PAGE  
4

City Haul
A novel

By Phil Garlington

San Francisco county supervisor Jay Bodwell might well have been the study for some muted work in oils entitled Young Man in Thought.  His broad forehead was creased with exactly three horizontal furrows, while on his ruddy, well-shaved cheeks a parenthesis bracketed a pensive frown.  Those lips, usually so ready to laugh or smile, now had a severe cast, while an index finger toyed with the carefully trimmed mustache that adorned his lip, the first mustache to make an appearance in the marble and mahogany supervisors' chambers since 1928.

Doubtless it was comforting to the dozen spectators attending the board's deliberations on tax revision to see this young, dashing supervisor so rapt with a topic that admittedly was difficult, arcane, intellectually muscular, but above all crushingly tedious.


Since the board still applied the principles of an open society Mrs. Valentine Rhinegarden, vice president of the Taxpayers' Justice League, had been allowed the floor to better acquaint the board with her organization's scheme for sweeping tax reduction.


"And I speak not only for the league," Mrs. Rhinegarden was saying, "but for the Lunchbucket Family as well.”  
“The average working family," she added, in case the supervisors failed to grasp the metaphor.

As Mrs. Rhinegarden launched into a description of the travails of the Lunchbuckets, Supervisor Bodwell nodded slightly, removed a gold Mark Cross fountain pen from his inside pocket, and deliberately made a note on the yellow legal pad lying next to his water pitcher.

A speculative mind, had such a thing existed in this audience, might have assumed this note to himself might read, "Lunchbuckets unfairly taxed …adjustments necessary…soak rich, make poor go to work…," since this, after all, was the essence of the league's prescription for reform.


But, in this instance, the non-existent speculative mind would have missed the boat.  For Supervisor Bodwell had not the slightest interest in Mrs. Rhinegarden, the Lunchbuckets, or even in tax reform.  He was interested rather in trying to sort out his own tangled finances, and was jotting down his most pressing debts.


"May I borrow your calculator?" Bodwell said to his seatmate to the left, Supervisor Melvin Anchorstein, the taut, thin boss of one of the city's premier accounting firms who, as an elected official, seemed to be perpetually gritting his teeth and balling his fists.


Anchorstein grudgingly assented.  Unlike Bodwell, he was avidly interested in taxes, and had been churned into politics by the countless Lunchbuckets who vaguely perceived the screwing they were getting and had elected a man of zeal to hew at the ankles of the big spenders.


Bodwell picked up the little black box manufactured by the Texas Instrument Company.  It was capable of integral calculus, but Bodwell just wanted to use it to total his bills, so that nobody would see him counting on his fingers.  First, however, he tapped the buttons so that the little green numbers on top represented the annual city budget.  Nudging Anchorstein he showed him the number, erased it, and punched in another number approximately two million higher.


"Next year," Bodwell whispered.


"Never," hissed Anchorstein, "I'll cut the balls of every department head."


"We'll have to raise taxes," Bodwell whispered.


"Never, never, never."  The veins in Anchorstein's neck were standing out like ropes, and Bodwell decided to ease up.  While knowing nothing about Freudian mumbo jumbo Bodwell could see that Anchorstein's interest in taxation was abnormal.  And since Anchorstein also happened to be the leading crusader against smut, Bodwell had the vague idea that raising taxes might have some convoluted meaning in the hidden part of his colleague's mind.


Anchorstein was gazing uneasily in Bodwell's direction as the young supervisor caressed the keys of the borrowed calculator with one hand while he smoothed his silk tie with the other.

Glancing around the chamber Bodwell could see that the four other board members present all had what he privately termed the glazed doughnut look.  It was an expression that comes over those suffering from an onslaught of repetitive tiresome nonsense, yet one that can't be exactly called inattentive either.  Board president Sylvia Dardenelle, sitting at the elevated podium, polished her gavel with a thumb and waited for the second hand of her stopwatch to make the necessary three revolutions before she would be required by board rules to cut off the speaker in mid-sentence, and send her back to the company of her earnest and sexually-depleted cronies.

In the press box, two newspaper reporters, so inert with boredom that their faces looked like a couple of collapsing balloons,  sprawled across a long walnut table, amidst fifteen or twenty yellow pencils.  A policeman sitting by the door waved his hand metronomically in front of his face.  And the clerk of the board shuffled through his papers to find the New York Times crossword puzzle.

"…and the people of this city will no long shoulder the heavy burden of  unproductive parasites that sap the blood and marrow of the producing majority, the people who work for a living, who have pride in their homes…" Mrs. Rhinegarden was hurrying along now to wrap up any loose ends in the final seconds of her allotted time.


Bodwell bent to his task.  Calculating his income, of course, did not require electronic help.  A month ago he could count on a monthly income of $2500.  Along with his board salary of $800, he received $700 and change from the University of San Francisco as a part time lecturer in political science.  And then there was the $1,000 that his father-in-law slipped him under the table as a putative consultant to Lapp Development Corp.


With this modest monthly income, Bodwell, through shrewd management, had been able to juggle things so that his outlay seldom ran more than $500 or so over his income.  With the aid of credit card juggling, accounts at seven banks, his high elected office, a blitz of confusing correspondence, it posed no difficulty for a young man of dash to stall off his creditors from day to day.


That had been last month.  Since then, the wheel had turned a few spokes in the wrong direction.  For instance, it had been impolitic of his wife to share with her wealthy developer father her long-held feeling that his major civic contribution, Lapp Retirement Villa, was inhumane residentially, roach-infested ecologically, and a firetrap to boot.  Acute as these observations might be on the objective plane, it had been unfilial, and worse, the final straw that had caused the always prickly Lapp elder to terminate the consultant fee that he always jocularly referred to as "your shithead husband's allowance."


That had been shattering enough.  But troubles never come as single spies.  His last episode in the copy room with one of his most apt pupils, little Mary Sheen, had, it seemed, been discovered, thus possibly endangering his sinecure at the university.  Reaching into his breast pocket he brought out and reread for the forth time the note he had received that morning from Dean Racker.



"Dear Supervisor,



I regret to say that it has come to my attention that you and a female student have been utilizing the copy room for an unauthorized reproductive process.  Ha ha!  Please see me about this as your earliest, etc, Racker."

Bodwell had hope here, because Racker was not really such a terrible person, judged whole, and enjoyed a laugh almost as much as the next academic.  It was imperative, however, that Bodwell get out to the college that very afternoon to square things with the dean.


At best then, assuming the dean could be assuaged, it meant he had a terrifyingly measly $1,500 per month to tide him over.   Bodwell therefore had decided he'd better boldly confront his debts, and here he felt Anchorstein's calculator could have a role.


Opening his briefcase, Supervisor Bodwell brought out a pile of crumpled letters, many of which were colored yellow or pink with things like "Urgent," or "Immediate Remittance Mandatory," printed on them.  Others were tricked up by collection agencies to look like telegrams or official documents, while still others had pictures of Reddy Kilowatt with a big frown on his face.


After spreading the letters in front of him, Bodwell applied a method similar to the medical practice of triage in a war zone.  In one pile went the hopelessly wounded that not even a miracle could save:  the bill for back rent at an apartment he no longer lived in; a mechanic's lien on a car that had since blown up; the bar tab at a saloon that had 86ed him anyway for being too chummy with the owner's wife.


In the second pile went the soldiers who had been hit in the heart or lung but by divine intervention might pull through yet.  Here went all the tailor and department store bills; all the bills from the major oil companies; the demand for payment on back taxes from the Internal Revenue Service; and the third communication from the plastic surgeon who had removed the birthmark from the side of Bodwell's neck.


Finally, in the last pile went the casualties that were screaming so loud that something had to be done to shut them up.  The gas and electric company said it was serious this time about stopping the utilities if payment was not received in twenty-four hours; likewise Pacific Telephone wasn't kidding around any more either; the car agency from which Bodwell leased his Mercedes had stepped up its barrage of inquires, and the tone had changed from one of astonishment to that of hostility;  and most importantly, Fast Eddy, the corner grocer had said no more credit until Bodwell took care of a little matter of $273.65.

The young supervisor's attention was diverted a moment by the light tapping of President Dardenell's gavel.

"Mrs. Rhinegarden, please.  Your three minutes are up."

"Just one comment more and I'll yield, Madame President, but I must say that the civil service commission has been shamefully lax in weeding out the shiftless incompetents who featherbed the payroll.  That's why we pay $12.94 per $1000 of assessed valuation…"


Nodding thoughtfully, Supervisor tried to think of himself as a glazed doughnut as he plied the calculator.  Yes, there it was.  The total of the must-pay debts came to $1543.45.  Bodwell shrugged as he penned the figure at the top of his work sheet and circled it.  That was not really so awesome a sum.  Of course it meant sacrifices and stringent economy.  Opening his desk drawer, Bodwell lifted the lid of a chased silver humidor and picked out and examined a handsomely wrapped Panama cigar.  He would have to have a long heart-to-heart with Jennifer this evening about economy.


"Call of the board," Mrs. Dardenell said.


What was this?  Supervisor Bodwell hadn't realized any measure was on the floor, and for the thousandth time in his political career he cursed the fate that had named him Bodwell instead of Zithersmith.  Being second to vote on the board meant he hardly had time to grasp the issue before being called upon to say aye or nay.  Fortunately, since the newspapers had him down as a liberal, it was usually safe to vote the opposite of Anchorstein, the cost-conscious curmudgeon.


"Supervisor Anchorstein," said the clerk.


"Aye."


"Supervisor Bodwell."


"No"


The measure carried five to one.


Anchorstein angrily grabbed his calculator and shoved it back in his briefcase.


"Now why in God's name, Bodwell," he said, "did you vote against adjournment?"


"Well, well, the charismatic play maker," said Hornbeck of the Chronicle.

"If it isn't the meteoric messenger," said Kerry of the Examiner.

Bodwell, who had stopped at the press box to explicate his nay vote on adjournment, smiled at this salutation.  "Charismatic play maker" and "meteoric messenger" had been terms used to describe Bodwell in newspaper paragraphs.  The former referred to Bodwell's regular good looks, his youth, and his reputation for putting together deals that somehow held together at roll call.  The latter referred to his election three years previously, at a time when disgust with politics was stronger than usual, and Bodwell's surprise upset of a long-time hack was thought to signal a "message" from the disgruntled constituents of the Third Supervisorial District.


"You guys can mock," said Bodwell, "but I still believe the people have a right to be heard."


"Yeah?" said Hornbeck.  "Then why not get Wonder Woman to waive the three minute rule.  We could hear more about nepotism in the bureaucracy."


"Perhaps Mrs. Rhinegarden's ideas have been presented before," Bodwell said.  "But government is fragile.  I hesitate to touch any of the cards"


"Horseshit," said Kerry.

 
"Principle," Bodwell said.  "If somebody still wants to talk, I'm against adjournment."


The two newspaper reporters, who had watched Bodwell's operations for three years, had no doubt about Bodwell's principles.


"Yeah, right." said Hornbeck.


"There might be a vote out there," said Kerry, "and you're gonna need it."

"We've just had a poll that gives us 55 percent," Bodwell said.

        
"What poll?"


"Woljanski the janitor," said Bodwell.


"Where do you get this stuff?" Hornbeck said.  "Back copies of Readers' Digest?"


"Boys' Life," said Bodwell.  "You could call me...Boy Scout of the Board.  Listen, I'm busy, so..."


"Don't let us hold you up," Kerry said.


Bodwell, after genuflecting to the two reporters, strode through the inner door that led to the offices assigned to the supervisors and their assistants.


Bodwell's administrative assistant was a 15-year-old truant named Arnold Star-Fitz who smoked cigars, had a face in colorful eruption, and a mind containing an encyclopedic understanding of the Third Supervisorial that far exceeded anything in the possession of his employer.  An ungainly youth, Star-Fitz nonetheless quickly vacated the supervisor's chair on Bodwell's arrival, helped the supervisor out of his coat, and then hung the coat neatly on the door.


With a sigh, Bodwell threw himself in his chair, gave Star-Fitz back the soggy-ended cigar that was in the ashtray, and put his feet on the desk.


"Star-Fitz, my man, I'm in trouble."


"You're in more trouble than you know," said Star-Fitz.  "The checks are late again."


Bodwell forlornly gazed up at Heaven.  "Lord, this is your servant Bodwell.  I didn't say anything when the house fell on my children; I didn't complain when boils popped out on my back.  But this is too fuckin' much.  What happened this time, Star-Fitz?"


"The usual.  Computer snafu.  They might be out tomorrow afternoon."


Bodwell opened the desk drawer and began rummaging around.  "Where the hell are my breath mints?  Goddamn it, Star-Fitz."


  This thing about the checks was a real inconvenience.  Because this was the day Bodwell positively was going to get Mandy Micklemarsh to go out for drinks with him at the Rathskeller.  True, the blonde and bosom-y secretary to the head clerk of the Civil Service Commission had been haughty and unapproachable thus far.  But Bodwell had the feeling he always had when his luck with a woman was going to change.  And now, it appeared he might not even have the price of a drink.


Reaching into his pocket he slapped his change on the desktop.  A dollar ten cents there.  From his wallet he extracted a five and a single.  As a matter of fact, at the moment, seven dollars and ten cents was all the money Supervisor Bodwell had in the world.  And it wasn't nearly enough to get Mandy properly primed.


"Have you ever heard the word kickback?" Bodwell said.


"Now wait a minute, supervisor," Star-Fitz said hastily.  "How about another loan?  I can spare a twenty."


Of all the injustices in his life, the one that rankled Supervisor Bodwell the most was that Star-Fitz, as an administrative aide, made $200 more a month than Bodwell did as a supervisor, on the very tenuous grounds that being an aide was full-time while being a supervisor supposedly was only part-time.  In Bodwell's opinion, the just thing would be for Star-Fitz to kick back half his salary to the generous man who was keeping him out of an onerous high school classroom.


Star-Fitz had resisted this, temporized, and intermittently appeased the supervisor by doling out small loans as necessity dictated.


"You don't fool me, Star-Fitz," Bodwell said.  "You're only interested in power.  If I fired you, you'd be a broken man."


"You might as well be realistic, supervisor," said Star-Fitz, puffing up his cigar.  "You'd be lost without me.  You can't even find the Third District without a map.  Look, I can make it thirty."


"All right," said Bodwell, putting a hand to his brow, "How much does that make?"


Star-Fitz took out a small red memo book and consulted it.  "With the thirty, you owe me $465.  I'm going to let you slide on the sleeping bag you borrowed and never returned."


"I'm good for it all," said Bodwell.  "I'm going to take it right off the top of the fund-raiser."


Star-Fitz, after making a note in the red book, gingerly removed a twenty and a ten from his wallet in such a way that Bodwell couldn't see how many other bills might be in there.


Bodwell gloomily scooped up the money and pocketed it.  Was going to the Rathskeller really a good idea?  This might be just the moment Charlie would pick to ask about the bar tab.  On the other hand, if he took Mandy in at five and left before six, Charlie probably would be too busy to brace him.  But on that same other hand that would mean he would have to invite her to dinner.


Bodwell for the first time looked down at the manila folders lying on his desk.  Star-Fitz organized the correspondence under three heads: Invitations, Gripes, and important Miscellany.  Requests for donations went straight into the wastebasket.  Bodwell picked up Invitations.

"I could use a good dinner tonight," he said.


"To impress a lady?"


"Very good, Star-Fitz."


The teenage aide adjusted his glasses and shook his head.  "You got a choice between the Doral Heights Improvement Association and the Filipino Veterans of Bataan."


Of all the descriptions of his character that from time to time appeared on Bodwell's literature -- "mature," "responsible," "honest," -- only "decisive" was beyond debate.  Bodwell unclipped the two tickets that accompanied the invitation for the Filipino Veterans and tucked them in his shirt pocket.


"I feel I may be neglecting my Asian constituency," Bodwell said.  "It's too easy to get isolated here at City Hall.  I want you to work out a schedule this month that has as many lunches and dinners in it as possible."


"Are you willing to speak?" said Star-Fitz.


"If I must."


Star-Fitz nodded and then began to clear his throat theatrically, uh hmm, uh hmm, as a prelude to introducing something disagreeable into the conversation.


"Before you run off, supervisor."  Star-Fitz the pragmatist had no expectations of holding his employer's attention for more than three or four minutes after making a loan.  "I think you'd better take a quick look at Miscellany."


Grimacing, Bodwell flipped open the folder, gazed at the newspaper clipping on top and then groaned as he recognized one of the figures in the smudgy photograph.  The picture showed two or three couples dancing, and one of the dancers was Eugene Garter, a wealthy building contractor who was Bodwell's major threat to reelection victory.


"What is that idiot doing?  What is this?"


"It's the annual costume ball of the Knights of Pythus," said Star-Fitz.


"Isn't that a gay outfit?  Or transvestites?  I think Garter's dancing with a man."


Star-Fitz re-lit his cigar and blew a perfect smoke ring.  He could see that he was going to have to explain things again to his supervisor.  In Dallas or Fort Worth, such a picture appearing in the morning newspaper would put a period to any man's political hopes.  That was not the case in San Francisco, and particularly not in the Third District, which included Polk, Castro, the Haight-Ashbury, and all the renovated Victorians in the fashionable upper Fillmore.  Star-Fitz estimated that some 70,000 of the gay persuasion lived in the Third.


"The gay community," Star-Fitz said patiently, "is not a community in the sense, say, of the Chinese community.  They don't have cultural centers, for instance.


"They don't?" said Bodwell.


"No.  But it's a political community.  They are voters.  By that I mean enfranchised citizens who on Election Day actually go out and vote."


"Oh.  That's bad," said Bodwell, looking at the picture again.


"And sometimes," continued Star-Fitz, "if some candidate makes a special appeal to them, they vote as a bloc."


Rising to his feet, Bodwell regarded himself in the wall mirror, touched his hair, and smoothed his mustache with a finger.


"You don't suppose Garter is going to go so far as an operation, do you?"


Also rising, Star-Fitz held the supervisor's coat for him, then brushed his shoulder with a whisk broom.  "Leave everything to me," said the 15-year-old.  He knew it was one suggestion the supervisor would follow.


"I'm going down to Civil Service," Bodwell said, "and find out what happened to my check."

Mandy Micklemarsh, in a mere matter of months, had captivated and fascinated everybody in the large marble mausoleum on Van Ness Avenue in which the city's business lurched along from day to day.  Every drab, boredom-numbed clerk, every fantasizing drone, would remove his feral eyes from his desktop to track Mandy as she made her quivering way to the elevator or the powder room.   Not one of these smug, pot-bellied bureaucrats who headed a "shop" was so resigned to the pleasures of domesticity that he didn't feature Mandy in frequent daydreams of torrid chance encounters in a supply room or unoccupied office, where a hastily cleared desktop became the scene of panting revels.

  
And of all the supervisors and other elected officials at City Hall, only Supervisors Anchorstein and Dardenelle seemed indifferent to the charms so provocatively displayed by Miss Micklemarsh, who recently had been recruited by the chief clerk of the Civil Service Commission to act as his receptionist.  The clerk, a forty-something bachelor named Thomas Mercer, had gained a reputation for surrounding his office with pretty females.  His private secretary was a slim ethereal brunette with the soul-less beauty of a model, efficient and remote.  Half the typists in the civil service pool were chirping, bounce-y teenage sweeties who whispered together constantly and chewed gum as if it were seal hide for a mukluk.  But it was Mandy who supplied the crowning touch to his empire of flesh.


