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One

The little blond girl below me stretched. She showed me her white lace panties as she leaned forward. She swung her arm in a fluid motion that revealed her perfectly rounded bottom, and grunted. The other girl facing her was taller, dark-haired, beautifully proportioned, and wearing a see-through red blouse. She danced up on long, tanned, shapely legs and dipped forward. Her hips spun and her arm swung out flat and hard. I tore my eyes away and caught a glimpse of the yellowish blur streaking waist-high. It thudded off glistening boards in the far corner.

The man sitting high on the green wooden platform turned his head and spoke impassively. “Thirty-love,” he said.

The crowd sighed, a matinée audience of dedicated tennis enthusiasts and voyeurs sprinkled loosely around the indoor Forum sports palace. The dark-haired Valkyrie bared white teeth glaring at the linesman calling the shot out with uplifted arm. He stared down at his feet nervously. The cute blonde in the frilled panties smiled. She walked with short, mincing steps to the deuce court, turning to the ball boy as she prepared for her next serve.

The call had come through the previous evening. It didn’t promise much but presented possibilities.

“How would you like to see some pretty girls?”

“What kind of pretty girls?” I asked cagily.

“Tennis pros. The L.A. Open for fifty thousand big ones.”

“Oh, that kind of pretty girls.”

“Don’t knock it,” my caller said. “When you get an eyeful of that Aussie kid Wendy Cliff, you’ll be glad I left a ticket for you at the box office.”

My caller was Toby Scott, a harried bon vivant and P.R. man for the big organization in Inglewood that tapped out sports lovers in any category every night of the week and included matinées whenever possible to keep their parking lot under cover, at slightly less exorbitant fees.

“I’m in the murder business,” I reminded Scott. “Has anybody threatened this Wendy Cliff?”

“Uh-uh. This is strictly tennis.”

“How does she rank?”

“Currently number five, but young and coming fast. It wouldn’t surprise me a farthing if she knocked off Rosemary Christie this week in straight sets.”

“Who is Rosemary Christie?”

“You’re kidding. Rosemary won three Wimbledons and two Forest Hills. Also French Open twice. She’s the leading money winner so far on the tour.”

“They’re playing for how much this week?”

“Total prize money is fifty grand. Winner gets twenty-five.”

“People get killed for less. I’ll be there.”

“Come on, come on,” he said. “I’m not expecting trouble. I’m asking you out for the kicks. These girl tennis players are something. They hit like men now but they don’t wear too much. You know, all that healthy exercise and running and bending does wonders to a girl’s body.”

Men have been moved on less persuasion.

Apart from the balls being yellow now instead of white, it was a different kind of ball game. Faster, harder, sexier. Looking down from my angled orange seat, I was impressed. More than a few of the girls looked as leggy and luscious as the kind of birds you see in a Vegas line. They scooted gracefully over the portable green synthetic carpet surface. They punched crisp volleys, hit hard overheads and laced vicious drives. They reared back and served with hard flowing power.

Some genius had computed the elements needed for the new game. Trophies were old hat, and touring the circuit for ranking wasn’t much fun. He came up with the single ingredient needed to bring all those lovely leggy girls out, and make them work on their games and costumes.

It was something called money. Fifty thousand clams was a lot to be shooting for, and the gals were at last seeing real pay dirt. They had their own sponsor now and their own tennis league with an organized tour each season. Since they couldn’t quite match the power and speed of the top men players, they had cleverly inserted visual entertainment as a come-on, the kind that men couldn’t ever hope to display. Now the fans were plunking down their money to see tennis along with shapely girls in different sizes and colors, showing a lot of skin in miniskirts, hot pants, frilled lace panties, and off-the-shoulder and see-through no-bra blouses. It was a hell of a jump since the days of Little Miss Poker Face.

The tiny blonde on the improvised indoor-court surface below me hit hard from all sides. The electronic scoreboard computed the play in flashing changing lights. The umpire droned his calls and I checked the program.

First-round singles match. Near court, Wendy Cliff against Kerry Maiden. Both from Australia.

Although tennis wasn’t my bag, you didn’t need the eyes of an expert to recognize that the moves and play of the blond kid spelled champion. She had it all and knew how to use it. In addition, Wendy Cliff seemed to anticipate her opponent’s moves, and attractive and capable as the tall brunette was, she was steadily being cut down by a withering net attacking game.

