. The knack of getting himself out of a bad inning with a key strike-out.

Underneath Kenyon’s carefree spirit was a thick level of guile. Flouting the traditional lefty pitcher label of screwball and flake, he protected himself with a brain. It wasn’t his own, but one skilled in legal maneuvers. He got himself one of the new and better player agents who was totally devoted to the free-agent wars, the concept of super salaries for the superstars. The million-dollar contracts.

The agent was Merv Shaw. In one of the better astronomical deals, he sold Hondo Kenyon to the Dodgers. One million for five years, plus some helpful interest-free loans and other tax benefits.

Although Merv Shaw handled a great many other athletes in varying degrees of superstar status, nevertheless losing part of his commission on a million-dollar deal could hurt some.

Because of that, Century City had to be my next stop, to call on Merv and find out how much, if any, he was hurting.





Five

I was off the duty roster at the EPT office, recovering from knife wounds on a recent stakeout of a big drug caper. The ring was broken temporarily, along with my health, but I was mending fast. I called my boss, O.J., and he told me to take the rest of the week off. Things were boiling again, but he wanted me fit. It gave me that much time to dig into the Kenyon case for my friend Slip Masters.

Century City was the new glitter high-rise package for tycoons. Abutting Beverly Hills, itself its own city, and touching Los Angeles at Santa Monica and Pico, its architects had shaped 180 acres of former Twentieth Century-Fox movie lots into this ersatz city. It had a class hotel where Presidents stopped, restaurants, boîtes, a shopping mall, banks, a movie house, a legit theater, a night club, a sports deli, a new hospital, and for residence a brace of high-rise apartment houses, tucked far out of the way.

All the rest was as it was programmed to be. The power center of black-windowed towers of stone and glass, rented to investment bankers, corporate lawyers, portfolio freaks, stock merchants, and any of the newly affluent who could take the square-foot nut every month of a long-lease plan.

It was a city without houses and people, a city with pasted-on culture, an architectural intrusion where you were not allowed to park your car on the street. But pretty girls with secretarial jobs walked across the stone bridge on the Avenue of the Stars on windy days and made it worthwhile to visit briefly.

Merv Shaw had been an $18,000-a-year Los Angeles deputy D.A. in charge of homicide when he received a telephone call from an embattled basketball player who had blissfully signed two contracts for different teams, and now needed help. Shaw got him out of the problem and into a ten-year multiple-million-dollar contract instead, and was on his way into the big time. He sensed how to get big money for professional athletes, inventing superstar status, and in six years had garnered most of the best sports figures as clients.

After handing in his deputy badge, he married. He took a sprawling suite in one of the expensive towers of Century City, peopled it with bright associates. His elevator was lined with cedar paneling and had thick pink carpeting.

The young receptionist’s smile was warm and friendly enough to help me forget we were generations apart. I explained my visit. She spoke softly into her communicating system, still holding me with her smile. “Mr. Roper is here, Mr. Shaw.” She nodded. “Yes, sir, I’ll send him right in.”

She rose from behind her desk to give me a better idea of what I was missing, or perhaps to direct me. Angry voices sounded from far down the carpeted hallway. An exchange between a man and woman, totally one-sided. The woman had all the best of it in vehemence and staying power.

The young receptionist looked embarrassed. There was good succinct phrasing going on back there. Sound street talk.

The man said, “Liz, be reasonable. You win some, you lose some.”

The woman had her own ideas about that, expressed in a few short words. A door slammed, punctuating what she thought he could do about it. Other doors opened along the long corridor and young men peered out.

A tall and shapely brunette came down the hall with a hip sway to make any motorist cross the center divider. She drew closer and became more beautiful. Ignoring me, she nodded to the young receptionist, and went on out the door toward the elevators.

“Mr. Shaw is waiting for you,” the young chick said.

Out of sight isn’t always out of mind, and I proved it. “Just out of sheer, idle curiosity, miss, who was that?”

“The lady who just left, sir? Mrs. Shaw.” She pointed left. “Mr. Shaw will see you now. Last door at the end.”

His office was huge, and he looked lost in it standing near a large desk, staring moodily out the windows. The papers from his desk were on the carpet, along with a framed picture. I picked it up and handed it to Shaw. It was a desk piece, a photo of a gently smiling woman, beautiful in repose but still identifiable as the stormy one who had recently left after mouthing her own particular billingsgate.

Shaw took it absently, and let it fall on the desk without troubling to set it up properly. He looked pale and was taking deep breaths in an attempt to calm down.

He waved a limp hand toward the door. “I suppose you heard all that.”
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