She was a big girl in every way.  She may not quite have reached six feet, although with the platform shoes she affected she could look the tallest man at City Hall straight in the eye.  Her figure was of Lido dimensions, and she flaunted it, with snug knit dresses that clung to her hips, and loose, silky blouses, carelessly unbuttoned at the top, that caused some office wits to stand on tiptoe as she passed.   The unbuttoned blouse never failed to bring up short the male passerby on the second floor interior balcony, if Mandy happened to be walking below.


Her skin was tawny, her hair coppery, tousled and long, framing a face composed of sleepy, smoke-colored eyes and a wide elastic mouth, habitually smirking, and through which peeped a pink tongue tip.  Her legs were long and smooth, and sheathed in sheer hose at a time when many girls came to work with legs clad in trousers.


Whether Mandy was warming the bed of clerk Mercer was a subject of endless envious speculation.  Some thought her habitual reserve indicated she did, for unlike the other young women at City Hall, she declined to flirt with those rogues of the street, the bicycle messenger boys, or even with the vending machine concessionaires, turning away from their little quips with frosty silence.   The few timid advances from the most forward of the middle echelon clerks and purchasing agents got little better treatment.  On the other hand, there seemed to be hope for somebody commanding money and place.  On the rare occasions when the mayor and his retinue cascaded down City Hall steps toward his black limousine, Mandy would be seen to lose her accustomed haughty manner, her cheeks coloring with warmth of feeling that would do justice to the culmination of one of those desktop fantasies.


The mayor, after all, was not only a vigorous man in his prime, but had power and money as well.  George Parmaduke, a wealthy, divorced civil service commissioner, also was seen to quicken the life in Mandy's features.


While not taking part in speculation, Supervisor Bodwell was firmly convinced that Mandy did not sleep with Mercer, Parmaduke, or even His Honor.  As for Mercer, Bodwell felt the clerk was more interested in the looks of the thing than in the substance.  Certainly Mercer liked to squire Mandy to gala gatherings, since being seen with her fueled the speculation he doubtless enjoyed.  But Bodwell didn't think it went further.  With Bodwell it would be different.  He intended to have the substance, and now was the time to start his campaign.



Bodwell assessed himself in the glass door of the committee chamber as he walked by.  His suit was well cut, and not any of this cheap polyester either, but real English worsted, tailored so that the slightly flared cuff just brushed the floor behind his highly polished boot.  His thin gold watch, a present from his wife, was secured to his wrist by a narrow band.  None of this ostentatious wide-leather nonsense for him. His shirt, also tailored, was simple white broadcloth, for he was willing to let punks and nonentities try to camouflage their un-flamboyant hearts with checks and stripes.  And his tie, in concert with the poet's admonition, was rich yet modest, and asserted with a simple pin.


His tailoring set off a trim and athletic figure, for slothful though he might be, vanity made him accept the tedium of regular exercise and discipline at the table.


Confident in his attire at least, Bodwell set off down the hall in a way he hoped looked purposeful.   Without bothering to knock he opened the door to Mercer's office, a door that had painted on it Please Enter at Rm. 34, and walked in.


Mandy, slightly startled at the intrusion, looked up from the movie section of the Chronicle.  Bodwell, drawing himself up, glared down at her as if he had caught her defiling the flag.  He was going to open with one of his most successful gambits: he would insult her first, which would then give him the opportunity to apologize and to offer to make amends with a conciliatory drink.


"Perhaps memory fails," Bodwell said, "but I don't recall that a Step Two receptionist receives $520 a week to keep up with Dustin Hoffman."


Bodwell, like most successful politicians, had the knack of actually believing whatever nonsense he happened to be spouting at the time he said it.  Now he was the earnest fiscal watchdog impatient with bureaucratic laxity, and determined to wring an honest day's work from the minions at the public trough.


Unfortunately, Mandy did not react as he had hoped she might.  Rather than becoming flustered and perhaps guiltily putting aside the paper, she (insolently, Bodwell thought) yawned, leafed over to the music columns, picked up her cigarette, puffed a cloud of smoke, and finally said:


"What do you want, supervisor?"


Bodwell could see clearly the reason for her unconcern over his possible indignation.  She was dressed in a leather dress that, instead of having buttons, had a rawhide thong loosely holding together a pair of Mouse Club ears over her bosom.  The whole upper assembly was so loose that an observer with Bodwell's vantage got a tantalizing glimpse of her exquisite breasts.  Further, her perfect calves were encased in dark green suede boots.  In other words, she knew perfectly well there was no way in hell anybody was going to fire her today.


"What do I want?" said Bodwell.  "I'll tell you.  I want to see a new sense of responsibility around here.  I want a rededication to the core values of hard work and industry.  I want a rekindled spirit of idealism.  And I want my check."


Mandy removed the cigarette from her mouth; the filter was smeared with red; she was using something on her lips that made them look as lustrous and enameled as a candy apple.


"You've come to the right place," she said.  "No wonder they call you the young whiz.  Or something like that."


"Would you like to hear what they call you?"


"Very much," said Mandy.


"They call you belle dame sans merci."


"Belle dame sans merci," said Mandy, pronouncing the French correctly.


"But what I want to know, are you the belle dame sans Mercer?"


"Oh most amusing man," Mandy said, stubbing out her cigarette.  "My sides are aching."


Smoothly shifting gears Bodwell slid from bantering cynical politician to forceful, masculine administrator who has enjoyed a laugh but now wants to buckle down to business.


"You just get on your little intercom and say, 'Supervisor Bodwell to see Mr. Mercer.'  Do you think you handle that?"


"Oh, yes, supervisor.  I'll tinkle for you right now."


She picked up the telephone, hit a button, and said, "Bodwell's here."  Then, replacing the receiver, she added:  "You can go on in.  But don't you be too tough on my little bossy, you big mean champion of fiscal integrity."  Mandy smiled with half her mouth as she lit another cigarette.


Bodwell, out of ammunition for the moment, passed into Mercer's office.  The chief clerk was rocking himself slightly behind his desk as he looked through the plastic Viewmaster he held to his eyes.  His striped shirt was open; he had tossed his clip bow tie into the large china ashtray on his desk.  After snapping the Viewmaster knob a couple of more times he passed the instrument over to Bodwell, who had taken a seat on the couch.


"I didn't know they made ones like this," said Bodwell, pulling out the round notched cards with twelve squares of celluloid.


You can get 'em couple places on Market Street," Mercer said.


Bodwell put the Viewmaster to his eyes again.  "I just don't understand how people can get any pleasure out of these contortions."


"Look at number four."


Bodwell clicked the knob.  "That's unbelievable."


"I've got a collection," Mercer said.  "Anytime you want to take it home, let me know."


Mercer took the Viewmaster back and returned it to a bottom drawer.  He was a man of middle height, more than a little gone to flesh.  An animated talker, his eyes danced merrily in his round face, while his wet lower lip protruded, as if he was getting ready to lick stamps.  He wore a hairpiece that was much too young for him, and often chewed a toothpick, which did somehow manage to give him a look of shrewdness.


"Several people have come to me about the mess in your shop," Bodwell said.  "Maybe it's because I'm known as a demon for frugal government, or maybe it’s just because I'm so damn accessible..."


"Maybe they want your body," said Mercer.


"Or they might want my body.  Whatever.  This latest mess of yours has engendered complaints.  An army travels on its stomach, and a bureaucracy travels on punctual paydays."


"Oh, gosh," said Mercer.  "Say, do you want to see something Mandy got me for a present?"


"Sure," said Bodwell.


Mercer opened his desk again and brought out a huge red lollipop shaped like a giant penis and testicles.


"How about that," he said.


"That's good, Mercer.  I'm sure it's a likeness.  Now about the checks.  This is the third time something like this has happened.  I don't want to make an issue of it before the board.  That's why I'm here informally.  What the hell is going on, Mercer, that we can't get paid on time?"


Mercer made an expression as if he had just bitten his tongue.  "It's the darn program, Jay.  I never should have let those computer geeks talk me into it.  It was supposed to track and quantify everything...."


"Uhm," said Bodwell.


"Well, it's an omnibus, Jay.  It's supposed to track disbursements, payroll, pensions, withholding; it's supposed to post debits, accounts receivable...all that stuff."


Bodwell stirred uneasily in his seat.  His role as a fiscal watchdog did not include an interest in the technical aspects of accounting.  "Mercer..."


"Well, let me see."  Mercer, as a long-time advisor to elected officials, was accustomed to explaining the intricacies of finance in the simplest possible terms.  "You see, to prepare a payroll, you need to know how much money you're going to need each month.  That figure varies, because of personnel changes..."


"Chase-wise, the program screwed up."


"Big time," Mercer said. "Example.  Two months ago, the program told us we'd need to transfer something like $250,000 to cover executive pensions.  Then the dumb fucker printed out checks for a total of $340,000.  Some people got five checks."


"Jesus," said Bodwell, brightening.  He liked the idea of getting five checks.  "So what happened?"


"What do you mean what happened?  A bunch of checks bounced.  And we didn't have enough cash downstairs to cover the casual pay out until we arranged an armored car delivery next day.  You think I'm bringing over $90,000 in a paper bag?"


Bodwell, never having been at the end of a pay line in his life, had been unaware of this contretemps.  He had thought that if you finally did get a city check you could always cash it immediately in the basement, at the cashier's window that catered to the casuals who didn't have bank accounts, the temps, Mexican gardeners, and student interns as well as to the indigent on county welfare.


"We're not going to have that trouble this time, are we?  said Bodwell, slightly alarmed.


"I don't think so," said Mercer.  But then, lowering his voice, he added:  "But we still got a few imps down there.  See, the program ties in all the cashiers.  Instead of them keying in the pay outs, it's all scanner now.  It’s supposed to log everything to spreadsheet…."


"Mercer."


Mercer squirmed in his chair and fluttered his hands, "Well, bottom line, it means we haven’t been a hundred percent sure on the pay out in casual.  I kinda want a handle on that before I cut more checks."


Bodwell admittedly knew little about finance.  He had never learned the multiplication tables past six.  He still counted on his fingers, except when using Anchorstein's calculator.  Even so, he thought he saw a solution to Mercer's difficulty.


"Look here, Mercer.  We're talking about the basement, right?  This is actual money down there, right?  Why don't you subtract what you have left from what you started with?  Then you'll know how much you've given out."


Mercer leaned forward as if speaking to a small child.  "It doesn't quite work that way, supervisor.  We don't keep the casual cash in one pile.  It's mixed up with other cash, federal general assistance, travel expenses, poster revenue..."


"You're telling me you don't know who much money's in the cookie jar?"


Mercer moodily stared up at the ceiling.  "Well, basically, that's right.  Auditing all these accounts is supposed to be part of the fucking program..."


"Ha, ha," said Bodwell.  "I love it.  Well, so...?"


"What can we do," Mercer said, lowering his voice confidentially.  "It would look bad to have any more late paydays.  Even if we can’t figure this out today, we'll go ahead and run the checks tonight, pay off tomorrow, and see what happens."


"Some might call that reckless, Mercer.  I call it valor.  Fulfill your obligations, Consequences later.  Iron resolution, Mercer, and you've got it."


"Listen, Jay, I'm telling you this as a pal.  I hope you're not going to make any big deal out of it.  We'll have this all straightened out in a week or two..."


Bodwell waved his hand airily.  "Not a bit.  Furthest from my mind.  Of course, personally, it's an inconvenience.  If I have to soldier on... if I have to..."


"Personally?"


"Well, my check is late too.  I was expecting to get paid this afternoon."


Mercer held both hands straight out as if he expected to fall against the wall.  "No, no, no, no, no, supervisor.  Not your check.  Let me make a call... Or, I'll tell you what.  Go down to the cashier's in an hour.  I'm sure you'll find everything to be satisfactory."


"Mercer," said Bodwell, getting up.  "I'd like to pay a tribute to your mother, for bringing such a fine public servant into the world."


"It was nothing," Mercer said.  "Let me know if you want to borrow my Viewmaster."


Closing the door to Mercer's inner office, Bodwell stood silently a moment admiring Mandy from behind.  She presented such a fine voluptuous figure as she bent forward over the crossword puzzle.  Now was the time for contrition, a softening of approach, humble admission of past error.  What a firm perfectly rounded bottom she had!


"Well, supervisor," said Mandy, without looking up, "have the chickens come home to roost for good chief clerk Mercer?"


According to the mirror in his bathroom Bodwell was capable of dissembling a good facsimile of sincerity.  He arranged his face for that effect now, walked over to Miss Micklemarsh's desk and leaned against it with one hand.


"Please, Mandy, let's not start again.  I repent if I was out of line.  Sometimes I get so caught up I tend to forget that public employees have feelings.  You have feelings..."


"Mild nausea," said Mandy.


"I'm trying to apologize."


"If you mean you're sorry, I couldn't agree more. Sorriest excuse for a supervisor I've ever seen."


Bodwell hesitated a moment to consider this.  More likely than not, it had to be construed as a deliberate insult.  Yet Mandy certainly wasn't naive enough to expect a practicing politician to be any kind of exemplar.  Besides, for the first time in their acquaintance, she was smiling at him.  Would she turn cold again if he blitzed her with a little sarcasm about secretaries who didn't know a four-letter word for sarcophagus?  Or should he remain apologetic in hopes of winning another smile?


But before he could regain the initiative, Mandy voided his dilemma.  Pushing back her tawny hair with both hands she said, "Oh, supervisor, I think I've hurt your feelings."


"Not at all," said Bodwell.


"I have.  I've insulted you."


"Not at all."


"Please, let me make amends."


"Well, ah..."


"Have a drink with me after work.  Do you ever go to the Rathskeller?  I'll meet you there around five."


As Bodwell left the office he felt there was something familiar about this.

The distance from the cashier's office in the basement to the spot where Bodwell parked his car was not more than fifty yards.  From the time he pocketed his money until the time he closed his car door exactly 12 minutes elapsed.  That was pretty good time for a politician to travel that distance at City Hall.  Almost every person he came across Bodwell knew personally, and all to some degree required stroking, even if no more than the mention of the person's name as assurance that Supervisor Bodwell thought it important enough to remember.


Others needed milking, the extraction of gossip or political intelligence.  And Bodwell needed no coaxing to tarry a moment to glean it.


"That Garter.  Did you see his picture in the paper, supervisor?  If he doesn't get 10,000 votes out of that I'll kiss one of those queens on the patootie."


 "My staff figured it might backfire."


"Maybe.  I talked to what's-his-face, the wuss running Garter's campaign.  Here's how they're figuring it: the homeowner and property tax payer go with Garter; he's a tightwad and you're tax-and-spend.  He'll split the hard-hats with you; they should be his since he's a contractor, but the faggot business will hurt him.  But you don't got much blue collar in the Third anyway."


"The unions love me."


"Maybe.  The lib yuppie schmucks are your big vote but here's his strategy.  Reform is kaput this time; Garter figures they won't turn out.  The blacks you can have; they don't vote anyway.  And he's gonna make a big play for the Chinks; you got 10,000 and it's a bloc vote.  And now he's got the queens in his pocket."


"What's he doing for the Chinese?"


"I don't know but I know this.”  The informer glanced around.  "He's been taking a class in Mandarin.  And his wife's learning wok cooking."


On the steps of City Hall Bodwell ran into his colleague on the board, Supervisor Jimmy Water.  "Hi, Jimmy," Bodwell said.


Now in the world of politics, insinuations of mental inferiority are a great commonplace.  Any elected official can expect to be described as a lightweight, a zero, a nebbish, or even a cretin.  These terms, however, are not applied by scientists, but by prejudiced, mean-spirited partisans with an ax to grind.


On the other hand, calling Jimmy Water a moron was a matter-of-fact description that any battery of psychologists would accept.


"Howdy, mister.  My name is Jimmy Water.  Here's a pencil."


Rotund and grinning like the imbecile he was, Jimmy Water held up a pencil on which was printed "Jimmy Water Your Supervisor."


"Jimmy, it's me.  Jay Bodwell."


"Oh.  Hiya, hiya.  Here's a balloon."  Jimmy dug in his coat pocket for one of the toys Bodwell knew contained the same message.


Water, although in his fifties, was a political phenomenon and prodigy.  He had the mind of a child, yet had been elected to the board for four successive terms.  He was a joke to knowing insiders, and a galling reminder of public ignorance to the hard-driving self-made business successes like Garter who hungered for public service yet had been denied a seat despite repeated efforts and considerable expense.  Jimmy had no campaign staff, no political apparatus, no money to speak of. He only dimly understood even the simplest issues and would not have been able to pass the civil service exam for custodian.  Yet he won reelection overwhelmingly time and again.


The Water method boiled down to never missing a chance to hand out pencils, balloons, calendars, plastic rulers, memo pads, hard candy, and sticks of gum, all of which in one way or another had his name emblazoned.  He attended every funeral and wake, every marriage, every bar mitzvah, every confirmation.  Not that he would go inside.  But when the ceremony broke up there would be Jimmy waiting on the sidewalk.


"Hi, I'm Jimmy Water.  Want a pencil?"


He got around to six or seven churches every Sunday and never let any other day go by without visiting a couple of supermarkets or shopping centers.


"Why, you're Supervisor Water, aren't you?"


"You betcha," Jimmy would say, handing out a pencil.


He was the bane of PR men, with their television spots and radio time, their printouts and computer mailings, because invariably the candidate, bridling at the huge expense, would shout out, "What about Jimmy Water?"


Bodwell accepted a balloon from his colleague and continued to his car.  Driving out Guerrero to the university he counted his money and reviewed his debts.  After taxes, his bimonthly city check had come to $674.19.  He would drop by Fast Eddy's on the way home and take care of part of the grocery bill; he would call Jack Hill, the Pacific Tel flack, and threaten never to vote for a utility pole easement again if they didn't get off his back; he would pay a token $10 on the PG&E.  He would have to make at least one full payment on his car lease, even though it was $260.  Then he would have Star-Fitz write a dozen letters to confuse and stall his other creditors.  That left him...Bodwell took out his pencil and did some quick arithmetic on the Mercedes’ blonde ash dashboard...that left him a clear $380 for walking around money.


Whistling to himself Bodwell pulled into the faculty lot, parked, and placed one of his business cards under the wiper blade.


In Dean Racker's office, the elderly secretary gave him a dazzling smile.


Being a supervisor, Bodwell had noticed, pulled more weight out here on the campus than it did at City Hall or any other place where people saw government at close quarters.


"The dean's expecting you," the secretary said.


Dean Racker had the height and patrician bearing of a John Kenneth Galbraith.  After that the resemblance petered out, although Racker did congratulate himself on a sense of humor that was the talk of more than one graduate seminar.


The dean was standing by the wall.  Upon hearing Bodwell close the door he whirled around and pointed a Flash Gordon-type water pistol at the supervisor's heart.


"If you squirt me with that I'm going to be annoyed," Bodwell said.  It was always best to start aggressively when you might be in trouble.


"I use it to keep my students in the front row awake," Racker said, "as well as to chastise divergent opinion."  He held the barrel upward at a 45-degree angle and pressed the trigger slowly to allow a dribble of water to run down the plastic nozzle.  "But it occurred to me that this might remind you of something."


"Has this to do with your cryptic note?"