The crowd warmed to the personality and prowess of the blond kid, and applauded her solidly hit points. The see-through-blouse gal was good but not good enough this day.

The program notes listed them as doubles partners in the tournament. It didn’t make sense at first watching partners attempting to humiliate and annihilate each other. It was the old tennis spirit, of course, the struggle for dominance, enriched and inflamed now by the big prize money. The winner’s purse justified the overheads each fired point-blank at the other, and angled volleys forcing them to sprint and pant and bite their pretty lips in frustration. And whoever lost, they would be on the same side of the net in other matches fighting for the doubles money.

Wendy Cliff, seeded second, won going away in straight sets. She flung her racket in the air at the last clinching call and ran forward. The girls met at the net to shake hands. The tall fagged brunette was smiling. I couldn’t recall many women offhand who had been good and gracious losers. Perhaps everything was as it seemed. A new kind of ball game.

The second match featured an off-shoulder blouse against hot pants. Hot pants won without showing much else.

Then it was Rosemary Christie, the champ and leading money winner on the tour, according to my friend at the Forum. Her program statistics were impressive and her game even more so. She was cool, lithe, stonily efficient, gifted with uncanny anticipation. Her game wasn’t as flashy as the Aussie girl’s, but she was a classy player and did only what was necessary to win the point — indisputably a champion. It wasn’t her fault that she had almost a dozen years over the youngster from down under.

The program background info had Rosemary down as thirty. No wheelchair category, not any handicap in tennis. It’s a game where savvy and experience can offset the stamina and speed of youth. Most top players reach their peak at thirty, men or women. A precocious young talent such as the seventeen-year-old Aussie kid is rare. It happens in the sports world maybe once a decade for either sex. It makes for good promotion, the flashy Wunderkind against the steady, older star.

Watching Rosemary Christie romp through her opponent, I figured her better-than-even money against the Aussie kid. The champ’s game included deception as well as power. Soft drop shots. Wide-angled volleys. Towering, well-placed lobs. The only flaw I could see in her game was visual, sexual.

She wasn’t stacked like some of the other players.

The girl across the net from her was big enough to be an authentic heavyweight. The program listed her as Liz Gunn. They had her down at five-eleven and weighing one-seven-five. She looked bigger and heavier.

The program listed other big girls playing the tournament. A few five-tenners at around one-fifty, one-sixty-five.

Liz Gunn outsized them all.

Liz was also listed as Rosemary Christie’s doubles partner. She had been playing for over ten years, had won a lot of minor tournaments. Considering her physical advantages, she should have won more. Playing her, I thought, had to come close to playing a man.

The match was dull and one-sided, and the veteran Rosemary took it easily in two sets. Although beaten soundly, the big girl had tremendous power in her game, and I could imagine her being a formidable asset when they joined together as doubles partners in the forthcoming scheduled matches. But she was glum in defeat and ungracious, and unlike the dark-haired Aussie, who had smiled happily to embrace defeat at the hands of her partner, Liz Gunn walked up to the net scowling and barely touched hands across the net at the end.

When Rosemary patted her shoulder as they walked off, the big girl turned, said something with curling lip and shrugged her hand off. The champ said something in return; the big girl stalked off alone in a huff. The crowd whistled at the display of bad manners, and a few catcalls came down from the upper seats.

The incident wasn’t much. Nobody says you have to smile when you get beat, and there have been more successful soreheads than good losers in any game you want to mention. As the linesmen got off their chairs, I got off mine and headed for the Forum bar for a quick one or two before the rest of the tennis got under way. There were still various cute-looking girls whose photos in the program called for a lengthier and real-life perusal. A French girl who looked too busty to be true for a tennis player. An Italian miss with legs I wanted to see personally to believe. I had to admit my P.R. pal Scott hadn’t exaggerated the essential details that improved tennis watching.

I called my office before heading back upstairs to the arena. The secretary gave me all the bad news I needed in a single sentence. A witness we had been depending upon to crack a Mexican drug caper had been gunned down. There was a chance I could get some final information out of him if I hurried down to the hospital.

He was dead by the time I got there. There were a lot of papers to be rechecked at the office. I worked hard for several hours and didn’t waste a single minute of it worrying about getting back to the cute tennis players. My game is murder and gives me the main kicks I need.

I came back late to the apartment in Santa Monica, put on a chop and took it with a few beers. I turned on the TV for the late sport news and put some ice in a glass and poured stuff from a bottle over it.