"Cryptic...I don't think so?  Really, Bodwell, I admire your panache.  I think you're the only person on the board with a lick of sense.  And I'm sure you're a marvelous teacher whom the students dote on..."  Racker, arching an eyebrow, walked over to the window box to squirt a few shots at the geraniums.  "But this business of playing beast-with-two-backs with young booty in the copy room...no, no, no, Jay.  Can't have it.  Concupiscence undoes more than the trouser buttons; it undoes careers."


"Whose career? Bodwell said.


Racker turned from the flowerpots and brayed with laughter.  "Oh, touché, touché.  Point well taken.  I admit my natural disposition is toward leniency...if it weren't for the indisputable fact that the pussy, so to speak, is out of the bag.  Miss Sheen has been in here, you see, to lodge what amounts to a formal complaint."


"Little ingrate."  Bodwell took a seat at the coffee table and began to thumb through one of the Playboys.

"Not a complaint in that sense," Racker said, smiling.  "At first she alleged rape."


"That's preposterous."


"I told her so," the dean said.  "'You've come to grips with everyone around here except yourself,'  I said.  As a consequence the charge is reduced to one of simple fornication on school property."


"Is that a crime?"


"Hmm," said Racker, taking a wing shot at a bottle fly bumbling along a windowpane, "I lack certitude about that.  I'll be glad to tell you what the trustees would call it, however, if they ever get wind of it.  They would call it moral turpitude on the part of a faculty member."


"How are they going to find out?"


"Bodwell my naive young friend," Racker said, "Please don't think I am preening myself as an expert on character.  Lord help me, I have made many lamentable mistakes of judgment regarding students.  But you must know this Miss Sheen better than I.  Would you agree that she's an irresponsible, rash, heedless, hot-blooded, deceitful little minx capable of any indiscretion or betrayal?"


"You have her character," Bodwell admitted.


"Thus, you appreciate my position.  If I take no action, she is perfectly capable of going over my head.  The trustees will say, 'Racker allows student-faculty fornication; he's not the man to head a department.'"


"A reprimand," Bodwell said.  "A stern rebuke."


"Won't do, old fellow.  A reprimand means a record in your file.  What shall I say? 'Dear Bodwell, please don't screw any more of your students.'  Neither of us wants that.  Considering that there are no secrets in the personnel office."


"It's a knotty problem."


"Not for me, kiddo.  No, I'm afraid it's bye-bye Bodwell.  Sorry, but it has to be that way.  I know you're too much of a sport to bear a grudge, so I won't bother with banal condolences.  That would embarrass both of us."


"Racker, no wonder they say you've the administrative ability of a Joseph."


"Tut, tut," said Racker, holding up his squirt gun.  "Since you're still on probation we can let you go without giving a reason.  Should anybody ask, we just say we've mutually agreed pedagogy is not your cup."


Bodwell got up and tossed the Playboy on the table.  "Listen Racker, how about a month's severance?  That's not asking too much."


The dean raised his bushy brows.  "Screwing a tasty moppet is one thing, the trustees quite another."


"Well," said the supervisor, holding out his hand, "This is good-bye."  Dean Racker proffered the toy gun and Bodwell shook the nozzle.  "I'm sure I can count on a glowing recommendation should I ever enter the field again."


"Be ruled by me, Lothario, and park your cock downtown.  Or, if you must bang schoolgirls, look into motel accommodations in the neighborhood."


Bodwell closed the door after himself.


"That's what I do,” said the dean, squirting a few shots at Bodwell's empty chair.

In the hallway Bodwell made for the tiny cubicle he shared for office quarters with two or three other part-time teachers.  There was nothing much in there of his, but he decided he might as well raid the supply cabinet for paper and franked envelopes.


The girl sitting behind the cooperative gray steel desk was thin and pale with wisps of dirty blonde hair clinging to her forehead.  She was wearing an orange sweater that didn't look very clean and her Levi-clad legs were propped on the empty computer stand.  Her pinched nostrils, compressed lips and frown made her look as if she were out of sorts with the way her biker boyfriend was carrying on with the skank waitress at the poolroom.


"All right, Sheen," Bodwell said.  "What are you doing in here?"


"Like I just want to talk," Mary Sheen mumbled, lowering her eyes.


"Talk!  My blasted hopes.  I've been victimized enough by your juvenile pranks.  Do you know Racker just fired me because of you?  I just don't understand.  Am I already out of touch with the younger generation?  Why, Sheen?  We had a great thing going here every Monday, Wednesday and Friday.  It was harmless, nobody was hurt.  And then you blab like a Goddamn ten-year-old telling Mommy about playing Doctor.  Why?"


"I don't know," Mary said, putting down her legs.  "Like I just wanted you to, like pay attention.  I mean, like after class, you'd say, 'Let's burn a copy,' and I'm all like, 'Yeah,' and then we like get it on… but it doesn't seem to like...mean anything.  Like you rush off.  I mean, like I know you're married, and it's not like I'm all, you know, that I love you or anything..."


"Scorned sweetie stuns supervisor," Bodwell said.  "Listen, you dumb bitch, that's the most unliberated, chauvinist thing I've every heard.  You know I'm a public man.  That 'tell-me-you-love-me' stuff went out the window years ago.  Women today are supposed to be strong enough not to need constant reinforcement."


"I know," said Mary, bringing her knees up and clasping them with both arms.


Bodwell toyed with his mustache.  Beneath the questionably clean sweater he could see the swelling of her girlishly upturned breasts.  Sheen never wore a bra.  Lift the sweater and there they were.  Bodwell now felt his anger ebbing away as he remembered their thrice-weekly trysts in the copy room:  how quickly she oiled up; how she would straddle him on the chair and throw her head back, her eyes rapt, her breathing hoarse, until at her crisis Bodwell would have to cover her mouth to stifle her cries.


"You told Racker you'd been raped.  Now that was a crock."


"Yeah," she said.


"You liked the copy room."


"Yeah," she said.  "You too?"


"Yes," said Bodwell.


Slowly, she removed her sweater and placed it on the desk, accompanying this with a defiant look, as if daring Bodwell to object to this liberty in his office.  But Bodwell, faced with the well-remembered slim torso and stiff little nipples, had come into the wind.  After all, he was no longer a faculty member.  It was not longer incumbent on him to uphold the standards.  Besides, it was lunch time, an unlikely hour for his office mates to come poking around.  Bodwell stepped back, put a hand behind him and locked the door.


"Chair or desk?" Mary said.


"Desk."  Bodwell removed his boots and trousers, carefully laying the latter across the chair.  Mary was already undressed and cavorting around the room like a sprite.  Through the window he could see students hurriedly passing on the walk through the light rain.  Bodwell doused the lights and because of the gray overcast outside it was like dusk in the room.


Bodwell picked up the slim girl -- she hardly weighed ninety pounds -- and deposited her on the desktop.


"I'm ready," she said, and Bodwell, fondling her, determined the lubricious girl was telling the truth. He plunged ahead and Mary wound her slim legs around his hips.


The girl lay back on the desk, her hands up by her ears, and gave herself over to sensation.  Let her howl, Bodwell thought, his hands firmly clasping the cheeks of her little bottom.  Let her bring the roof down.


As Bodwell continued to do what he was doing he decided this was really too fine a thing to abandon simply because he had lost his job and wouldn't be visiting the campus any longer.  He would have to make new arrangements.  Renting a motel room, as Racker had suggested, was of course out of the question in his present straightened circumstances.  But perhaps he could find a suitable place at City Hall.  Maybe even his office.  He'd send Star-Fitz out for a long lunch.  Mary could be a volunteer.  "Miss Sheen here will help us with the backlog."  And the frontlog too.


Mary, her neck arched, her mouth and eyes wide open, pressed her hands against her flaming cheeks.


She's about due, Bodwell decided, picking up the tempo.  He and Mary sometimes did it twice.  But now Bodwell remembered that today he would have to throttle back.  It was possible, after the forward way Mandy Micklemarsh had asked him to drinks, that he would be staying with her tonight.  Of course there was plenty of time to recycle.  But he didn't want to deplete himself.  First impressions were important.


With a sharp cry Mary broke through, and an instant later Supervisor Bodwell momentarily lost his composure as well.  Rising up she threw her arms around his neck and he felt her warm panting on his ear.


"So good, so good."


"I know," Bodwell said.


Five minutes later he was resisting Mary's request for another bout.  "Why not, baby?  See.  You want to…" -- when he happened to spy Racker walking along the path outside the window, an umbrella over his head.


Quickly putting Mary in place, he instructed her to hold on with her legs and arms, and in this position carried her over to the window.  As the dean passed underneath Bodwell opened the window and shouted, "Racker."


When the dean turned Bodwell stuck out his tongue and gave him a loud wet raspberry.  Mary, laughing, gave him another to match.


The dean, looking up at the copulating couple in the window, stopped, glanced from side to side to assure the absence of witnesses, smiled wickedly and gave them one back, even wetter and more farty sounding than those received.  Then, adjusting his umbrella, the dean stroke away with all his usual dignity.


After that, Bodwell could deny Mary nothing, and he was down three by the time he left the campus.

It was four-forty-five when Supervisor Bodwell entered the Rathskeller.  Already the place was crowded with bureaucrats from the government buildings surrounding the Civic Center.  In the dim, noisy surroundings Bodwell hung back a moment at the doorway to locate, first, Charlie, the owner-bartender who might be expected to say something humiliating about Bodwell's unpaid tab; and second, the evening's drinking partner and, he hoped, bed partner, Mandy Micklemarsh.


There was Charlie at the far end of the bar shaking up a martini.  And there was Mandy, also at the bar, sitting at a stool at the fifty yard line, her perfect legs crossed, a cigarette in one hand, as she chatted with the half dozen men clustered around her.


Bodwell considered the problem.  He would have to strike like a falcon, rush up and tear Mandy from the squad of admirers, but without causing enough commotion to alert Charlie at the end of the bar.


A few minutes earlier Bodwell had prepared himself for the evening by freshening up.  He always kept extra shirts and underwear in his office, a selection of ties, and a small plastic basin.  Going into the Supervisors' lavatory, he had filled the basin with warm water, locked himself in one of the stalls, stripped, and washed himself by dabbing a ball of crumpled toilet paper in the basin.  He completed his ablutions with a light slap down of Brut.


Attack, attack, and once more, attack, Bodwell said to himself as he pushed his way through the throng toward Mandy.  


"Why, Miss Micklemarsh," Bodwell said, shooting his cuff to show off his gold watch, "punctual as always.  Roger, Hayward."  He quickly shook hands with two of the men he knew, at the same time, however, keeping a wary eye on the end of the bar, where Charlie had his head cocked toward a waitress unburdening an order.


"You're going to think me awful for doing this," Bodwell continued, "but I'm going to steal Miss Micklemarsh away from you gentlemen.  Miss Micklemarsh, if you're ready.  We'll get you a fresh drink at the table."


"I'm sorry," said Mandy, smiling, but not looking at Bodwell, "...you were saying, Mr. Fields.  About the federal subsidy for turnkey housing."


"The grr-reat Supervisor Bodwell," Roger said, rocking back a little unsteadily on his heels.  "Sh-luming with the peons.  To what do we owe this unexpected, I should almost say unwanted, honor, ol’ great Bodwell sir..."


"...well, Mandy, the Feds are holding us within strict parameters as to ethnic composition on these projects, as you know..."


"...ol’ great Bodwell sir, do not tell me you will condescend to have a drink with a mere peon..."


As Charlie's head was turning in his direction Bodwell quickly bent double, as if he had been shot in the stomach by a not very ambitious assassin.


"Ha, ha," said Bodwell, looking up from his position under the bar.  "Low blow, Roger.  But you're right.  I should socialize more.  I was talking about that with your boss the other day..." Mentioning that ogre should have a sobering effect on Roger.


Gingerly rising up, Bodwell saw that Charlie was busy again preparing drinks.  It was paramount now to move Mandy from the center ring into some darkened table in the rear.  No tactic was too ruthless.


"Excuse me, gentlemen, I think my record's clear, no issue concerns me more vitally than that of turnkey housing..."


"The gr-reat Bodwell," Roger said, suddenly slumping against the bar.


"...but the recurrence of an old football injury makes it impossible for me to stand here no matter how much..."  That was a bit thick; Bodwell despised sports.  "...and I am on a schedule, and Miss Micklemarsh has invited me for drinks..."  Clearly it was Bodwell's duty to remind the vixen of her responsibilities.


"...and so I'm going to have to sit down and I hope you won't think it too rude of me if..."


Mandy stubbed out her cigarette, picked up her little gold-spangled purse, and allowed herself to be steered off to a table in the back of the room.


Bodwell seated Mandy facing the bar so that he could sit with his back to Charlie.  He hoped that the couples between them would shield him from the bartender's gaze.


"Oh, you're a slick one, supervisor," Mandy said.


"I bet you are too," Bodwell said.


"I bet you'd like to find out."


"I bet you're right."


The conversation was thus running smoothly when the waitress came for drink orders.  Mandy ordered a Brandy Alexander while Supervisor Bodwell mentioned the name of a scotch that's advertised in Esquire and the New Yorker.


"Did you straighten out Titmouse Mercer this morning?" Mandy said.


"Mandy, may I put my hand on your knee?"


"No."


"Mandy, your boss is completely on top of it.  A new program.  A few bugs..."


"Did he mention his big problem?"


"Well," said Bodwell, "he mentioned this and that."  Such an auspicious beginning, to sit down and start talking innuendo.  And now this reversal to business.  It made Bodwell glum, and he wished the drinks would arrive.


This last thought he immediately repented when at his elbow materialized, not the buxom little waitress, but Charlie himself, a white apron tied around his enormous belly, and a drink in each hand.


"I brought them myself," Charlie said, putting down the glasses and leaning against the table with both hands.  "Such august patronage demands no less than the landlord himself to do the honors."


"A real pleasure to see you," Bodwell said gamely.  "Miss Micklemarsh, Charlie Markel, the proprietor."


"I know Mandy," Markel said.  "Supervisor, can I speak with you a moment."


Although Bodwell was only absent from the table for a minute, he returned $200 the worse for it.  Markel was nothing if not tough, and when he had threatened to reclaim the two drinks, Bodwell had reached for his wallet.


"Markel was just asking me if I could so something for the culinary workers," Bodwell said.  "He knows I'm a friend of the working cook..."


"I hope you're going to take me to dinner," Mandy said.  "I know a place I'd like to try."


Your choice, Big Mac or Whopper, Bodwell said to himself.  Out loud, as usual, he was more circumspect.


"I was hoping you'd say that, Mandy.  I don't know how you feel about Filipino food..."


"I detest it."


"Oh well, then maybe we should try your place."


Two hours later they were sipping postprandial cognac at the Fleur de Liz, a chic restaurant with a reputation for elegance and expense.  Mandy, who seemed to speak fluent French, ordered for him.  Bodwell, when he saw the menu printed entirely in Frog, and without prices, knew he was in serious trouble.


"You were saying something interesting earlier about Titmouse," Mandy said as the waiter poured out coffee from a long-necked silver affair.


"I was?"


"All the trouble they seem to have getting the checks out on time..."


"My office has been deluged with complaints.  That's why I had to see Mercer."


"Really?  I almost believed that your interest was a little bit selfish.  When I put in the call this morning to the cashier.  About your money."


"Hmmm."


Mandy, for the first time put her hand on his.  "Jay, I feel you're going to want to be personal with me.  I may as well be personal with you.  Jay, do you have money troubles?"


"Mandy, Mandy," Bodwell said, gazing into her smoky eyes and trying out his deprecating laugh.  "Do you know who my father-in-law is?"


"Yes, yes," she said, caressing her fingertips across his wrist.  "And I hear he hates your guts."


"Quite the contrary.  We're tandem as twins.  He gets a big kick out of my steady rise in public life."


"I hear he's putting his chips on Garter this time."


"A rumor spread by the very prevaricator you mention.  Finances have never been a problem."


"Oh good.  Then we may as well have some champagne."  Mandy's throaty laughter floated across the table.


Feeling woozy but amorous Bodwell pulled Mandy against him in the car.  A man deserved something after purchasing the most expensive meal of his life.  Altogether, with brandy, champagne, and tip, the bill totaled $187.  If Mandy had walked out of the restaurant ahead of him he would have let the courtesy go.  But she had stood by his elbow to see what he would leave on the chased silver tray.


She kissed him, and the way she sucked at his tongue gave promise of further rewards down the road.  He loosened the rawhide thong at the top of her dress and deftly inserted his hand, feeling the heavy, pendent breast and the enormous nipple straining against the silk halter.  He was thankful that he'd had time to recycle since the episode with little Mary Sheen, and with his free hand he invited her to check it out herself.


"Hmm.  Very nice, supervisor.  But you're not using that on me tonight."


"Why not, why not, why not?" Bodwell said.  "This is destiny, Mandy.  It has to happen.  I knew it from the fist time I saw you."


"I think you're right," Mandy said, kissing him again.  "But not tonight.  I want to talk business with you first."


Bodwell jerked back.  "Certainly you're not..."


"Of course not."  Mandy put her arms around his neck.  "Now listen to me, Jay.  The program they're running in the basement is so fouled up that nobody knows for sure how much cash they've got in the vault.  My bossy says that on a payday they usually have about a half mil in the cashier's office.  But right now it could be fifty thou one way or another.  Nobody knows."


Bodwell felt a sudden chill go up his spine that was probably not induced by too much champagne.  This, he realized a little drunkenly, was not a pitch for street lighting or a new stop sign.


"Doesn't that suggest anything to you, Jay?" Mandy said softly.


Somehow the words wouldn't trip from his usually fluent lips.  To his own surprise he found himself taking his hand off Mandy's breast.  "That's dangerous...  My God, Mandy, San Quentin.  Five to life.  I don't think I could get reelected under those circumstances."


"Jay.  You're not going to get reelected the way it is.  Face it.  Garter is going to cream your ass.  He's got a ton of loot.  You don't have a dime."


Bodwell felt his sexual interest in the woman next to him dwindle away and disappear.  Frankly, he was frightened.  Fifty dollars in a plain brown envelope from a good friend in the restaurant business was one thing.  What Mandy had in mind was a serious breach of the rules.


"The money's in a safe or something.  You can't just waltz in and grab it."


"That's okay, Mandy said hurriedly.  "I know somebody who can take care of that."


"Who?"  Bodwell suddenly felt suspicion and jealousy stirring within him.


"My father.  He's a reformed police officer."


Mandy undid the rawhide thong, slid her elegant round arms out of the dress straps, pulled down the silk half-bra, and in the dim light of the car interior Bodwell saw a sight he had come to take for granted in magazine spreads but had never seen in real life.  Mandy pulled him to her perfectly formed perfumed breasts and all Bodwell's longing surged back as he hungrily tugged at one of the enormous nipples.


"Whuf kun hy fo?"  Bodwell said.  "Fie me?"


"You could help us," Mandy said, stroking his hair.  "If you wanted to."


 By the time he let Mandy off at her apartment Bodwell had agreed to think it over.  "You sleep on it," Mandy had said as she gave him a final kiss.  "And we'll go from there.  You can come over when you've made up your mind."


Bodwell couldn't find a parking space near his apartment so he parked in a bus zone, telling himself that he'd get up early to move the car before the meter maid came around.  After his evening with Mandy he badly needed a drink.  He didn't feel like going to a bar, though; more like having a quiet drink at home with his wife.  But there was no liquor in the house.


The supervisor stopped a moment to look across at Fast Eddy's corner market.  The lights were on, and he could see Eddy's brilliant black hair as he sat behind the counter watching television.  So far, Bodwell calculated, the evening had cost him in the neighborhood of $400 bucks.  Disagreeable as it was, he would have to peel off a few more for Eddy, if his wife were to continue eating.  The demands of family life were irksome but insistent.  Besides, Eddy's was the nearest place to buy a bottle of scotch.


Bodwell sauntered across the street and into the store.  "A pint of the usual," he told Eddy, pointing at the bottles.  And as an afterthought he picked up a TV dinner in case his wife hadn't eaten.


"Oh, it's Mr. Big Shot," Eddy said.  "Hey, Janice," he called to his wife, who must have been in the storeroom, "Mr. Big Shot is here.  Could you come out and genuflect a few times.  Mr. Big Shot has come to see us for a pint of his usual and a Swanson's turkey dinner."


"Always a pleasure, Mr. Calloni.  If you don't mind, I'm a little rushed."


"Mr. Big Time.  Supervisor Bodwell.  A pint of his usual."  Eddy Calloni had stood up but was making no effort to retrieve the scotch.  "I'm a small businessman, Mr. Big Time Bodwell.  I don't make speeches or snip ribbons or gets my picture in the paper.  Dumb old Eddy Calloni just works hard and pays his taxes.  Do you got any idea, Big Time, what I got to pay to you guys downtown for this corner?  Do you, Big Time?  I just support my family, pay my taxes and do the best I can.  And that's fine.  I don't want nuthin' from nobody.  But I'll tell you this, Mr. Big Time Supervisor of the city and county..."  Eddy slapped both hands flat on the counter, hunched forward and stared fiercely at Bodwell.  "I'll tell you this.  I have never been in debt one day in my life.  Not one day.  Is that right, Janice?"  Eddy turned toward the storeroom.  "Am I telling Mr. Big Time the truth.?"


"Yes, dear," came a faint voice from the back.


"I may be a simple mope," Eddy continued, "but I still believe that a debt is a contract, that a contract is your word, and that your word is your bond.  Do you hear much of that kind of talk at City Hall, Big Time?  Or is that too simple?"


Bodwell could not have looked more shocked if Eddy had just told him that Janice Calloni had come down with a terminal brain tumor."


"Do I owe you money, Eddy?"


"Does Big Time owe me money?"  Eddy threw up his hands as he asked this question of the ceiling.  Then, roughly snatching a paper from a shoebox he slapped it on the counter.  "How about $278.55.  Is that money or is that Rice-a-Roni?"


"Good heavens.  I didn't realize it was that much."  That was the truth.  His wife must have been sneaking down here and buying things.


"Until I cash a check Eddy maybe it would be better to give you $50 on account."


"Wonderful.  Wonderful.  Put the turkey dinner back in the freezer on your way out.  Janice, Big Time thinks he can spare us fifty on account.  Isn't that wonderful?"


There was no way around it.  Reluctantly, Bodwell took out his wallet and counted out $278, adding the 55 cents from his pocket.


Eddy looked at the money on the counter as if it were an armed soldier sprung from a soybean.  "Well, supervisor," he said finally, "I never doubted you.  Janice, did I ever doubt the supervisor's good credit?"


"No dear," came a tiny voice.


"Let me bag these for you, supervisor," Eddy continued, whipping open a brown sack.  "That'll be ten fifty-seven with tax."


"Put it on my tab," Bodwell said.

Outside in the night air Bodwell sauntered along the darkened street whistling a tune he'd heard that morning on the radio.  It took four keys to get into his apartment, and once, in a rare fit of energy, he had numbered them with little bits of sticky tape so he wouldn't have to try each key in each lock.


Bodwell's one bedroom apartment was comfortable and unpretentious but best of all it was free, being on a long term paid-up lease, a wedding present from the supervisor's father-in-law.  Of course, the lease would expire some day, in fact in a few months, and Bodwell wondered absently if Theodore Lapp, the builder of Lapp's Golden Years Retirement Villa, would be willing to see his daughter in the street for the meager return of seeing Bodwell there with her.


After getting through the gate, the front door, and activating the elevator, Bodwell put Key Four into its lock and entered his apartment.  It was dark, and for an instant he thought his wife must be out, until he saw a dim glow from the kitchen, where his wife Jennifer was writing something by the light of a candle.


"Good evening, dear," said Bodwell, looking down at the small determined face bent over the paper.  "Any news?"


"Yeah, I got the part.  I'm going to be Abe Lincoln in the school play.  Jerk!  The PG&E turned off the electricity."


"Frankly, I'm glad," said Bodwell, taking a seat at the table.  "I've never felt right about dealing with a monopoly.  It goes against all I've tried to stand for at City Hall.  Besides, this is very romantic.  I thought we might have dinner and drinks.  Have you eaten?"  With a little flourish Bodwell took out the pint of scotch and the frozen dinner.


"I had the half of a Moby Jack left over from last night," Jennifer said without looking up from her writing, "but I'll take some if can figure out how to cook it."


Bodwell nodded.  An all-electric kitchen had seemed more convenient last summer than it did now.


"Well, we'll have drinks anyway."  Bodwell went to the refrigerator. With his fingers he scooped up all the little marbles of ice swimming in the ice tray and transferred them to a glass.  The utilities must have been cut off around noon, Bodwell figured.  It was a good thing he came home when he had or there wouldn't be any ice left at all.


After pouring scotch and placing the glass in front of Jennifer he put his mind to work on preparing dinner.  He thought of and discarded several ideas but finally set the TV tray in the sink, squirted lighter fluid on it, dropped a match, then stood by the sideboard replenishing the faltering blaze with judicious squirts of fuel.


"I'm thinking that I may call Ron what’s-his-name," Bodwell said.  "You know, the PG&E flack, to tell him I'm displeased with this interruption of my service."


"A good idea," Jennifer said, "If you've got a couple of quarters."


"Oh?"


"Yes, the free-market Bodwells spurn another well-known utility.  The phone went dead this afternoon, right in the middle of an important crank call I was making to my father."


Bodwell gingerly poked the TV tray with a knife.  "I was thinking that maybe you should lighten up a little on your father.  He's the kind of misanthropic bigot who just might respond to affection."


"He's a crass, despicable, conscienceless, ignorant buffoon," Jennifer said.


"That's all on the surface," Bodwell said.  "At heart, he's worse.  Ha ha. Seriously, Jenny, it wouldn't be a bad thing right now to cater to the old man's vagaries.  I'm not sure how well disposed he is to my future.  Our future."


"You think he's pissed off now.  Wait'll he reads this:  'An open letter to residents and would-be residents of Lapp's Golden Years Retirement Villas.  Dear Sucker...'"


"Are you putting your name to this, Jenny?"


"Of course.  'The debilitating effects of senility are all too evident in our community when we find there are still willing victims for Lapp's Eugenic Disposal Unit, despite the fate of other Lapp projects, the shoddy workmanship, the faulty wiring, the Building Code violations..."


"This is a...?"


"Letter to the editor.  Both papers.   '...the blindness of some trusting seniors who would jeopardize a secure retirement to take up residence in a vermin-infested firetrap..."


"These things are so much more effective if they're anonymous," Bodwell said.


"Nonsense.  I'll use my full name, Jennifer Lapp Bodwell.  '...and more wonderful still is the miracle by which code violations escape the vigilance of the Building Inspector.  A complete investigation is in order...'"


Jennifer was unable to continue reading her letter because the candle guttered out.  "That was the last one, too," she said.


The feud between father and daughter had gone on irregularly for a decade or so, and had been the main topic during their courtship.  Jenny blamed her father's grasping materialism and general insensitivity for driving her mother to an early grave and for blighting her own childhood.   The feud of course was unfortunate, on one head, because Bodwell desperately needed the Lapp allowance and other financial support.


On the other hand, the feud, he realized, had its merits, since it contributed the main portion to Bodwell's marital bliss.  While not having quite the proportions of an all-consuming passion, the feud, on Jennifer's side, was something of a full-time hobby, and her rancor against old dad occupied her mind in the way that the family budget, children, and the comings and goings of the spouse preoccupy the time of other wives.  She vented her bitterness in interminable vituperative phone calls, venomous letters, and sometimes threats spelled out with an alphabet clipped from magazines.


The father, in turn, reciprocated, usually with late night calls after he was well taken with wine, but also, lamentably, with practical measures, such as the curtailment of Bodwell's allowance, and now the even more drastic threat to underwrite Bodwell's political opponent.


To his credit, Bodwell harbored no illusions about his rise in politics.  He owed everything to Lapp.  The contractor had been looking for a creature on the board at the same time that Bodwell was seeking a warm pocket to fit in.  Lapp, of course, had been sounding out erstwhile candidates among those whose names had been bandied about in City Hall, and who could reasonably be expected to show their appreciation for a generous Lapp contribution.


That list did not include Jay Bodwell, at the time an administrative assistant to a dipsomaniac supervisor who had promised publicly to retire at the end of his term (a promise that may have been happy tidings for the city but was bad news for Bodwell, since his chances of finding a like sinecure were extremely problematic).


Then he had met Jennifer Lapp at one of the dull little gatherings the aides had for themselves.  She was a Coro Foundation volunteer, or something, and at first glance she was not prepossessing.  She had short-cropped brown hair, large reproachful eyes, and had inherited from her father an almost lip-less mouth.  He figure was thin and featureless until the perfunctory glance reached her knees, both of which were dimpled.  And she dressed with the haste and inattention appropriate to one who had nothing to hide and nothing to show.


That aside, she wasn't a bad person.  When she wasn't berating her father she was cheerful, unobtrusive, intelligent and undemanding, or, in a word, what must parents seem to want in their children.


Being short of cash, Bodwell could only romance her from nine to five, but that turned out to be sufficient.  The Justice of the Peace did the trick during their lunch hour, and Mr. Lapp, the building tycoon and political stage manager, had been presented with a fait accompli, a new son-in-law, and, with a little prodding, his contender for the board.


Married life with Jennifer had been unruffled and serene.  She never asked him where he'd been all night, never demanded money, conversation or companionship.  And, surprisingly enough, she was a passionate and unreluctant lover.  Bodwell had spent many pleasant nights at home when nothing else was in the offing.  He had never regretted marrying her right up until this moment.  But now her fixation with disparaging her father at every opportunity was threatening to bring down Bodwell's precarious edifice.


In the darkness Bodwell heard a chair scrape and in a moment Jennifer was climbing into his lap.  Her plain appearance, Bodwell assumed, made her shy in the light.  But after taps, the girl was willing to do anything.  And in the darkness, his imagination remedied her looks, turned her into a Mary Sheen or a Mandy Micklemarsh.  She was soon fumbling with him, and Bodwell, leaning back against his chair in the pitch-black room, imagined himself once again sitting in the car with Mandy outside the restaurant.


I wonder why it is, he thought, that I never seem to make love in a bed anymore?

Arnold Star-Fitz chained his bicycle to the mailbox outside City Hall, untied his briefcase from the carrier and trudged up the steps to work.  It was 7:45, a little early for the other aides to show, but Star-Fitz liked to make a point of being at his desk when everyone else arrived.  Working for someone like Bodwell, he knew he needed all the leverage he could get.


In his office he closed the door, hangered his windbreaker, lit his first cigar, and then examined his face in the little mirror on the wall.  Yes, it was just as he dreaded .  Two enormous, green-capped pustules had erupted under his left nostril, and the few curling hairs of his struggling mustache didn't make them look any better.  It had been a terrible mistake, he realized, to eat those chocolate eclairs yesterday, even though is mother had made them for him, and it would have been cruel to hurt her feelings.


Turning away from the mirror Star-Fitz upbraided himself for his sentimentality.  Is that what he would say to Mrs. Patrick from the League of Women Voters when she came this morning to collect the league's questionnaire.  Excuse my zits, but I just can't say no to my mother's eclairs. Weakness!  What if some utility lobbyist had been offering those eclairs?  Would he have mustered some backbone?


More pressing however was the question of what to do with the zits now.  Pop them?  and have two raw scars that at the most inopportune moment might suddenly emit a bead of horrible fluid.  Try covering them with a Band-Aid?  Or perhaps he could get through the interview with one finger covering his upper lip.  In any case,  Star-Fitz was the realist; a decision could be postponed safely for several hours.


Sitting down in front of the heap of mail on his desk Star-Fitz noted that Sally the mail clerk, a sassy little flirt of nineteen or so, had pranked his sign again, turning it upside down.


Reaching across the desk, Bodwell's 15-year-old aide put it right so that the gold-starred, homemade sign could be clearly read:  STAR-FITZ IN '06.


Star-Fitz then pushed all the mail aside (it could wait) and opened his briefcase.  He would have to deal with his own problems first this morning.


Top priority of course had to go to the latest communication from the school district regarding his truancy from Commodore Sloat High School.  He had tried all the usual ruses -- including letters from out-of-state schools, saying Star-Fitz was enrolled there   -- none of this had worked, and the district administrators were hounding him again.  Naturally, naturally.  When his own mother refused to dummy up on the telephone he had to expect these things to happen.

"Dear Mrs. Star-Fitz,

As per our correspondence of April 3, your son Arnold, a sophomore at Commodore Sloat, had been absent from school without authorization for 19 months.  California State law requires that minors between the ages of six  (6) and sixteen (16) be regularly enrolled in an accredited public or private school.


   Despite a letter ostensibly written by a Lt. Cdr. George Nelson to the district,  we know that Arnold is not now and never has been, enrolled at Admiral Farragut Military Academy in Annapolis, MD.  It is mandatory that you notify us of your son's whereabouts immediately.


     If we do not hear from you within a week we will be required to turn this matter over to the Sheriff's Department.

Yours sincerely,

Basil Simpson, councilor


It was fortunate indeed that Mrs. Star-Fitz's arthritis made her dependent on her son's good offices in bringing up the mail every evening to their apartment.  So far, she was unaware of the school district's latest letter, indeed, of her son's lengthy hiatus from learning.  But unless he took steps quickly she was bound to discover eventually that he was not bicycling off each morning to first period geometry.


Star-Fitz growled to himself.  The Admiral Farragut scheme had almost worked, that is until this Simpson jerk had telephoned his mother.  Mrs. Star-Fitz, a warm hearted but slightly addled woman still mourning the early demise of her husband at age 50, had misunderstood Simpson's concern about Arnold's truancy.  She fancied it had something to do with the sore throat that had kept him home a few days the preceding month.  She assured Simpson that Arnold was in school.  Where else would he be?


After learning of this, Star-Fitz secretly had had the phone number changed and unlisted.  Mrs. Star-Fitz was still wondering why her old crony, Mrs. Batchell's, couldn't seem to get through anymore.  But changing the number was not enough.  If this thing got turned over to Juvenile it was certain one of the busybody deputies would visit his mother personally and pound home the message.  Star-Fitz had tried disconnecting the doorbell, but the manager just kept repairing it.


Star-Fitz took from his briefcase some note paper he had purchased that had roses and violets along the border.  Then he took out his rubber stamp kit, with alphabet, and spelled out  "From the desk of Rosa Star-Fitz."  He stamped this at the top of one of the sheets of notepaper.  Then, in the manner of his mother's wavering hand, he wrote:



Dear Mr. Simpson,



I was so delighted to hear it confirmed from you that Arnold is not returning to the military academy.  My late husband served honorably in Vietnam and I have never forgiven Ho Chi Minh for breaking up my family at a time I could have used Bill at home.  With these bad memories still fresh in my mind I say to you --  I didn't raise my boy to be a sailor.

Arnold has phoned from his Aunt Clare's house in Puerto Vallharta to say he'll be studying Spanish this semester at the Presbyterian School.  I'm sure he'll do well because he has a knack for languages.  So did Bill.  Bill spoke Gaelic and it was amusing at parties.  Arnold said to say 'hi' to all his friends at 'good old Sloat.'  Enclosed is a photo of Arnold which was taken 'south of the border, down Mexico way...'"


Star-Fitz stopped writing long enough to dig into his briefcase for the Polaroid shot Tommy Jeffers had taken of him yesterday in front of the El Rosario Restaurant.  The flat, ill-lit photo showed Star-Fitz in a sombrero beside a vaguely Spanish-looking whitewashed column and a potted cactus.  It was not very convincing, but it would have to do.




"...I think if Arnold does well with his 'espanol' he'll be attending the American School in Mexico City next year.  We all hope he has the 'stick-to-it-ivness' to make it.


"If you or his school chums would like to hear more of Arnold's adventures 'across the Rio' don't fail to drop me a line and I'll forward a copy of his next letter.  Until then,

Muchas Gracias and Vaya con Dios.

(Mrs.) Rosa Star-Fitz"


Star-Fitz folded the note and tucked it and the photo into a flowered envelope.  The part about the copy of the next letter was good.  Maybe it would keep Simpson guessing and forestall any effort on his part to arouse Juvie.


After addressing the envelope Star-Fitz tossed it in his out basket.  It was only 8:30.  His personal business had not taken up much of the supervisor's time.  Now he would buckle down to the day's tasks.


With a yellow legal pad Star-Fitz prepared his schedule.  First he consulted the tickler, finding he had appointments with half a dozen people and a luncheon with a minor functionary in Public Works.  A vital vote was coming up on a two-hour parking ordinance and Bodwell would need a position, as well as a sentence or two on a three-by-five card explaining what the whole thing was about.


Next Star-Fitz took a glance at the mail.  From long experience he sorted it quickly.  Seventy percent was garbage: copies of passed legislation, FYI studies and reports, copies of obscure magazines on city planning.  All this without hesitation Star-Fitz  jettisoned  into the trash.  Then there were four or five legitimate requests from constituents for help or information.  These Star-Fitz set aside to handle or take home.  Finally there were a dozen or so nuisance letters from people wanting things either impossible or terribly difficult to arrange.  These posed the age-old political problem of what to do with voters who can neither be satisfied nor safely ignored.  Star-Fitz handled it by sending them all a City Hall Calendar and a government brochure entitled "How a Bill Becomes a Law."


The correspondence completed, the young aide settled in to the real business of the morning, getting the Bodwell Testimonial Dinner on the road.  A few preliminary phone calls earlier in the week had convinced Star-Fitz that the dinner faced almost insurmountable problems.  In the first place, nobody was going to buy any tickets; secondly, it was not clear whether anybody would attend even if it were free; and thirdly, nobody was willing to volunteer any provisions for the fete.


Maxwell the Florist, for example, had hemmed and hawed about whether he would furnish flowers for the table.  And this was the same Maxwell in past years who had been effusively grateful for the expeditious way Star-Fitz had arranged for a yellow stripe to be painted on the curb in front of Maxwell's shops for the convenience of delivery vans.


"I don't want to say no to you, Arnold," Maxwell had said, "but I can't say yes for sure either.  One of Garter's guys had been around saying the supervisor's supporters are going to be watched closely.  Then there's the Lapp business.  I mean, is Lapp going to back Jay again or not?  I do a lot of business at the Retirement Villa in floral tributes.  That could go out the window if I go the wrong way.  Do you see what I'm saying?"


Star-Fitz did, and could hardly blame Maxwell for protecting his ass.  Still, there had to be table flowers.  He picked up the phone.


"Operator, try to get Mr. Buchanan at Park and Rec.  Harold?  Arnold Star-Fitz for Supervisor Bodwell.  Very well, thank you.  How's yours hanging?  I was thinking you could do a favor for the supervisor.  Ha. ha.  That's not what I meant.  I was wondering, what do your gardeners out in the park do with flowers that start getting wilted.  Ha ha.  I'm sure they don't.   Hmm.  They have to be pretty far gone before you cut them?  Listen, here's our problem.  The supervisor is going to need a batch of flowers in a couple of weeks, and I was thinking..."