The sportscaster was one of my favorites. He was one of the few around who could fill in his time in front of the camera without giving you the scores. He had a hot special on this time and it couldn’t wait. He told me that the sports world was shocked by the sudden and mysterious death of the young, beautiful and talented Aussie tennis player Wendy Cliff.

I looked at my watch. I had seen her playing only eight hours earlier. The sportscaster who had always been my special favorite couldn’t give me any details. I turned off the set.

The phone rang and I had a pretty good idea who was calling. “You were right,” he said right off. “It was murder.”





Two

The Hillcrest Motel was a sprawling complex of whitewashed units and red-tiled cottages in West Los Angeles off Beverly Hills. The spinning red-turreted tops of the LAPD patrol cars showed me where to park. It was a foggy night and the red glow of the fuzz domes hung in the air like a fragment out of a Dante dream.

My friend Toby Scott picked me out of the rose-tinted gloom. He was pale and perspiring and more shaken than his whiskey breath suggested.

“You got to be some kind of a jinx,” he said. “If I hadn’t called you for a free look at the entertainment, that kid might still be alive.”

“Makes sense,” I said.

“As much as murder,” he said. “How come it seems to follow you around?”

“Maybe the word is out that I need the money. Do you want to tell me now what happened?”

Scott shrugged and turned his head to stare across the lawn at the cottage entrance clogged with L.A.’s finest. “We can go over and take a look in a minute. I got word of it from the soft-drink sponsor of the tournament. Carter Semple, president of the outfit.”

Board presidents seemed unlikely messengers. I asked, “Did he discover the body?”

“No,” Scott said. “Rosemary’s husband did.”

“That’s nice. What was he doing visiting the opposition?”

Scott raised a shaking hand. “No, no,” he said. “Don’t get it wrong about the setup on the ladies’ tour. It’s all one big happy family. Donald Christie dropped over to ask Wendy to join him and Rosemary at a party some movie people were throwing tonight. She didn’t answer, the door was unlocked, he walked in and discovered the body.”

I said, “You told me the soft-drink sponsor called you.”

“That’s right. Don Christie got the office manager to call the cops. Later he called Semple.”

“Any idea why?”

Scott showed me he could shrug with both hands in his pockets. “I don’t know why. Maybe he figured it was an obligation, with Semple’s outfit shelling out so much dough for the players. The news would have to have some effect on the gate. Wendy would have been Rosemary Christie’s top competition.”

“Okay. Why did Semple call you?”

“He’s a businessman. He was wondering if we ought to cancel the tournament.”

“They putting up the house money?”

“Fifty percent against the gate. The Forum would take a little bath, like he would. But he said he was worried on another score. They got into this thing, putting up big money for the lady players, for the publicity. You couldn’t miss the newspaper and poster tie-ins on the tournament with Semple’s soft-drink product — Slimmer-Aid.”

Somehow I had, but it was nobody’s fault. I’d been too busy going over the lines of the players.

“Semple figured the product would get a black eye being tied in with the murder. All you need is some freak bad-mouthing and you can be very dead.”

“Like Wendy Cliff,” I said.

Scott grimaced. “Let’s go over and take a look.”

We shouldered past the layers of thrill seekers in bathrobes, topcoats and short nighties cluttering the lawn. The sarge in charge recognized me and let us through the door. Lieutenant Camino’s forensic genius, the very dour and cool medical examiner Dr. Shipman, was buckling the straps on his black

bag, looking like a man used to violent death. He saw me and shook his head.

“This one will give you fits,” he said.

I looked over his bent form to the body on the carpet. “They all give me fits. What’s so special about this job?”

“See for yourself,” Doc Shipman said.

She lay wasted on the motel rug, looking smaller than I remembered her. She was all dressed up in an evening dress, but there wasn’t anywhere she could go. Somebody had done something terrible to her complexion. A purplish thin line circled her neck, making it more livid than white. I liked the way she had looked earlier, skipping around the tennis court, wearing those sexy frilled white lace panties. She had had everything going her way then. Now she gave the impression of a very poor loser. Death had come upon her quite suddenly and she looked as if she had been totally unprepared to dispute the call and go on living.

I turned to Doc Shipman. “The mad strangler strikes again,” I said. “What’s so special about this one?”

The waspish M.E. nodded toward a long piece of twisted white string. “There’s the murder weapon. I make it out to be tennis gut.”

I hunkered over it. It was thin but seemed as strong as wire. “Tennis-racket stringing?”

“Yep.” He lit up what was left of his dead cigar and carelessly flipped away the match. “I hear there are a lot of ladies in this tournament, and they all swing rackets. They’re playing for bigger money now than ever. Some use lamb gut, some nylon. Makes no difference. It’s particular to their trade. You’ll have a lot of suspects to go through.”

I rubbed my jaw but it needed a razor’s touch more. “A lot of other people play tennis,” I said. “Not just the ones on the women’s professional tennis touring circuit.”

Doc Shipman nipped the short length of stogie between his yellow-stained teeth and grinned mockingly. “So I understand. That could give you even more to cover.”

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s say it could be the tour players. Wendy was small but a tough, conditioned athlete. You took off the cord. Could a woman have pulled it that tight?”

Shipman nodded and blew acrid smoke. He picked up a program similar to the ones they were shilling at the sports palace. “The pictures and statistics in here indicate quite a few big women playing in the tournament. These Amazons are strong as men. You’d better watch yourself, Roper.”

“Why?”

He slapped his beat-up hat onto his head. “Some of them are beautiful. Ever hear of Venus’s-flytrap?” He gave me a limp salute and walked out.

I turned to Scott “I’ll need a list of all the players.”

He handed me a folded sheet from his pocket. “They’re all down here. Same as the program.”

I studied the sheet. “What about boyfriends?”

Scott shook his head. “You’ll be digging up that kind of information yourself, I imagine. I don’t have it. You’ll have to remember some of them have husbands, too.”

We went out together. An ambulance came wailing up the long curving driveway. The rubberneckers were still hanging around waiting for their glimpse of a dead girl.

“I don’t see any other lady players around,” I told Scott. “Didn’t they get the news?”

He shrugged. “I guess they must have by now. From either Rosemary or her husband, or Semple. Or they could have picked it up on the news, like yourself. Anyway, they don’t necessarily all stay at the same motel when they blow into town.”

“Not even their doubles partners?”

“Same answer. They’re not exactly buddy-buddy roommates like baseball players. I think women do their thing differently.”

I remembered the dead girl’s throat. There hadn’t been any significant breakthrough in technique. The garroting was as efficient as any I could recall men doing. I’d forgotten to ask Shipman if the tennis cord had a ribbon bowknot at the end.

I got into my heap and looked up at Scott rocking outside the open car window. “Maybe somebody didn’t want Wendy to win the tournament. Or maybe somebody had other reasons but killed her to make it look like a tennis fallout.”

Toby Scott looked back at the crowd milling around the motel doorway. “There could be another angle, you know. As I said before, this kind of publicity could hurt Carter Semple.

Maybe there’s somebody around who doesn’t like his soft drink, Slimmer-Aid.”

“How does he get hurt?” I said. “Nobody was poisoned drinking his product.”

Scott shook his head. “Sometimes it can get hurt just by association — the bad publicity.”

I matched his head shake and added three fingers. “Wendy wasn’t a big name yet and he’s still got a good tournament going. He still has the champ and a lot of topnotch contenders. By the time it’s over here, they’ll have forgotten all about the kid.”

“Could be,” he said reasonably. “I hope so.”

“But we won’t.”

Scott looked embarrassed. “Hey, look — I don’t know how we can work this. I mean, I don’t have the authority to hire you. That would be up to Mr. Semple, if he’s interested. That’s where the money is.”

“Forget the money. I’m going ahead for my own reasons.”

“Why?” he said, puzzled.

“I get a little uptight over garroting jobs. Besides, the kid was too young to die. That tears me some, too.”

He shrugged. “Okay, if that’s how you want it. I wish I could help you some way.”

“Swell,” I said. “You can start by finding out how long the kid’s been in town.”

He nodded. “Anything else?”

“Don’t leave town. Everybody connected with the tournament is a suspect.”

“You’re a sweetheart,” he said.





Three

Camino didn’t like being dragged out of bed any more than most people. He didn’t bother disguising his annoyance.

“It must be very important,” he said, looking me over. “What the hell can I do for you that won’t wait till tomorrow?”

I looked down at his ratty house slippers. “You’ll catch your death in those flimsy things. I can tell you all about it inside.”

He yawned in my face. The night wind blew and flapped the bottom of his bathrobe. He shivered and tried to ignore it. “Let me guess,” he said. “There was a report some little blond Aussie tennis player was knocked off tonight.”