A few minutes later Star-Fitz was writing a note in the tickler to send a taxi over to Golden Gate Park on the day of the dinner to pick up the culls from the Rhododendron Glade.  It just went to show that Buchanan, a vulgarian who had worked up from the ranks, had been worth cultivating.


Deftly pulling two files from the cabinet, Star-Fitz marked the assistant park superintendent for both the Christmas and Birthday lists.  And might as well put Buchanan's name among the supervisor's recommendations for the Public Works junket to Japan.  He wouldn't make it, but he would know the supervisor was grateful.


Now, as for the catering, the usual people would all share Maxwell's misgivings.  So why not just hit up a list of individual restaurants.  Hadn't he seen a list somewhere of places that were having trouble with the Health Department.  They would want to help the supervisor.  A Chinese restaurant here, a Mexican restaurant there; Bodwell could say his dinner offered international fare in a spirit of brotherhood, or something.


Star-Fitz's meditations were interrupted by the arrival of Sally, the mail girl, with the morning's finished letters from the typing pool.  She was chewing a wad of gum, wore tight Levis and a tee shirt featuring Mickey Mouse.


"Hi, Fitzy," she said.  "I made up a poem for you.  Wanna hear it?  'In 2006, Star-Fitz still had zits.'  You like that?"


"Good morning, Sally," Star-Fitz said primly.  While perfectly at ease with politicians and bureaucrats, the young aide was uncomfortable with brazen girls.  Sally did not appreciate (or if she did, wasn't impressed by) the fact that Star-Fitz was the Real Power in the Third District.


Sally had halted in mid-career as she was lowering the letters to the desk.  "Gawd, Fitzy, what's that on your face?  It looks like two green eyes.  Gawd, I bet it's malignant."


After Sally left, Star-Fitz grimly forged the supervisor's signature on the stack of letters.  He would have to do something about his zits before sitting down with Mrs. Patrick from the League of Women Voters .

Supervisor Bodwell arrived at City Hall in high spirits.  The walk downtown from his apartment had done him a world of good.  Such a delightful day.  A little damp, a little chill, a little overcast, a stickler might say.  But altogether delightful.  Bodwell dashed up the steps two at a time.


At the top he met one of his colleagues.


"Hi, I'm Jimmy Water.  Have a balloon."


"Hi, Jimmy.  It's me.  Jay Bodwell."


"You betcha, Jay.  How about a ruler?"


Inside the mausoleum (as Bodwell always thought of City Hall) the nattily dressed supervisor noted that another colleague, Supervisor Mel Anchorstein, was having his shoes shined at the stand inside the vestibule.  Glancing down Bodwell noted that he had picked up a few flecks of mud on his boots during his hike.  He didn't like to neglect his appearance.  Besides, it was always fun to have a shoeshine.  One felt like king, with a supplicant at his feet.


"Hi, supervisor," Bodwell said, climbing up next to Anchorstein.


Anchorstein grunted.  He was busy with his pocket calculator on one knee and a sheaf of accounting data on the other.


"Wonderful morning," Bodwell commented as he watched the shoeshine man snap his rag across Anchorstein's wing tips.


"I wouldn't know," said Anchorstein.  "I've been here since seven trying to make some sense out of these city payroll figures."


"Really," said Bodwell, perking up.


"It's a scandal," Anchorstein said.  "And I think it warrants a full-scale investigation.  I'm going to have Mercer's job for this."


"Something wrong?"


"Is something wrong!  Only that the credits and debits don't correlate.  I've been going over this printout from accounting and just look...oh, you wouldn't understand."


"Now wait a minute, Mel," Bodwell said.  "I admit I don't have the accounting expertise you do, but this sounds serious.  I'm very concerned."


"Well," said Anchorstein, smoothing his vest, "I'm glad somebody's concerned.  After all, it's only a matter of solvency..."


"Listen, Mel.  Can you make it real simple for me?  I mean, pretend I'm a Sandwich Islander."


Anchorstein stroked his fleshy nose.  "Well, in very simplistic terms you understand, it's simply that...there have been a lot of computer and bookkeeping errors so that...it's as if there were never any records at all.  It's as if…" Anchorstein brightened as he thought of an analogy.  "It's as if you took a couple of fistfuls of jelly beans out of a jar and gave them to your friends, and a week later, after everyone had eaten his jelly beans, you wanted to how many you took out and who got them."


"Well, this is payroll...  We know how much cash we've drawn from the bank to cover checks."


"No, we don't," said Anchorstein.


"We know what we've paid out."


"Wrong again," said Anchorstein.


"Well, ah, what's in the basement?"


"That's what makes me furious.  Mercer won't let me behind the cashier's cage.  I'd like to go right into the vault and count the cash.  Now.  Before Mercer draws next week's payroll."


"When will he do that?"


"First of the week.  He's determined to get the checks out on time no matter what."


"Maybe it's just a bug in that new program," Bodwell said.  "Maybe they'll have it ironed out in a few days."


"That's the kind of bullshit Mercer can put over on you and the other board members but not on me.  It'll be months before we get this mess straightened out.  And then only if the board gives me full authorization for a complete audit."


"As bad as that."


"Worse.  Now if you'll excuse me, I'm going to crunch these numbers one more time."  And Anchorstein went back to viciously jabbing the keys of the calculator.


Bodwell took the elevator up to his office on the second floor.  He walked along the hallway humming a song and stopped for a moment to chat with Sally, the cute little mail girl.  On entering his office, however, he was frankly startled by Star-Fitz's appearance.  Overnight, apparently, his young aide had sprouted an enormous handlebar mustache.


"Star-Fitz, is that you?"


His assistant seemed abashed.  "Hello, Supervisor," Star-Fitz mumbled as he got up to help Bodwell off with his coat.  "I was expecting somebody from the League of Women Voters."


"Oh," said Bodwell, thinking about that.  "Well, it's me.  So why don't you take that thing off."


"I can't, Supervisor," Star-Fitz said, gingerly rubbing the false mustache.  "I have two big zits, and if I pull on..."


"Never mind then.  Listen, what are you working on?"


"Your testimonial dinner.  I just got a commitment from El Rosario Restaurant for five dozen chicken enchiladas..."


"That'll have to wait."  Bodwell took out and consulted a violently pink letter.  "I want you to call the Gladstone Collection Agency and see if they repossessed my car last night.  If they don't have it, call the police garage and see if it was towed.  And if it's not there, better report it stolen."


"Yes, Supervisor."


As Bodwell waited while Star-Fitz dialed the number he thumbed through some of the finished correspondence on the desk, admiring how cleverly his aide forged his signature.


"Tell me, Star-Fitz, have you ever noticed that mail girl Sally?  She's quite a girl...and bright.  I admit I'm tempted, very tempted, except that might be playing patty cake too close to my own teepee.  She made up a rhyme about you, by the way.  Want to hear it?"


"No thank you, Supervisor."


"My goodness, did you see the way her Mickey Mouse ears stuck out this morning.   I have to admit I'd be very tempted if...  Now what the hell is this?"  Bodwell held up one of the letters he'd been glancing through."


"Hello.  This is Arnold Star-Fitz in Supervisor Bodwell's office and I was wondering...  Yes, I can hold.  Well, Supervisor, since Mr. Garter had challenged you to debate...  No, this is Arnold Star-Fitz in...  Yes I can hold...  Garter's challenged you to debate, so, in that letter, ahh, you accept.  Oh hello.  Yes, this is..."


"Ha ha ha. 'Mr. Garter, thrice a loser in bids for the board, will find on the platform that a forthright debate, on the issues, free of mud-slinging, will light his way to another ignominious defeat.'  That's pretty good, Star-Fitz.  What's the Three-Dollar Bills?"


"A homophile group.  They've done a lot for Victorian renovation in your district.  It's an important organization.  Yes, Mr. Mander?  I was wondering if you're the person I should talk to on this..."


"Well I suppose you can calendar it.  I hope I at least get a dinner."


There was a polite taping at the door and Bodwell absentmindedly opened it.


"Why, Supervisor," said Mrs. Patrick of the League of Women Voters.  "What a pleasant surprise.  Mr. Star-Fitz said you'd be out of town."


"And so I would be," said Bodwell, "if I hadn't been called back for an emergency session of the Human Rights Commission.  I'll tell you, Mrs. Patrick, that I am not going to allow discriminatory hiring practices in the Public Works Department no matter who is responsible.  Star-Fitz, do you have my file?"


The young aide, with the phone still cradled under his chin, bent over the cabinet and extracted the only file of any conceivable interest to the supervisor, the one containing the press clippings in which Bodwell's name was mentioned.


"Yes.  Good job," Bodwell said, taking a quick peek.  "Mrs. Patrick, I know you're going to understand why I have to rush off.  Fortunately my aide is more than able to answer all your questions."


Bodwell, a determined look on his face, opened the door and left.  He was gone approximately fifteen seconds, when the door opened again and Bodwell reentered, backward, with a heavy florid-faced man shoving him with both hands.


"You ain't going nowhere, you slimy young bastard, until we've had this out.  You've done this to my girl."  The man held up a letter with a three-inch column of 'copies to:' at the bottom.  "She didn't even know what the Building Code was until you got hold of her."


"Mrs. Patrick, Mr. Lapp," Bodwell said.


"How do you do," said Mrs. Patrick.


"Shut up, cunt.  Now listen here you slimy prick.  I made you and by God I'll break you.  Do you know how much I spent to get you elected?  Does this box here know?  I spent $37,000 to get this skirt chasing, booze swilling, freeloading, worthless son-of-a-bitch into public office, and what's my return?  What is my return?  He's made my daughter into a pervert and a crazy woman who calls her father vile fucking names on the telephone, who writes Goddamn letters to the newspaper practically accusing her father of putting old people in the gas chamber.  Is that what this says or not?  I bet you put her up to this, you slimy bastard.  I don't think my daughter could do a thing like this without the connivance of some two-bit Jesuit snake.  But by God, you are going to pay.  You are going to pay with the best blood in your body.  I am going to crucify you, I am going to wrap your nuts on a stick..."


"Please, dad," Bodwell said.  "Mrs. Patrick here..."


"Who's she?  Your latest fuck?  You'd fuck a snake if it'd hold still.  And don't give me that 'dad' shit either, my fine feathered asshole, because those days are gone..."


"Mr. Lapp, then..."


"And even though you ruined my daughter's life and made mine a living hell I could forgive that.  I could forgive that because Jenny was pretty fucked up even before she met you..."


"Now you're talking," said Bodwell.


"But God damn it, you're supposed to be my supervisor.  I paid for you.  You are my ox to be ridden.  And what happens?  On an ordinance crucial to Lapp Industries, the zoning variance for Guardian Estates, you abstain.  The one Goddamn time in your life you abstain from anything, and it's my bill.  Am I wrong, Star-Fitz?"


The young aide was still busy with the telephone.  Bodwell looked at him reproachfully.


"Really, Star-Fitz," Bodwell said.  "I didn't know any matter concerning Lapp Industries was on the agenda."


"Star-Fitz put his hand over the phone.  "It was on one of your three-by-five cards, Supervisor."


That was right.  At the last board meeting Bodwell had been so absorbed in his looming financial problems that he had forgotten to go over the cue cards Star-Fitz prepared for him.  The cards really had simplified voting.  On most trivial matters Star-Fitz simple wrote the bill number and either 'yes' or 'no.' But even reading the cue cards became too much trouble after awhile.


"Tell me one thing, dad," Bodwell said.  "Is this why you're mad at me?  Is this why I hear these rumors you're throwing your purse at what's his name?"


"Garter," Star-Fitz supplied.


"It's not a rumor, shithead.  I've already talked to Garter and together we're going to break your balls.  And it won't cost me much, either, because all Garter wants is for me not to do anything.  And then he'll do what I want when he's on the board.  At least he understands he's gonna owe me something...'


"This comes as a shock," Bodwell said.  "I think I speak for my staff when I say, we would have welcomed your support."


Star-Fitz hung up the phone.  "How about it?" Bodwell said.


"Gladstone's got your car," said Star-Fitz.


"Then you'd better put out a press release," Bodwell said.  "In the interests of energy conservation and the environment Supervisor Bodwell from now on will use public transit, blah, blah.  Might be worth a picture."


"You're not getting a dime out of me for your campaign or any God damn other thing," Lapp said.  "And best of all, you're still stuck with my daughter.  Ha, ha, that's the best part.  And don't try to divorce the bitch either because I'll contest it every inch of the way..."


"Is that your final word?"


"You bet your slimy ass it is."


"In that case, Mr. Star-Fitz, I'd like you to call security and have this man ejected from the building.  He's in violation of Section Five of the Penal Code.  No profane language in a public place."


"Ejected," said Lapp.  "My fucking ass.'


"Exactly," said Bodwell.  "Now Mrs. Patrick, you've had to endure a terrible ordeal.  I myself feel in need of a Coca-Cola.  If you like I could join you in the cafeteria and we could discuss my stance.  Perhaps you should leave now because I'm afraid there may be an ugly scene, and I want to spare you the trauma of seeing this man beaten senseless."


"You eject me?"  Lapp stood stupefied, his mouth slack and his face the color of a fire engine.  His huge chest heaved and he used his finger, pointing it alternately at himself and Bodwell, to underscore what to him was an impossible paradox.  "You eject me."


Mrs. Patrick, who had been sitting in shocked silence the whole of the interview, now hastily picked up her bag and exited without a word.  The door was held open for her by one of the two security guards that had answered Star-Fitz's summons.


"Yessir, Supervisor," said one of the guards, who wore a gray shirt and a black tie, and was nervously fondling his baton.


"This is Mr. Lapp," Bodwell said.  "He's upset and needs air.  I'd like you to escort him to the street.


"Arggh," said Lapp, suddenly putting out both his arms like Frankenstein's monster.

Expecting something like this, Bodwell nimbly vaulted the desk and practically landed in Star-Fitz's lap.


"Grab him, boys," Bodwell shouted.


Each guard attached himself to one of Lapp's brawny arms but he threw them aside like a Grizzly shakes off a dog.


"Use your clubs," Bodwell directed from behind the desk.  "Not the head.  That'll never work.  The kidneys.  Jab like this."  The supervisor made a motion as someone shoveling coal.


One of the guards went spinning across the room and collided with the large file cabinet.  But the other's flailing club found its mark, and Lapp fell to his knees bellowing like a wounded bull.


"Now work over the back of his neck.  That's it.  I think you've got him."  Bodwell looked down at Lapp, who was lying semi-conscious on the floor muttering to himself, "Me. Me.  Eject me.."


"I don't think this man should be formally charged," Bodwell said.  "It's more mental than anything.  Just drag him downstairs and dump him out the back."


When the guards had tugged Lapp into the hallway Bodwell went around and closed the door.


"You should have let him hit you," Star-Fitz said.  "Four solid witnesses.  We could have used the settlement to finance the campaign."


"It's hard to make speeches with a broken jaw," Bodwell said.


Star-Fitz offered his boss a Cristo Rey and his boss accepted.  They lit up and puffed their cigars a moment in reflective silence.


"You did the right thing," the young aide said finally.  "With a guy like Lapp, begging and pleading wouldn't help.  You've got to be firm.  He may come around yet."


"Do you really think so?"


"No."


Bodwell took a licentious pull on his cigar.  "Listen, Star-Fitz.  My car has been repossessed.  I've lost my soft touch at the university.  My main financial backer has indicated an unwillingness to lend further help.  Frankly, I think my career may be in jeopardy."


"There's that," said the aide.


"On the other hand I may have a unique opportunity to recoup all my losses in one throw."  Bodwell lowered his voice.  "Someone has suggested this may be a good time to knock over the city hall payroll."


Star-Fitz tapped the smoking end of his cigar against the ashtray.  Even for his employer this was fairly desperate talk.  However, as a money-raising scheme, it probably had more realistic merit than did the Bodwell testimonial dinner.


"How would you get in the vault?"


"I don't know that yet.  But I do know that everything's in shambles in accounting.  The idea is, we could borrow some money and nobody would ever know it's gone."


"Hmm," said Star-Fitz, smoothing his false mustache.  The supervisor was right about the accounting office.  It was only a matter of time until the press got wind of it.


"What do you think?"  Bodwell said, leaning forward on the desk.


"I think you ought to look into that," Star-Fitz said.  "Because otherwise, I think you're about washed up."

"You're my lord, Jay, you're my god.  Harder, harder, harder."


Bodwell was trying to oblige, but the backseat of a Buick didn't offer the best traction.  His soles kept slipping on the plastic seat covers.


"Oh, you're my master,  Jay."


Her fingers plucked and pulled as she held him to her, and her legs were wrapped around him in a tight embrace.  Some little jeweled broach on her blouse was stabbing him in the chest.  Despite that,  Bodwell was totally engrossed in what  he was doing.


The car was parked in a grove of pines near Presidio Park near Sea Cliff Drive.  It was afternoon, but the gloomy overcast along with the condensation on the windows had turned it to gloaming in the backseat.


"Oh, Jay, I'm on the verge.  Once more…again..oh.."


It was in the cafeteria that Bodwsell had noticed that Mrs. Patrick could not be called unattractive.  She was older than most of Bodwell's women (how unlikely for any of the younger females he knew to call him master, although it was very nice); she was gaunt rather than slim, and her hair was brittle from over-treatment.  But her face had such a yearning.


Bodwell, of course, had found more than once that the women attracted to politics usually sought gratification with politicians, just as other women chased after policemen or rock musicians or others they imagined might have power.  In any case the profane and violent scene in Bodwell's office has stirred Mrs. Patrick.  Seeing this in her eyes, Bodwell had made a complimentary remark.  She had dropped her hand on his. And in another minute they were rushing out to the car.  Happily, Bodwell had used this retreat previously.

    
After their tilt, Mrs. Patrick pulled down hr skirt and they sat together in the back, she smoking a cigarette and Bodwell re-lighting his cigar.


"Let me ask you a question," Bodwell said, putting his free arm around Mrs. Patrick.  "Truthfully now, do you care about my stand on the issues?"


"Of course," said Mrs. Patrick, "you’ve still got to fill out the questionnaire.  But not now.  I want another chance to see you."

She drove him back downtown and dropped him off near the Rathskeller.  A dutiful homemaker as well as civic-minded, she had to get home to start dinner for her family.


Bodwell pushed through the swinging doors (each side having a small opaque window shaped like a cocktail  glass). Charlie Markel was behind the bar and the supervisor went straight up and said hello.  No reason to hide now.


"Good to see you, Jay," Markel said.  "This is going to surprise the hell out of you but the first drink is on the house.  Now tell me, is it true you had old Lapp thrown of your office?"


"What could I do?" said Bodwell, accepting a glass.  "He stumbled in pig drunk and begins shouting, 'I love you, boy, how much money do you need?'   I mean, what would people think?  There might be an impression that I was somehow…indebted…"

"Well," said Charlie, "that's one version anyway."

"Charlie, I'd like to use the phone."


After Markel had placed the phone on the bar and moved off to serve other customers Bodwell called up Mandy Micklemarsh at her office.

"Mandy.  Come see me at the Rathskeller.  I'm feeling lonely."

"Anything you say," Mandy said, "just don't let your goons work me over."