“That’s it, Nick. I saw her play this afternoon at the Forum. A big tournament with a lot of money riding. Put on by a Mr. Carter Semple for the Slimmer-Aid soft-drink product.”

Camino growled and scratched at his beard. “Why bother me about it? Why the hell can’t you be waking Semple up instead if you’ve got a lot of questions?”

“He’s got too much money for me to wake him up.”

Camino threw the door open and I followed him inside. The shapely blonde who hadn’t put too much on in the last ten years looked down sleepily from the upper landing. “What is it, Nick?”

“It’s only Roper. Go back to bed.”

She waved to me. “Trouble?”

“Only if he tries reheating the coffee,” I said.

“Abstain,” she said, waved again and shuffled offscene.

The Caminos and I knew each other long before he made Lieutenant of Homicide at the LAPD West L.A. station. I’ve taken my work problems to his desk more often than his home, but he’s never hesitated breaking me out of the sack either if he thought it necessary.

He jerked his head. “Come on in the kitchen,” he said. “Maybe I can reheat some coffee.”

“I was counting on that,” I said.

He got the pot boiling and it didn’t taste any worse than always. He lit up a cigarette and I did the same and we stared at each other for a few seconds. He yawned again and glanced openly at his watch.

“I need some shut-eye,” he said. “What’s your problem?”

“The kid was strangled with a tennis string. The kind of gut or nylon the players use so the ball won’t pass through their rackets. Doc Shipman had already taken it off her neck when I got there. I wanted to know what your boys had on it so far. Visitors, phone calls. Like that.”

He shook his head. “Nothing, so far as I know. I can always wake up the detective crew, if you like, and play question and answer.”

I told him no, that wasn’t necessary.

“What’s biting you?” he asked. “I mean, apart from a cute blonde getting knocked over. I happen to know that always upsets you. Maybe you need psychiatric help.”

“The girl’s body was discovered by Don Christie, the defending lady champ’s husband. Is that anything to fuss over?”

“Who can tell at this stage? Where’d you get the information?”

“Toby Scott. P.R. man for the Forum. He called me earlier and invited me to see the games. Told me how cute and sexy the lady players were getting. Came on big about the Aussie whiz kid.”

Camino took a long drag on his butt. “Was she anything?”

“He didn’t lie. She really was something. I saw the champ play, too. That’s Rosemary Christie. She was top seed, and the kid second. I think the champ would have taken her but it could have been one hell of a match.”

Camino nodded and tried hard to keep his eyes in focus. “What about the other lady players? All cute and sexy too?”

“That’s one of the problems, Nick. They all wore the peekaboo outfits. Off-the-shoulder shirts, see-through blouses. They were all tan and really built.”

Camino leaned back in his chair, eyes narrowed. “I don’t recall if you answered the question exactly.”

I shook my head. “Some cute and sexy, and especially the kid, Wendy Cliff. The champ’s got nothing but a very sound game. But Doc Shipman put his finger on it. He had been looking over the program in Wendy’s room and was impressed with the statistics they furnished. He reminded me they were a bunch of Amazons really, as big and strong as some men.”

Camino was listening hard with one eye open. “You were there yourself. What did you think?”

“They look terrific but a few of them are almost as big as I am. I don’t think Doc was kidding when he said I ought to watch out.”

“I may be missing the point of reference somehow,” Camino said.

“The games aren’t just singles matches,” I said. “The girls team up as doubles partners. Wendy’s was a tall Aussie girl, name of Kerry Maiden. Rosemary had an even bigger one. Liz Gunn. Liz could throw you across this room.”

Camino thought about it with both eyes closed. “Not impossible,” he said. He stood up. “I suppose you’re implying there could be some kind of lesby vibration going on here. That one of those big girls could have done something real mean and bad over jealousy. Like that?”

I got up too. “I don’t know,” I said.

Camino walked me to the door. He got it open and didn’t try to shake my hand when I went past him.

“Try me again when you’re sure,” he said.





Four

The next morning I phoned in to find out if my services were needed. O. J. Burr ran the outfit, a tightly knit group of counterespionage and antidrug agents and investigators like myself. His exploits during the war were legendary, brought him into government intelligence, and when he tired of that route, into his own West Coast operation. O. J. was everything you wanted in an employer, and had the knack of understanding personal vagaries.

He listened to my account of the little Aussie girl’s murder and interrupted only to check me out on my list of suspects. “You have far too many and you’re dealing with obscure motives. I don’t like the string your killer used, either. It’s too cute. Anybody strong enough to have garroted the girl with a thin cord could have done the same job barehanded and faster.”

“My very own thoughts,” I said.

“Expand and proceed,” O.J. said. “I’ll give you a week.”

It seemed too little time, but sometimes an investigator can get lucky. I remembered a lean tennis instructor who worked out of the Santa Monica courts. He knew all there was to the game and I hoped his know-how included the backgrounds of some of the touring women pros.

I got into the heap and tootled a few blocks over to Wilshire and paid my respects to the curb coin parking meter. His repair shop was untended and I found him on the side court feeding yellow-green balls from a huge wooden box to a buxom matron with nice legs and terrible coordination. She was trying to learn how to serve the ball and it was painfully apparent there would be no major breakthrough this day.

The pro, Ed Grubb, was patiently breaking the moves down by the numbers, and then he saw me. He left her alone with the big box of balls and her ineptitude, told her to keep at it and walked out the gate. He must have remembered my help one time when some local hoods were giving him trouble and I had taken them off his back.

Grubb was a southpaw and they can be hell on handshakes. I let it pass and told him I needed his help.

“An hour every morning and I promise you’ll be able to beat some of the ten-year-old little girls around here in two months,” he said.

I had seen some of his hotshots performing and knew he was being less than truthful. “I need more than lessons, Ed.”

“Okay,” he said, puzzled. “Name it.”

“I was at the Forum yesterday watching the lady pros.”

He nodded. “They’re pretty good, but if you give me two hours every morning, I guarantee that in six months you’d be able to take some of them.” He thought about it and added, “Maybe all of them if you still carry your gun.”

I explained about Wendy Cliff and the garrote job with the piece of lamb gut.

Ed shook his head. “Nylon would have been cheaper. It also lasts longer and isn’t affected by rain.”

“The killer wasn’t trying to save a buck. Do you think Wendy could have taken Rosemary Christie in the final?”

“Hard to say. Rosemary has all the class and experience. Wendy hasn’t done all that much; her coach has more or less kept her under wraps.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “Revenge, I guess.”

“Come again?” I said politely.

Grubb frowned, looked up and saw the name he was looking for spelled out somewhere in the sky. “Drew Austin has been coaching her for several years. He used to be a top Aussie player but always had bad luck in the big tournaments. Never won a title, far as I can remember. When I said revenge, I meant Wendy was going to win them all for him.”

“Is he up here now?”

Grubb lifted his eyebrows. “You kidding? I hear Wendy didn’t even go to the potty without Austin’s okay.”

I didn’t remember the Aussie coach being around when his classy protégée got herself strangled to death. Toby Scott, my public relations friend, hadn’t bothered telling me if Austin was also booked at the Hillcrest Motel. It was possible he didn’t know more than the events that concerned him, the games scheduled for his indoor sports arena.

Grubb had turned his head to watch the woman he had been instructing in some of the preliminary mysteries of serving. He watched her pitty-pat another ball into the net and didn’t wince or scowl. He’d been through it all before.

“What do you know about Donald Christie?” I asked. “He discovered the body. Dropped around, I understand, to invite Wendy to a party with him and Rosemary.”

Grubb held up his hand and called to the woman littering her side of the court with tennis balls, “Higher, Hilda. Throw the ball higher. Make yourself reach up for it.”

She nodded, smiling and perspiring, threw the ball higher and missed it. She looked at her instructor suspiciously.

“That’s the idea,” he said. “Only hit it next time.”

She threw it up and hit it out of the court and into the busy boulevard beyond. She looked over at Grubb embarrassed.

“Keep trying,” he said. “We’ve got lots of balls.”

“That reminds me of my last question,” I said. “Don Christie. He’s married to the champ. Is he supposed to be under wraps too?”

Ed looked at me with surprised blue eyes. “Far as I know, he’s always been the headman there. Don’s got all the money he’ll ever need. Family money. Breeds horses.”

“Horses?”

“For show. Arabians mostly. Got a big ranch out in the Valley. Chatsworth. Used to be quite a horseman. Did a lot of show jumping. Until his last horse took a header and fell on him.”

“You’re saying he’s crippled?”

“Paralyzed from the waist down. Broken legs, pelvis.”