After hanging up the receiver Bodwell tried to remember which famous person had said, "Now I must make or mar."  Bodwell appreciated that he was not a cold, logical person.  At the same time he knew this was a turning point, much the same as the decision to marry Jennifer Lapp.


To make or mar.  Was it really certain that other public men, historical figures, that is, were any nobler than he was when they were young and had a career to make? Bodwell sipped his scotch and admired his handsome, slightly spoiled, reflection in the bar mirror.  They probably were much the same: the Younger Pitt, Disraeli, Cromwell (there was the author of the quote; but was it Thomas or Oliver?). Would any of them balked at borrowing a few dollars from the public purse when the alternative was oblivion.


These lofty reflections aside, Bodwell knew himself well enough to know he'd have difficulty adjusting to a life of anonymity, not to mention of toil.  Moreover, as a supervisor, he had become used to a succession of easy conquests of predominantly attractive women.  Going back to singles' bars or hustling twirpy little secretaries in insurance offices didn't hold much allure.  In his inner eye Bodwell could see a reflection of his character that was a good likeness, and if he didn't admire it as much as his looks he at least could see it for what it was.  All right.  He was not honest.  Lying had always been second nature to him, and no use blaming politics for that.  Granted.  He had accepted money, both in brown paper envelopes and in the form of campaign donations.  Given.  He couldn't call himself exactly a conscientious legislator, although on his side he wasn't trying to harm anybody.  The newspapers  seemed to like him and many people told him he had the best voting record on the board.  Of course it was Star-Fitz's voting record.


Bodwell ordered another scotch and Charlie put it on his tab.  Supposing he did help Mandy.  He would not be greedy.  All he would take would be $25,000, and if he couldn't win with that he would resign himself to whatever fate waited.


A silky hand caressed the back of his neck.


"Here's the tough guy.  Throws his moneybags father-in-law into the street.  I had a feeling you'd be calling."

Many wore a short dress of green silk.  Her long slim legs were bare and smooth and lightly tanned.  Leather sandals on her feet and a raincoat over her arm completed her wardrobe.  Her coppery hair was tied behind with a green ribbon.

"You're beautiful," Bodwell said without thinking.  It was the first time he'd ever said that to a girl without prior calculation.

"Yes I am," said Mandy.  "And you're not hard to look at either.  We make a smashing couple."


"Why don't we take a ride in my car."  Bodwell was not thinking clearly.  His car had been repossessed that morning.


"I want a drink first.  You have some questions to ask me.  After that, we can think about sport."


They moved to a corner table.  Bodwell ordered a Daiquiri for Mandy and another scotch for himself.

"Now Jay," Mandy said.  "I want you to give me your full attention.  No, stop it.  Fold your hands on the table.  Now listen to me.  Mercer is going to bring in next week's payroll despite the accounting foul-up.  The armored car arrives Tuesday, payday's Wednesday, meaning we have to be in there Tuesday night."


"What about the safe?" said Bodwell.  "What about the guards?"


"Don't worry about the guard right now.  I'll explain that later.  My father can take care of the safe but he needs some information.  That's where you come in."


"I don't know anything about safes."

"You can find out, though.  Now the Fire and Safety Committee meets tomorrow, right?  Who's on the committee?"


"Well, me, Anchorstein, and Water."


"What's on the agenda?"


"I don't know.  I think it's something to do with fire hydrants."


"Whatever.  You've got to work it around so that Mercer is called to testify.  They you can ask him this list of questions."  Many reached into her raincoat pocket and took out a slip of paper and handed it to Bodwell.

\
"Jesus Christ," said Bodwell, reading the list.  "'What kind of safe?'  'Does safe have double-locked time mechanism or impact alarm system?'  How am I going to work this into a discussion of fire hydrants?"


"You've got to do it."


"I might as well ask him what the combination is."

"That'd be a good idea," Mandy said, smiling, "If it weren't for the 12 hour time lock."

"Why don't you just take your father down in the basement and look at the damn safe?"

"Only authorized cashiers can get behind the cage.  My father's got to know this stuff so he'll know what to bring.  Otherwise, he'd have to blow the safe."

"Um, I think that's out," said Bodwell.  "That would soil the complexion of this plan, namely, that no body knows for sure that any money's missing."


"Exactly."


"By the way, Mandy.  I don't like to bring this up.  But just how much were and Dad thinking about…?"


"How much were you thinking?"


"Well,  $25,000.  That seems fair."


"Agreed.  Dad and I will do the same.  A total of $50,000.  There'll probably be around a half mil in the safe.  So it's like tithing.  It won't be missed."

Well, why not, thought Bodwell.  God knew, the supervisors poured incredible sums into boondoggle commissions and studies and consultants that nobody paid any attention to.  This, at least, would benefit somebody.


"Mandy, let's go over to your apartment."


"Will you get the information on the safe?"


"Of course," said Bodwell.  "Nothing could be easier."


Supervisorial aide Arnold Star-Fitz pushed his way into the committee chamber, his arms encumbered with file folders and packages.   The Fire and Safety Committee was meeting and its chairman, Supervisor Bodwell, always liked his aide to arrive late with a pile of important-looking documents so that the supervisor and his aide could hold a whispered conference while everybody else waited.


Today, however, few people would be kept waiting by this little piece of stage business.  The audience consisted of three perpetual City Hall meeting-attendees: a harmless psychopath dressed in a flowing Bedouin gown who styled himself Nebuchanezzer Shabaz; a gray squat little gentleman, "Steel Wheels" Lindsey, who wore a yellow hard had and who wanted the city to bring back streetcars; and a dried up stick of a lady who said she was the wife of a deceased fireman and wanted his pension.

Official attendance also was sparse.  A corpulent, uniformed man, whose labored breathing testified to a vinous lunch, represented the Fire Department; a young man in glasses and a snappy bow tie, bored almost to insensibility, watch-dogged the interests of the Civil Service Commission; and an emaciated, jaundiced creature, constantly shivering and coughing into his handkerchief, spoke for the Health Department.


All six of these persons earlier had received either a yellow pencil or a wooden ruler from Supervisor Water, who was now sitting behind the raised bench secretly playing tic-tac-toe with himself on the cover of the agenda.  His colleague, Supervisor Anchorstein, meanwhile, was grimly toting up columns of figures on his pocket calculator, gnashing his teeth and occasionally nodding his head, eyes flashing, as his electronic friend revealed the fiscal perfidy that Anchorstein long suspected hid in the Fire Department's budget for stationhouse light bulb renewal.

The chairman of the committee, Jay Bodwell, conferred in whispers with his aide.  The supervisor smoothed his mustache with thumb and forefinger, darted shrewd glances at the audience and nodded sagely at his aide's responses.


"Well," said Bodwell, "Did you bring my breath mints?"


"Yes supervisor."


"Where's my cigar?"


"Right here supervisor.  A Cuesta Suprema."


"Didn't they have a Tampa Jamaica?"


"No supervisor."


"God damn it, Star-Fitz, that makes me mad.  I've told that woman at the candy stand a dozen times to keep them in stock.  This is inexcusable.  I don't care if she is blind."


The young aide dropped his burden in front of Bodwell and bowed himself out.  Bodwell opened the top file folder to assure himself Star-Fitz had included in it the copy of the sophisticated men's magazine which the supervisor used to solace himself during the more boring or incomprehensible parts of the testimony.


"Mr. Clerk," Bodwell said as he took a little peep into the centerfold, "Please call the first item."

As the clerk began reading Bodwell couldn't suppress a smile of pleasure.  By God, it did have to do with fire hydrants.  The firemen in the dog-plagued Haight-Ashbury were demanding the hydrants be hosed off every once in awhile, claiming the fecal contamination constituted a health hazard.


"Damn finicky, if you ask me," Anchorstein grumbled in an undertone.

"We'll hear from the department," Bodwell said, settling back in the plush swivel chair and thumbing through the magazine.  Some of the items in the advice column were damn funny (although probably invented by the staff), but today they failed to capture Bodwell's interest for two reasons.  First, he couldn't rid his mind of the memory of his night with Mandy Micklemarsh.  He glowed when he thought about it, and his body still responded periodically to the recollection of the tumultuous release in her arms.  He had better wait until later to think about that.


Secondly, he still had to figure out some way to get Mercer in for a grilling on his safe.  Reluctantly, Bodwell closed the magazine and tuned in on the testimony.


"...so you see, supervisors," the corpulent fireman was saying, "the men on the ladder truck, ah, declined to hook up the hydrant at Seventh and Shotwell on account…"

"That's rank insubordination," Anchorstein said tapping his knuckles on the desk.


"Well, yes sir, it was and it wasn't, because there's a clause in the code that says you can't force a man to do something injurious to his health…"

"A little pee on a fire hydrant," thundered Anchorstein.  "What do we pay these men for?"

"Well, sir, Captain Botts was out there, and he told me it was pretty bad.  I mean it smelled bad.  And not only was there, ahh, liquid waste on the hydrant from animals, sir, but there was dog fease, ahh, dog fease, ah…"

"There was dog doo on the hydrant?" shouted Anchorstein.  "Is that what you're trying to say?"


"Yes sir."


"And now the city and county is being asked to clean all the fire hydrants.  I suppose the department would like us to wrap each one with a strip of paper that says, "Sanitized for you Safety?"  Is that it" I don't understand why the firemen can't put a mop and bucket on the trucks and wipe them off themselves."


"Pardon me, sir," said the fat fireman, "but that's not in their job description."


Bodwell lightly tapped his gavel.  "If my worthy colleague will allow me to intrude a moment I think I may be able to throw some light here, if I may…"

"Oh, go ahead," said Anchorstein, taking out his calculator again.


"Now if I remember correctly, lieutenant, you said job description.  Is that right?"


"Yes sir.


"Now it seems to me that perhaps the simplest way to handle this is to change the job description so that firemen will be allowed…"

"What are you talking about?" screamed Anchorstein, slamming his calculator across the desk (it was one of those indestructible ones and he liked to show it off).  "Supervisor, you know it takes years to change one God damned line in a city job description.  The Civil Service Commission has to have hearings and the employee groups will fight this tooth and nail because the Goddamn firemen don't want to clean pee off the hydrants.  That's the real problem…"


"I'm not so sure, not so sure," Bodwell said placidly, "I think it would be irresponsible to allocate monies without…"


"I'm not allocating one God damn dime," shouted Anchorstein.


"Without looking at the options…"


"The department's request involves minimal expenditure," said the fat fireman, not liking the turn of things.


"…perhaps the Civil Service representative can enlighten us," said Bodwell, "Mr. Bates, about a change in…"


"What's that?  What's that?"  The young man apparently had dozed off.


"…I was asking about a change in job specs.  Just what is the procedure?"


"Well…  What?  Change of what?"


"No, no," Said Bodwell, hammering his gavel decisively.  "We had better go straight to the top.  Mr. Clerk, there'll be a ten minute recess while you call Mr. Mercer."

"Call Mercer?" screamed Anchorstein.  "What the hell for? For piss on a fire hydrant?"


"You wanna vote? Bodwell said softly.


"Be reasonable, Bodwell.  There's no sense…"


"Mr. Clerk, we're going to take a vote on whether to summon Mr. Mercer.  Would you call the roll, please."  After giving these instructions, Bodwell turned to Supervisor Water and began crooning in a low voice,   "Water, Water, Water.  He's the one.  He's the one.  Water, Water, Water, Jimmy Water.  He's the one."

For the first time since the hearing began, Supervisor Water raised his head and listened, as he had suddenly heard the sound of a cannonade on the horizon.


"Supervisor Anchorstein," said the clerk.


"No," yelled Anchorstein, and then turned and whispered into Water's ear:  "Jimmy's the boy for me.  Jimmy Water tried and true.  Give me a no vote, Jimmy.  Jimmy Water, he, he, he."


Supervisor Bodwell."


"Aye.  Jimmy Water's a fine old scout.  He'll tell us what it's about.  Water, Water, Water.  Give us an aye, for Jimmy Water.  Aye, Aye, Aye."


"Supervisor Water," said the clerk.


"Aye for Jimmy."


"The ayes have it and so ordered," said Bodwell.  He had never lost a vote in his committee.


"That was good work, Jimmy."


"Jimmy Water's a good old scout," Jimmy said happily.


Supervisorial aide Arnold Star-Fitz puffed on a Tampa Jamaica cigar (the concessionaire had had only one left) and pondered his future.  And his past.  In the year he'd worked at City hall he'd made important gains. Already he was recognized as a shrewd backstairs intriguer and the real power in the Third District.  He had given out more than a thousand of his business cards, and had done favors for countless constituents.  He even was responsible for some significant legislation.  The kicker, of course, was that his career was tied to that of Supervisor Bodwell.


More than five years stretched away until Star-Fitz would become eligible to hold elective office (it would be six months before he could even get a driver's license).  In the meantime he must hitch his wagon, if not to a star, at least to an incumbent.  And who, besides Bodwell, would hire a 15-year-old truant?  And who, besides Bodwell, would allow that 15-year-old truant a free hand in all the vital decisions?  Star-Fitz paused a moment to consider Supervisor Water.  But no, working for a laughing stock would be difficult and probably unproductive for his career.  At least Bodwell had credibility with the press and with people who didn't know him too well.  And then Simpson, Water's present aide, had a death grip on the job, since Water's incompetence meant Simpson had undisputed sway over the Fifth District.


The other supervisors were out of the question.  They all meddled, wanted to run things themselves, had ideas, and were insolent and arrogant to their staffs.  The worst was Mrs. Dardenelle, who treated her aides like domestic help. The other supervisors read their mail, dictated replies, wanted bothersome research done, and in a hundred irritating ways thwarted the ambitious underling's goal of furthering his own career.


If only he didn't look so young.  Star-Fitz regularly made fools out of men three times his senior.  Yet because he had pimples and peach fuzz he would be held back and canalized into profitless and time-consuming nonsense such as school attendance.


And Star-Fitz had been asking around too.  When the flack from the Chamber of Commerce had kidded Star-Fitz about his (Star-Fitz's) looming unemployment, Star-Fitz jokingly had asked if the flack had a spot for him at the chamber. And, damn his eyes, the man had thought it was a joke.


No, in cold fact, when Bodwell went, Star-Fitz went.  The key was money.  With money Star-Fitz was certain he could beat Garter even if Bodwell did all his campaigning in Argentina.  Particularly in that case.  His only hope, until yesterday, had been the dinner, which Star-Fitz had long ago written off as a dismal failure, despite his unflagging efforts to pump life into it.  If old man Lapp were still in their camp the dinner couldn't miss, simply because the smart money would figure Bodwell still might have a chance.  Now everybody knew about the altercation yesterday and tagged Bodwell's career finito.


Except…there was this business about robbing the city hall payroll.  The more Star-Fitz looked at the idea the more he liked it.  With a little finesse it might be pulled off with nobody the wiser.


The only problem was his boss.  Bodwell certainly had not thought of this himself, which meant, other, subtler minds were involved.


Left to his own devices, Bodwell might bungle the thing.  Or worse, the unknown persons might take advantage of him, leaving the supervisor with empty hands for his trouble.


For his own self-preservation, Star-Fitz knew if there was to be a robbery, he would have to participate.  In the lives of all aspiring politicians comes a point when the aspirant must ask himself: How far am I willing to go?  Am I willing to do those things necessary?  Will I sell my honor?  Will I send other men to their deaths, if it advances my career?


In Star-Fitz's case, he had asked himself these questions when he was thirteen years old and had not tarried long over the answers.  Star-Fitz was going to the top and nothing would stop him.  If a robbery were needed, Star-Fitz wouldn't balk.


Hearing a familiar laugh in the hallway the young aide quickly removed his feet from the desk and dropped his Tampa Jamaica, still smoking, into the top desk drawer.  He closed the drawer on the smoking cigar and not a moment too soon, for into the office burst a radiant Supervisor Bodwell.  Star-Fitz felt a little peeved.  The committee hearing should have lasted quite a while longer.

"I called a recess," Bodwell said in answer to his aide's mute inquiry.  "God I was brilliant."  With a jerk of the thumb b the supervisor motioned Star-Fitz out of the swivel chair and placed himself in it.  "I'm going to go ahead with this deal I told you about.  First, though, I've got to draw some info out of Mercer about his safe."


Wonderful, thought Star-Fitz.  Here was his employer as his intelligent best.  Mr. Mercer, who else beside yourself knew about security precautions?  Well, inspector, now that you mention it, Supervisor Bodwell was asking me about our safe…


Out loud he said:


"How is thing going to work, supervisor?"


"Well," said Bodwell, gesturing with his cigar, "Nothing much to it.  Mandy Micklemarsh had the idea.  Her father will handle the safe.  On Tuesday we'll stay in the building after everybody goes, and then…well, we'll go down and take the money."


"That's everything you know about it?"


Bodwell's rounded lips emitted a perfect smoke ring.  "It's not Fort Knox, you know."


"Supervisor, I'd like to help you out.  I think it'd be a valuable experience for me."


"Well, I don't know…" Bodwell said, wrinkling his brow, "I don't like to dwell on the slight possibility of our being apprehended.  But if we were…they just might slap me with a contributing charge.  You being a minor and all."


"We were working late, drafting a package," Star-Fitz hypothesized, "We heard strange noises; we went to investigate…"


"Yes, that's possible," said Bodwell, smoothing his mustache, "Let me think about it.  But tell me this.  How do you get to work?"


"I ride my bike."


"That green thing chained to the mailbox?"


"Yes supervisor."

"Need much special knowledge to operate it?
"You use your feet to turn the pedals."


"I see.  Well you better give me the key to the lock.  I have to go see Mandy after this committee meeting.  Unless you want to loan me cab fare."


Star-Fitz quickly handed over the key to his bike lock.


"I think I'd better get back."  Bodwell slapped his knee and was about to rise when he noticed a wisp of smoke curling out of the desktop.  Opening the drawer he reached in and gingerly picked out between his two fingers the Tampa Jamaica.


"We have here, gentlemen of the jury, the smoking pistol."


"Ha, ha," said Star-Fitz weakly.


"I'm just going to ask you one question, Star-Fitz, and I want a straight answer."


"Yes supervisor."


"Do you have either trench mouth or the flu?"


"No supervisor."


"Good," said Bodwell.  "Then I'll call you from Mandy's about your joining us."


With that, the supervisor dropped his own half-smoked Cuesta Suprema into the desk drawer, put the Tampa Jamaica between his teeth and strode out.

How time flies when you're having a good time, Bodwell thought to himself.  The Supervisor and Mandy Micklemarsh had just slipped into his office at city hall, closed the door, locked it, and turned off the lights.  It was Tuesday night already.  In a few hours Mandy's dad would arrive at the airport, and Star-Fitz had already been dispatched by bus to pick him up.  He was authorized to splurge on a cab for the trip back.


Bodwell had begun preparation for the evening yesterday by smuggling in a magnum of champagne and Star-Fitz's sleeping bag (a little embarrassing, the latter, since he had told his aide the borrowed bag had been lost during a snow trip in the Sierra).  The champagne was cooling in the basin of the supervisor's lavatory and the sleeping bag was open on a desktop swept clear of correspondence, penholders and Roll-a-dexes.  Later, when they were certain everyone had left the building, they might throw the bag on the little stretch of carpeted hallway connecting the supervisors' cubicles with the chief clerk's shop.