“How does he get around?”

Grubb shrugged. “Wheelchair. Crutches.”

“Maybe I’ll have to pop out to his Valley place to ask him whatever he can tell me.”

“He wouldn’t stiff you,” Grubb said. “Don’s a classy guy. With all he had going for him, nobody could figure why he married Rosemary.”

“How’s that?” I parried.

“She didn’t have anything. Came up out of the public courts and had to fight for everything. That’s why she’s exciting to watch. She’s a scrapper. Doesn’t know how to quit when things aren’t going her way.”

I remembered the merciless way she had annihilated her doubles partner in their match, giving her nothing, making her foot for every point, allowing her very few.

“What can you tell me about some of these big girls? Liz Gunn, Rosemary’s partner. Kerry Maiden, who was to be paired up with Wendy.”

“Can’t tell you anything bad about Kerry. She’s been up here a lot. Kerry Maiden was the top Australian woman player until Wendy aced her out.”

“How about Liz?”

He shook his head. “Big power player with all the equipment and strokes. But she’s a dumb player.”

“How can you tell?”

“She’s big and strong, she thinks she has to blast everybody off the court. She has her days when she can do it, too. But when she doesn’t have it, she blows sky-high. She’s got a murderous temper.”

“That’s nice,” I said.

Ed shook his head and spread out some of his shaggy blond locks. “I didn’t mean it that way. I’m talking about her tennis. When she’s mad, she’ll hit her overheads right at her opponent. Someday she might kill somebody.”

“Maybe she already has,” I said.

Ed looked down at his wristwatch. “I’ve got to be getting back to my lesson. Do you have enough yet to work on?”

“I’m on my way to find out.”





Five

I put in a toll call to Don Christie out in Chatsworth. A man answered and told me with a soft Spanish accent that Señor Christie was not home. I asked if maybe he was outside talking things over with his horses. He said no, that the señor was in the city on business, and when I asked where I could locate him, he gave me a Mexican shrug over the phone and told me. Tennis.

That reminded me of the man who really had some business with tennis and I called Toby Scott.

“Where can I find Carter Semple?”

I imagined him frowning when he said slowly, “What do you want him for?”

“Small talk. Maybe he can tell me who killed Wendy Cliff.”

“If he knew, wouldn’t he tell the police?”

“Doubtful. Cops don’t go for slimming drinks.”

He gave me the hotel and phone number. “If you want to see some more tennis today, I’ll leave a ticket in your name at the box office.”

“You told me I was a jinx,” I said. “What if somebody else gets knocked off?”

“It might be good for business,” he said. “People travel all the way to Indianapolis to see race drivers get killed. Maybe they can get their kicks here at the Forum instead.”

“Put me down,” I said. “I wouldn’t want to miss any of it, either.”

“Incidentally, Kerry Maiden’s got herself a new partner to take Wendy’s place. Irena Monti.”

“Monti?”

“She’s the Italian star. One of the better touring pros with a lot of wins in Europe. I don’t know how good she is but she looks so sensational out there, you won’t care.”

“What happened to her doubles partner?”

“Olga Solyetsin? Dumped her, I guess. Olga hasn’t had too much doubles experience and Kerry’s a stronger player. It happens in men’s tennis too, you know. They try for a winning combination. It’s for money — countries don’t enter into it.”

“Will Don Christie be there today?”

“Can’t say for sure. Usually he’s there for Rosemary’s important matches, anyway.”

“Was he there yesterday?”

“I don’t know. Didn’t see him. But then, Rosemary was a breeze against Liz Gunn. Beats her brains out every time. Don could have passed it up. He’s seen the slaughter too many times.”

“How about with Wendy Cliff? Has Rosemary played her before?”

He didn’t have the answer at the tip of his tongue. “Yeah,” he said finally. “Once in England, once in Australia. The kid beat her both times. Personally, I don’t think it means too much. The first time Rosemary was getting ready for Wimbledon. She came into the other after two big wins and was played out.”

“What do you know about Drew Austin?”

“Wendy’s coach? Forgot all about the old guy. What do you want to know? He was a good player in his day. He’s done a good job bringing Wendy along.”

“Do you know if he stayed at the same motel where she was knocked off?”

“Maybe ‘at,’ “ Toby said stiffly. “I can’t tell you about ‘with’ — I don’t know.”

“For a good P.R. man, you don’t know too much,” I said.
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