Bodwell glanced at the luminous dial of his watch.  Six forty-five.  By now all the doors were locked, and the one guard in the building would be sitting under a lamp at the front entrance reading a pocket book, ready to let out any stragglers remaining in the building.  By seven even the most conscientious bureaucrat would be on his way home.


Bodwell drew Mandy to him.  In the past few days, beginning when he had agreed to participate, all her former reserve had vanished.  Since then he had hardly thought of Mary Sheen or Mrs. Patrick or even Sally the mail girl.  And his wife had not seen him in two days.


"We only have an hour," Mandy reminded him, a little breathlessly, as she fumbled with his belt buckle in the darkness.


Bodwell congratulated himself now for having the foresight to recruit Star-Fitz for some of the detail work.  It was Star-Fitz, for instance, who had questioned the wisdom of discussing the technical specs of the city hall safe before an open hearing, no matter how inattentively attended.  Instead, Star-Fitz had gone to Mercer's office himself, intercepted the civil servant outside his door, soothed his ruffled feelings over being called to testify about urine-soaked fire hydrants, and assured him his testimony no longer was needed.


Later that night the young aide had called Bodwell at Mandy's apartment to give him the specs, which he said he had managed to tweak out of some sub-strata of the county database, and to ask when he might expect to get his bicycle back.


Since then the supervisor had been gratified to see his young aide taking an interest in some of the spade work.  Star-Fitz had spent one night at city hall, creeping along the darkened corridors like a cat, noting the guard on his rounds, and finally falling asleep in a closet.  He also had taken an unobtrusive tour through part of the basement, and later drawn a schematic.


"We're in and out in half an hour," Star-Fitz had said.


Bodwell glanced at the clock.  He had been so active lately that he knew he was good for at least twenty minutes, maybe more, which was fortunate, since Mandy was a slow builder and tonight they were in such a hurry that he had not prepped her as much as he would have liked.  But once she built to a crisis she had one convulsion after another, as long as he could last.


Mandy, her eyes tightly shut, turned her head from side to side, moaning softly in the darkness, and the pressure of her embrace kept time with the supervisor's probing.  The first night like this, she had had him so worked up that, when at last, naked and panting they had tumbled into bed, their bodies had smacked together like coupling freight cars.  Now, a week later, Bodwell could set a moderate distance-man's pace, propping himself on one elbow to allow his free hand to roam.  Strange to say, images of little Mary Sheen suddenly drifted into his mind.  Mary Ever-Ready, lubricious and on-call twenty-four seven.  Mary had the advantage of needing literally no priming, not even a kiss or a kind word.  Certainly not an expensive dinner.  The busy man needed a  Mary Sheen.  Not to wine and dine or show off at parties, but to alleviate that noontime itch, so that one could handle the afternoon's business with a mind clear of lust.


Bodwell had decided he would have to find some volunteer work for Mary next week, when a sudden insistent moaning from Mandy and the digging of her sharp nails into his back alerted him that his present companion's time almost was at hand.  Strange that now, coupled with the most desirable woman at city hall, performing the act that would drive every city bureaucrat mad with envy, his happy warrior swimming in a sleeve as buttery as velvet, and his fingertips tweaking a nipple as large and hard as any described in smut…it was strange, under these circumstances, that…


The supervisor lifted himself a moment so that Mandy could touch herself once more, and then, as her back arched and she threw her arms around his neck, he pushed himself forward in her crushing embrace to slide harder over the engorged, muscular olive pit, the erotic medulla…


"Oh God Jay Oh God Jay…"


A pity, Bodwell thought, that women didn't really say things like, "I spend, I perish, I die," at the moment of crisis.  Somehow these old-fashioned and probably bogus exclamations from books seemed more exciting that the usual recourse to the deity…


A sudden keen insistent surging in his own loins and the drumming of blood in his throat told the supervisor that this line of thought unexpectedly had foreclosed any distance records this time around the track.


"Oh God Mandy I spend," Bodwell said.  "I die."


Arnold Star-Fitz, the Pitt the Younger of city hall, stood forlornly at Gate 27 in the main terminal at San Francisco International waiting for the arrival of United 350 from Chicago.


A few moments earlier he had been out in the cool air of the smokers' circle with a horrid cigar he unwisely had purchased at one of the newsstands.  The wrapper had been so dry that it peeled off in strips despite repeated wettings.  And the taste of the filler…  One became accustomed to a certain standard…


"Attention please," said the metallic voice over the loudspeaker, "United 350 from Chicago now arriving…"


Star-Fitz glumly walked over the huge plate glass window and stared into the night, in time to see a ghostly 747 decelerating as it turned onto the highspeed taxiway.  Another ten minutes and he would have the old man in tow.  Twenty-five-minutes by cab to the Greyhound terminal.  Five more minutes for a quick march to the back door of city hall, unless of course Mandy's sire happened to be lame or halt.  At least forty minutes, then, in which Bodwell would be locked up in city hall without guidance or discipline.  Would he get himself drunk?  Would the guard find him flagrante delicto?  Would he decide to step out to get a corkscrew or Chinese?  As a matter of experience, Star-Fitz knew that his employer could not be counted upon to be circumspect, even when the penalty for clownish behavior might be several womanless years of self-abuse in a state lockup.


Star-Fitz lobbed his dead cigar into a round little sand pile meant to receive such objects.  At the moment, thanks to his own efforts, the affair of the city hall payroll looked rosy.  The disaster of trying to pump Mercer for information at a public hearing had been averted.  Although by no means an expert on locks or metallurgy, Star-Fitz had concluded the safe, though imposing, was not impregnable.  Old (installed shortly after the 1906 Earthquake) it was built of solid steel and had two German-made locks.  The entire description of wall thickness, tumbler characteristics, manufacturer's specs, and other recondite matter, had been included in an obscure file that some unthinking clerk (undoubtedly one of Mercer's cuties) had mindlessly typed into the database.


According to Mandy, her Dad had found the info sufficient.  The whole thing boiled down to whether the elder Micklemarsh could open sesame without triggering the alarm.  But should he perform on a par with Mandy's notices, they would remove, say, $75,000 to Supervisor Bodwell's office for the night.  With the appalling confusion attending the new auditing software, Mercer would never miss it.  And Bodwell's share, while not munificent, would be enough to at least give him a shot for reelection…provided Star-Fitz handled everything.


It all looked pragmatic and do-able, but a realistic general always prepared a line of retreat.  Dad's skills might not match his reviews.  He might blunder and set off the alarm.  In that case, Star-Fitz was prepared to act decisively.  Even if the safe were open and the cash in plain view, the robbery would have to be aborted.  An alarm meant a search.  They might be caught, but at least not with the money.


Star-Fitz had decided that the safest place to hide in the event of a search was in the airshaft leading into the supervisors' lavatory.  First, only the supervisors had keys.  Second, the duct led out onto a causeway from which it was possible to open a window into the city attorney's law library; He and the supervisor could feign absorption in a tome full of precedents while Mandy and her Dad hid in the bookcases.


That, anyway, was the last ditch plan Star-Fitz had retailed to Mandy and Bodwell.  Another thought, which the young aide had kept to himself, revolved around the idea of locking Mandy and her poppa in the cashier's cage and letting them take the rap while he and the supervisor retired upstairs to prepare some vital legislation.  Star-Fitz couldn't calculate, of course, how his erratic employer would react to this plan if it were presented to him with an alarm gong ringing upstairs and the police closing in.  It might depend of whether he was satiated with Mandy's long voluptuous body.  But frankly, despite all of Bodwell's amoral prankishness, Star-Fitz suspected his boss lacked the ruthlessness, the burning ambition, needed to propel him to success over the bodies of his friends.  He might balk at this sort of perfidy.  That's why, on the political periodic table, Bodwell weighed in as mercury, rather than as uranium.


Star-Fitz would make his decision on the spot.  If Bodwell balked, perhaps he would lock all three of them in and escape by himself out the airshaft.  Besides, nobody would suspect a 15-year-old.

           Star-Fitz caught his own gruesome reflection in the window: the morose chalky face, the stalk-like neck, the ill-fitting windbreaker his arms had grown out of, revealing at each cuff three inches of hairless wrist.  At least the zits under his nose had cleared up.  True, there was more trouble brewing on his forehead, but zits up high didn't look nearly as bad as zits around the mouth.  In any case, it had been insanity to eat that coffeecake for breakfast.  But what could he do when his mother had made it especially for him.  The young aide shrugged his meager shoulders.  Well, Wellington suffered from exema and Napoleon had hemorrhoids.


Star-Fitz turned from the window to watch the passengers debark.  He was looking for a gray haired elderly man with a gray mustache and a plaid overnight bag.  In twos and threes the passengers came out of the disembarkation chute, smiling at recognized faces or marching on directly for the struggle at the baggage carousel.  All of them, whether smiling, weeping, or grimly purposeful, exuded the relief of those who know they've cheated death again.


At last Star-Fitz saw Mr. Micklemarsh.  He was stooped and bent, walked haltingly with a cane, wore a long, tightly buttoned overcoat, black gloves and a black crushed hat pushed down over stringy gray hair.  He tottered up to the young aide and in a croaky, wavering voice introduced himself.


"Micklemarsh.  Presume you're Star-Fitz"


Star-Fitz looked at the man in amazement.  The aide's youth always been a drawback in his work at city hall, and he had gone to extremes to add years to his face, even artificially causing his hairline to recede.  Even so, he had used some restraint.  This on the other hand, was the most inexpert application of makeup he had ever seen.

           The man identifying himself as the elder Micklemarsh was hardly twenty years old.

       
 Rather than getting into an argument about birth dates with a stranger at the airport, Arnold Star-Fitz waited until he had loaded his charge into a taxi before bringing up the subject of false mustaches.

           "That's one of the Halberdier Hairlooms," Star-Fitz said as the driver headed for the freeway.  "I use one myself from time to time.  Except mine's black."

"Wha'reye talking about," croaked the bogus oldster, nervously smoothing his false mustache.

In the uncertain light of the cab, Star-Fitz glanced again at Micklemarsh's makeup job.  The mustache had started to become unglued under the nose; the black wrinkles drawn under the eyes had smudged; and the gray wig under the hat had cocked up slightly to reveal the blond hair underneath.


"I was just thinking," Star-Fitz said softly, "that we should have a talk before we get to the city. We were expecting an older man."


"Am an older man," said the imposter.  "Mandy Micklemarsh's father."


"I never believed that either," said Star-Fitz, keeping his voice low.  "To put it bluntly, the deal tonight is off unless you can explain to my satisfaction what you and Mandy have in mind."


The young imposter sat for a moment in silence.  He no longer tried to slump with age, and his once palsied hand was now steady as a marksman's.  When he spoke it was in a normal voice.


"Halberdier Model.  Wear one?"


"Actually, mine's the Grenedier Model," Star-Fitz said.


"That's it," the imposter said.  "Knew must be some reason.  Know your disguises…  This one good too.  No one suspected on the plane.  Watch this."


He suddenly leaned forward and placed his head next to the driver's.  "Ask ya sonny," he said in the croaking voice.  "How old ya say I am?"


The cabby glanced in his mirror.  "About twenty.  What, you in some kind of play?"


"Must have heard," the youth said, slumping back in his seat.  "Stewardess offered me Geritol."


"The disguise is not bad," said Star-Fitz diplomatically.  "My real question is, why are you wearing it?"


"Simple.  Mandy and me.  Lovers.  Didn't think your boss could handle it."


"Hmm," said Star-Fitz.  "What's your name?"


"They call me Wolf."


"It that a first or last name?"


"Both."


"Wolf Wolf?"


"No," said the youth, who was trying to make the mustache adhere to his lip.  "Just Wolf."


"Let me ask you another question…Wolf.  What exactly is your line?"


Wolf eyed the driver, then leaned across to whisper conspiratorially in Star-Fitz's ear.  "I'm a professional burglar and housebreaker."


"Really," said Star-Fitz.


"Have been for years.  Couldn't make me do anything else."


"Let me ask you.  This problem tonight…?"


"Piece of cake."  Wolf finally peeled off the wayward mustache and put it in his pocket.  Star-Fitz could see he had one of those smooth, innocent, juvenile faces so beloved by motherly women.  A Billy Budd sort of purity.  And despite the setback of the early discovery of his disguise, Wolf radiated bland self-assurance from his uniform child-like features.


"Way I see it," Wolf continued, "Pop that puppy open in ten…"


The cab took the Seventh Street exit and pulled up in front of the Greyhound terminal.  Star-Fitz paid the fare and they walked into the baggage claim.  Mr. Micklemarsh, who turned out to be Wolf the Housebreaker, had sent his tools ahead on package express the better to forestall any difficulty with airport security.


While Wolf handed his claim ticket to the counterman, Star-Fitz stepped aside with his cell phone to ring Bodwell's city hall number.  It might be better to call the whole thing off.  Star-Fitz had been hoping for a person of a little more substance; yes, Mandy's lover certainly, but somebody with enough maturity and experience who might be expected to successfully crack a safe.  As an element, Wolf seemed even lighter on the periodic table than Bodwell.


But he let the phone in Bodwell's office ring once, and hung up.  After all, little could be lost by letting Wolf have a whirl, so to speak, with the safe.  Because without some quick ready, the game was up for Bodwell, and probably for Star-Fitz as well.  What was the worst that could happen?  Star-Fitz could be arrested and charged with grand larceny.  But that was ridiculous.  He was a minor. They couldn't use his name in the newspaper or put him in prison.  Everybody would blame Bodwell.  Star-Fitz would too.  Really, the worst outcome from tonight's affair would be Star-Fitz winding up as a ward of the court or interned in some juvie.  That might even be pleasant.  Healthy exercise and plain food.  It would do his complexion a world of good.

Wolf, lugging a heavy satchel, came over and tapped him on the shoulder.  Although the Greyhound depot was a collection point for weirdoes, Wolf, in his old man's costume, managed to stand out.  He apparently unconsciously had wiped his eyes so that the penciled age lines now looked like smeared mascara.  Well, his conspicuous appearance, might be a hidden plus, in that if he discarded all these trappings and washed his face no body would ever recognize him.


Each grabbing a handle of the satchel, they rushed through the deserted civic center park until they found a darkened bench facing the front entrance to city hall.


During the night he and spent lurking inside the building Star-Fitz had noticed that the guard got the early edition of the Examiner from the driver who serviced the racks on the front steps.  The guard had spent about forty minutes reading the paper under a little lamp at the front desk. Assuming this was a habit they would have at least half an hour once the guard got his paper.


A red boxy panel truck had parked in front and a man in a leather jacket carrying a bundle of papers hopped out.  A moment later the front door opened and the guard appeared, exchanged a few words with the driver, and disappeared into the building again carrying his newspaper.


"Come on," said Star-Fitz.

The satchel between them, they hurried across the street and ducked into the recessed driveway leading to the side entrance.  Star-Fitz peered inside.  No Bodwell.  No Mandy.  On the prearranged signal of the one phone ring the supervisor was supposed to come down to the side door and open it.


"Don't have a key?" said Wolf.


"It's bolted from the inside."


"No prob,"said the housebreaker.  "Special saw in here just right for bolts.  Noisy, though."


"Noise," said Star-Fitz, "is one thing we are trying to avoid."


The phone in Supervisor Bodwell's darkened office rang once and stopped.


"Oh damnit," said Bodwell.

The supervisor and Mandy were nestled together on the floor behind the desk where they had laid out the sleeping bag.  The champagne bottle, not chilled exactly but not lukewarm either, stood beside them.  Earlier they had been taking swigs, and Bodwell had had a bout of giggles.  The more he tried to suppress them the more violent the fits.  Mandy's repeated shhhs only made it worse.  Here they were in his office sitting together naked on the floor drinking champagne.  It seemed so funny.  And then they would rob the city payroll.


Enough light came through the transom so that Bodwell could see Mandy clearly.  She was beautiful, her expressive mischievous face framed by the cascading copper hair.  Bodwell traced her thigh with one finger until be unerring instinct it slipped inside her exquisite slippery bivalve.


"Jay."

They had done it on the desk and on the floor, and now Bodwell found he wanted to do it again.  At that moment the phone rang.


"We have time," said Bodwell, searching out the muscular little currant sunk in the syrupy jubilee.  "It'll take them ten minutes to walk over here."


"Gene Autry has nothing on you,"  Mandy said.  "Back in the saddle.  God, Jay.  I've got to tell you the truth.  I like that..  Here, like this.  Right there.  Oh, my.  I can't believe you.  Okay.  Ten minutes and then we have to open the door."


Fifteen minutes passed, however, before Mandy and Bodwell started looking for their clothes.


"I can't find my damn dress.  It must be under the sleeping bag.  Jesus, it's almost eight.  They've been standing out there for five minutes.  I'm going to put on your shirt."


"What am I supposed to wear?"


"You've got pants on.  What do you need to open a damn door?  Let's get going."


Bodwell picked up the half-empty champagne bottle.  After peering into the hallway, they padded along the dark corridor in their bare feet toward the stairwell.  Suddenly Bodwell stopped in mid-stride.  A light was on in Supervisor Anchorstein's office.  Creeping nearer, Bodwell could hear the sound of machine keys being punched.  Very carefully, Bodwell opened the door an inch.  Anchorstein was seated at his desk with his back to the door surrounded by several ledgers and reams of accounting paper.  The nimble fingers of his right hand flew over the keys, as tape spurted out and coiled across the desk.


All the better, thought Bodwell.  If anything goes wrong, Anchorstein can take the heat.


Quietly closing the door, Bodwell clasped Mandy's arm and steered her down the stairs, past the cafeteria and into the dank basement corridor leading to the side entrance.


"What the hell is the God-awful sound?" said Mandy.


"It sounds like a hack saw,"  Bodwell said.


Two figures outside the door were busily at work with an instrument that emitted a harsh rasping noise.  Bodwell threw the bolt and let them in.

"Who is this?" said Bodwell, pointing to a young man in a ridiculous outfit who was holding a hacksaw blade in one hand.


"Almost had it," the young man said.


"This is Wolf," Star-Fitz said.  "He's here to do the safe for us."


"Almost had it," Wolf repeated.  "Could have let ourselves in, another minute."


Bodwell surveyed Wolf, then turned mutely to Star-Fitz and Mandy.

"God," said Mandy, who wrapped an affectionate arm around Wolf's neck and pressed his head to her bosom.  "It's the master of disguise himself.  Isn't he cute, Jay?  God, I could just devour him."


"Are you saying you know this preposterous person?  What's that stuff smeared on his eyes?  He's not running for my seat, is he?"

"Mr. Micklemarsh has been detained in Chicago by a cerebral hemorrhage," Star-Fitz said, " but his understudy here, Mr. Wolf, graciously has…"


"No, no," said Mandy, hugging the apprentice, who was a full head shorter.  "Now that Wolf is really here I think we'll have to fess up.  My father is a mailman in Cleveland and has a hard time cracking pecans.  This sweet boy is my one true love.  When he first said to me in some pickup bar, 'They call me Wolf,' it just devastated me.  I haven't been able to live without him since.  Wait until you see him with all this paint washed off.  He'll remind you of the young Byron.  Classic."


"What about my looks?" said Bodwell.  "Aren't my looks classic?"


"No, Jay.  You have Macys model looks.  Like in a sweater ad.  They're not bad, but they don't have the satanic innocence of a dissolute Cupid.  The rosy cheek-ed bad boy.  Mickey Rooney as Puck."


"Puck doesn't look like Lord Byron," Bodwell said.  "And this person doesn't look like him either."


"On the bright side, Jay.  You're looks are going to wear better than Wolf's.  He's a mayfly.  When he's your age his face will be ruined.  The fire will consume him.  He's so impetuous…"


"Excuse me," Star-Fitz said.  "Perhaps this can wait.  We need to…"


"Mandy, surely you're not going to throw me over for this wig-wearing adolescent?  What about upstairs just now?  'I like that, Jay.'  Doesn't that mean anything?"


"Don't be insecure," Mandy said.  "You're a man.  Sort of.  My darling Wolf is still a child.  God, sometimes when I see the little boys jumping around in a playground it just about drives me crazy.  I want to drag one into the bushes."


"This is perverse," Bodwell said.  Nothing in Mandy's amorous behavior upstairs showed a leaning toward pederasty.  Bodwell felt a surge of jealousy.  He liked to compete with other men for a woman's favor, placing his hopes on audacity and fluent wit.   But how could he compete when the woman was predisposed to bad seed striplings.  Macys looks.  Bodwell took a long slug of champagne.


"Please," said Star-Fitz, "please, please."


"How about Star-Fitz," Bodwell said.  "He's only 15 years old."

"Sorry," said Mandy, still clasping Wolf's head to her breast and rocking him back and forth.  "He doesn't have it.  What kind of name is Star-Fitz anyway?  Is that a person or a newspaper?"


"You think my name sounds like a newspaper's?" said Star-Fitz, a little nettled.  "How about Mandy Call-Girl, or Mandy Post-Coitus."


"Ont 'alk 'atay to 'Andy," said a muffled voice from Mandy's breast.


"Oh Wolf," Mandy said, hugging tighter, "My protector.  Isn't he darling?  Now you listen to me, you little zitface truant.  Any more remarks from you and I'll twist those babies right off your chin."


"All right," said Bodwell, "All of you.  Cool it."  Clearly some one here had to step in and take charge, or the situation might deteriorate.  If the guard happened along right now, for instance, it might be difficult, even for a fluent man, to explain Mandy in nothing but an Arrow shirt hugging some clown in mascara and a wig.  And that didn't even take into account that the supervisor of The Third District would be found barefooted and naked to the waist, with a champagne bottle in his hand.


"Mandy, let go of Wolf so I can talk to him.  Listen Wolf, our mutual interest in this lady compliments us both, so there's no point allowing personal friction to jeopardize our other interests."


Wolf had disengaged himself from Mandy's embrace and was settling his wig.  Bodwell noticed unhappily that several large black stains now disfigured the shirtfront covering Mandy's out sized breasts.


"No problem," said Wolf, smiling and extending a hand, "Couldn't do this job without you.  Real pleasure.  Never met a politician."


"The pleasure's mine," said Bodwell, "Now just one question.  Will you be able to do this safe?"


"No problem.  Have it open in a jiffy.  After all, my life's work."


"God, he gives me chills," said Mandy, "I love the jejeune self-assurance."


Walking in file, the four descended into the basement, turned left down a narrow corridor and were brought up short by the locked door of the cashier's office.


"Alarm on this?" said Wolf.

"No," said Star-Fitz, "there's this door, the door to the cashier's cage and the vault.  Only the vault locks are wired to an alarm."

"Can you open it?" said Bodwell.

"No problem," said Wolf.  "Schlage office model.  I've got the master."

Wolf fumbled in his bag and came up with a large ring of fifty or sixty keys.  He picked one, inserted in it the lock and opened the door.  They entered the large foyer of the cashier's office and gathered around the door to the cage.  Wolf beamed his penlight.

"Harder," said Wolf, "Yale Defender model.  No master.  I'll have to pick it."

Reaching into the bag again, the master of disguise removed a plastic box containing thin metal shims and tiny curved utensils like those used to remove the meat from walnuts.  Choosing one of them, Wolf deftly jimmied the cage open before Bodwell even realized he had started work.

"No problem.   When you get the hang of it."

The safe at City Hall had been built in 1904 by the Eureka Foundry, a company founded by two German immigrants who learned their craft in the Krupp cannon works in the Rhine Valley.  At the time their safe was advertised as impregnable, and the city fathers had thought the expense justified considering the sort of peopled running around San Francisco that year.  In 1933 the two massive locks had been altered slightly to accept the installation of an electric alarm system.  In 65 years the integrity of the Eureka safe had never been broached.

"Good safe," commented Wolf.  "Don't build like this any more."

Wolf arranged his tools and set to work. "Couple of minutes," he said.

Bodwell and Star-Fitz simultaneously checked their watches.

"How much time?" said Bodwell.

"It depends on whether he does the crossword," Star-Fitz said. "The night I was in here he read the paper in 33 minutes.  It's been 25 since he started.  Jesus, supervisor, if you hadn't left us waiting out there…"


"No recrimination," said Bodwell,  "Look, you go up to the second floor balcony and keep an eye on him.  If he starts his rounds before we're finished you run over to the far side of the building and start banging on the door or something to distract him.  Listen, we don't really have to sleep in the air shaft?"


"Only if something goes wrong.  You do have your key to the supervisors' john?"


"Sure.  We'll meet you up there in a minute."

Bodwell seemed to detect a slight hesitancy in his young aide as Star-Fitz turned and retreated out of the office.  Shrugging, Bodwell wandered back to the safe to watch Wolf at work.  The Byronic housebreaker appeared to have drilled several tiny holes and was now packing them with a wad of something that looked like white modeling clay.

"How's it coming?" said Bodwell.


"He has a little thing like a dentist's drill," Mandy said.  "This has been really fun tonight, supervisor.  Most men just give a girl dinner and a movie, but you…"


"Okay," said Wolf,  "Better take cover."


Bodwell stared down at the Tinker Toy-like sticks Wolf was inserting in the modeling clay.  They had wires connected to something that looked like an egg timer.


"Take cover?" Bodwell said.


"Yeah," said Wolf, "Out in the hall.  Had to use 27 ounces here.  Door is four inches solid steel."


"No," Bodwell said, shaking his head,  "No, Wolf.  You don't grasp the idea here.  Pick the lock.  You certainly can't…"


"Got to," said Wolf, twisting the dial of the egg timer.  "Never pick these locks.  Too good.  Only one way.  Better get out of here."

"No," said Bodwell,  "Get that stuff out of there immediately."

"Too late." Wolf was dragging his satchel toward the hallway.


"God.  Are we going to blow up the safe?" said Mandy.


"Mandy, this is not right.  People are going to know that somebody's been tampering.  This wasn't part of the plan."


"Com'on," said Wolf, grabbing Mandy by the hand and tugging her into the hall.  "Supervisor Bodwell, sir.  About two seconds."

Spinning on his heel, Bodwell darted into the hallway and jumped behind a Coke machine.  There was no point in being a martyr, but this was going to very hard to explain.


The explosion was the loudest noise Bodwell had ever heard.  The entire wall of the cashier's office collapsed and half a ton of lath and plaster, wood splinters and dismantled furniture was blown the length of the hallway.  Bodwell had heard the word "concussion" before, but he had never realized the actuality involved having the air suddenly sucked out of one's lungs until the eye's bulged.  A huge billowing cloud of plaster dust floated in the hallway as the echo of the explosion reverberated throughout the marble building.  And the Coke machine, doing a jig across the floor, spilled Coke  bottles over Bodwell's head.  Yes, this was going to be hard to explain.

Bodwell shakily got to his feet in time to see Wolf scrambling back into the wreckage with his satchel.  The supervisor wobbled over to where Mandy was lying on her back behind a row of 55-gallon drums of emergency drinking water.  Both of them, he noticed, were covered from head to foot with a layer of plaster dust.

"Mandy, we've got to get out of here."


"What's that, Jay.  My ears are ringing, I can't hear a thing."


"Mandy, get up."


"Where's Wolf," said Mandy, staring around wildly.  "God, I'll never forgive myself if anything's happened to him."


As if the mere mention of his name was enough to magically summon him, Wolf appeared out of the dust lugging his satchel.  "Got most of it," he said.  "Good half million anyway.  Some of it burned.  Could have got by with 23 ounces.  Wanted to be sure."


"Wolf," Bodwell explained patiently,  "We were only going to take $75,000."


"Silly not to take it all," Wolf said.  "Sheep as a lamb."


Under the circumstances, Bodwell admitted to himself, this made a certain amount of sense.  In any event, it was not the time to quibble with one's accomplices.  The police would hear about this very soon, and want to ask unpleasant questions.  But they had a chance yet.  The guard would be coming down the far staircase in a moment, but his vision would be impeded since all the lights in the basement corridor had been blown out.  They could still escape up the near staircase to the second floor and hide in the airshaft.

For the first time, Bodwell became dimly aware than an alarm bell was sounding somewhere in the upper recesses of the building.  No doubt the alarm activated a blinking red light in front of the desk sergeant at central station as well.

"We've got to hustle," Bodwell said, "Thank God for Star-Fitz's idea of hiding in the air shaft.  They won't find us there."


"Not me," said Wolf.


"What do you mean, 'Not me?'" said Bodwell.


"Can't stand closed places.  Claustra…What is it?"


"He's so cute," Mandy said, "He's trying to say 'claustrophobia.'"


"He's a prize, all right," said Bodwell, "So what's your idea?"


"Shoot my way out," said Wolf.


"What!"

Wolf unbuttoned his coat and withdrew an enormous revolver.  "Know how to use it, too" he said.


"Oh God, Jay," said Mandy, "Feel my arm. Goosebumps.  Can you see why I'm a pushover?"


A flashlight beam appeared at the far end of the corridor and lengthened along the wall.


"It's the guard," said Bodwell, "I'm leaving.


"Me too," said Mandy.


Wolf, however, leveled his revolver and fired.

As Bodwell and Mandy scampered up the steps to the second floor they heard a quick succession of gunshots in the corridor below, followed by a silence.

"Hey you, throw down your gun," said an indistinct voice from the end of the corridor.

"Never take me alive." Wolf's voice floated up the staircase.  Then came the sound of running feet and five or six more pistol reports.


As Bodwell flew up the stairs he wondered if it were really too late to talk with his father-in-law about finances.  Perhaps an abject apology for the unseemly episode in his office, coupled with a promise to pay close attention to the interests of Lapp Industries in the future.  And he would promise to make Jennifer kowtow to her father if he had to twist her arm.  That was the intelligent way to forward his career.  This whole business of the city payroll, if looked at dispassionately, had probably been a mistake.


Besides, Bodwell too suffered from a touch of claustrophobia.  He certainly didn't enjoy the prospect of a night in the airshaft, even with Mandy for company.

Arnold Star-Fitz has been leaning in the shadow of an arch on the second floor interior balcony of City Hall keeping the guard under surveillance when he heard the explosion in the basement.  Star-Fitz watched the guard start, drop his newspaper, rush forward a few paces, then turn back to pick up the telephone.


Star-Fitz gently patted a Kleenex over the stretch of his forehead where a new batch of pimples was erupting.  His position, he realized, would be greatly simplified if Bodwell, Mandy and Wolf were all dead.  The dead don't talk, he told himself grimly.  On the other hand, if anybody were still alive, the survivor might say something to the authorities to implicate Star-Fitz.  But there was nothing to be done about that right now.


"What's going on down there," said a loud unexpected voice a few paces to the young aide's left. Star-Fitz pressed himself closer to the marble column.  It was Supervisor Anchorstein, leaning over the balcony rail in front of his office, and echoing Star-Fitz's own thoughts.

"Don't know, sir," hollered up the guard from the first floor, "I've called the police and I'm going to investigate."


"Humph," said Anchorstein and went back into his office.

Had Mercer bobby trapped the vault?  Impossible.  Had Wolf been carrying some nitroglycerin in his bag and dropped it.  Possible.  Or had that fool Wolf been foiled by the lock and then tried to blow the safe?  Now that was more likely.


The guard had disappeared down the far stairwell.  A moment later Star-Fitz heard a series of small explosions, like firecrackers, and then he saw Wolf emerge from the near stairway on the first floor and rush for the main entrance, dragging his satchel behind himself.  Just as Wolf neared the door the guard appeared on the floor underneath Star-Fitz and fired twice at the fleeing felon, both bullets knocking out panes of glass in the front door.


Wolf whirled around and fired at the guard, the bullet ricocheting off the railing a few yards from Star-Fitz's elbow.  Then both gunmen set about reloading their pistols, as brass casings bounced and rattled along the marble floor at their feet.

Wolf, less nervous and more dexterous than the guard, had his pistol in service first and commenced a methodical fire, while the guard, an elderly retired veteran, loped toward one of the large columns supporting the interior balcony.  Even so, all the chambers of Wolf's revolver had been emptied before the guard found cover.  The bullets whined and ricocheted and chipped out chunks of marble.  One of the slugs even defaced the nose of Commodore Stockton's bust, foolishly standing in the way of the fusillade.

The guard now had his pistol reloaded and continued the exchange, as Wolf, struggling with six greasy little projectiles in his hand sought protection behind the desk by the door.  More panes of glass dropped out and the corner of the desk disappeared in a spray of splinters.


Even before the guard had finished his turn, Wolf leaped to his feet and began backing out the door, his gun blazing.  One of the strays went through Supervisor Danrdenell's office at the far end of the hall from Star-Fitz. After a moment's struggle with the satchel, which had caught on the threshold, Wolf fired one last shot and disappeared down the steps and into the darkness.

The guard clearly shaken by the volume of gunfire if not by its accuracy gave a leisurely pursuit.  From outside came the wail of sirens, and Star-Fitz thought he heard several more reports.  The police, Star-Fitz assumed, were more accustomed to the use of firearms and would probably kill Wolf without any more fuss.  That would be the best ending for this absurd interlude.

Turning, Star-Fitz involuntarily started as two apparitions appeared out of the second floor stairwell.  They appeared to be the shades of Bodwell and Mandy, although, since he was not superstitious, Star-Fitz knew their must be another explanation for their ghostly appearance.  Star-Fitz had never seen his employer looking more at a loss.

           "Wolf's shooting his way out," Bodwell panted as he came up alongside his aide.


"I noticed," said Star-Fitz.  "If they give prizes for marksmanship, he'll get the guide dog."


"I swear, Star-Fitz, I'm never going to listen to any of your ideas again," Bodwell said,  "This has been a terrible experience.  What do you think we ought to do now?"


"We've got to go for the air shaft," Star-Fitz said dryly, "You and Mandy wait for me in the supervisor's john.  I've got to get a broom."


"Broom?"


"You see what you've done?  You've tracked plaster dust up here from the basement.  The police might think it's a clue."

"Do you hear that?" said Mandy; "Star-Zits here is being sarcastic."


"They won't need bloodhounds," Star-Fitz said, "Even I can smell a bitch."


"I'm going to slap his face," Mandy said.


"Cool it you two," Bodwell set, "Get the broom, Star-Fitz, and Mandy, you come with me…  Oh my God, look down there."


Outside the shattered galls of the front door they could see the revolving blue light of a patrol car.  Bodwell fumbled out his keys, and in another instant he and Mandy were in his office.

Star-Fitz stood a moment watching two young patrolmen poke their heads cautiously into the building.  They'd look in the basement first, so he still had time to fetch the broom.  It wasn’t often that the young aide criticized his employer's choice of women, but this Mandy creature had to be taken down a peg.


By the time the cops had finished looking around the shattered basement, Star-Fitz had swept all the plaster dust down to the first floor stairwell.


"I'm not sure I like that young aide of yours," Mandy said,  "He seems particularly vile, even for a teenager.  I think you ought to fire him."

Bodwell had found his socks and was searching around on the floor for his shoes.  "Here Mandy, this is yours.  Make sure you get everything.  Now.  Let me wipe your legs with the sleeping bag.  They we'll kind of swish it around here to pick up the dust.  I don't care what you say.  By God, these are clues."


"I think what he said was awfully cheap.  Shouldn't a person that age be in school?"


"Mandy.  The cops are going to be here in about two seconds."  Bodwell hastily rolled up the sleeping bag, grabbed Mandy's arm and led her down the interior hallway between the supervisors' offices to the supervisors' john.  Now where the hell was Star-Fitz.  It couldn't take this long to sweep the stairs.  He wasn't working for the county at the moment.


Bodwell tried his key in the lock and turned it.  Nothing happened.  He grabbed the door handle and shook it.


"What's this," he whispered to Mandy, "It feels like it's bolted on the inside."  Bodwell rattled the door again.


"Occupied," said a voice within, "The facility is occupied."


Wouldn't you know it, thought Bodwell.  Supervisor Anchorstein was on the can.


Star-Fitz glided up.  "The cops are coming up the stairs," he said, "I suggest we get inside."

Bodwell, who had an ear pressed against the bathroom door, put a finger to his lips.  Big men such as Anchorstein sometimes required interminable periods to move.  He was probably sitting in there right now with a ledger in one hand his pocket calculator perched on a bare knee.  Ordinarily, Bodwell would never think of hurrying a man…

"Can we get into the air shaft someplace else?" Bodwell asked his aide.

"The ladies room across the hall.  But I don't think we have time for that…"


"God, Jay, think of something," Mandy said.


Typically, Bodwell reflected, everyone depended on him for leadership.  His reputation for decisiveness in moment of impending calamity had weakened the instinct for self-reliance in his cohort.  Fortunately for them, Supervisor Bodwell never buckled under pressure.


Bodwell hammered on the bathroom door with his fist. "Police," he shouted, muffling his voice a bit with his hand, "The building is on fire.  You have ten seconds to evacuate.


"Ha, ha," said Mandy, "He'll really have to push."

"Occupied," yelled Anchorstein from within.


"Police," shouted Bodwell.  He'd abnormally lowered his voice and given it an uncharacteristic gruffness in hopes of sounding authoritative.  "The building has been bombed and is about to collapse.  Only death awaits those who linger."

Someone in the hall was trying keys in the door leading to the supervisors' offices.  That would be the police, Bodwell assumed.  Leave it to the guard not to have a master.  After pounding his fist a few more times on the door, Bodwell hurried everyone around the corner and through the short hallway leading to the chamber.  He motioned Mandy and Star-Fitz to climb into the press box and lie on the floor.  Then he returned to the chamber door and listened

"Excuse me, sir," said a strange voice, "May I ask what you're doing in the building."

"What the hell do you think I'm doing."  It was Anchorstein's voice.  "What the hell is this about a bomb?"


"Yes sir.  There's been an explosion.  Do you work in the building?"


"Goddamn it, I'm supervisor Anchorstein.  I'm the only one who works in this building."


Another voice, older, somewhat breathy.  Probably the guard.  "That's right, officer.  That's Supervisor Anchorstein.  Hi, supervisor."


"Anderson, what the hell's going on here?"

"You'll never believe it, supervisor. Some kid in a funny costume robbed the city payroll and then shot at me.  Quite a few times."

"He did what!"


"Shot at me."


"Not that.  The city payroll?"


"Yes sir."


"Goddamn it to hell.  I had Mercer right here.  Son of a bitch.  We'll never figure anything out.  I'm going to take a look."


"I'm sorry sir," said the officer.  "That area's been cordoned off."


"Nothing in City Hall is cordoned off to Supervisor Anchorstein, young man.  Who is your superior?"

"Lieutenant O"Farrell is coming down to…"

"Take me to him immediately."


"Well, we have to search the…"


"Immediately," said Anchorstein.

A door slammed and gradually the voices drifted off. Bodwell leaned over the press box rail and tapped the two fugitives on the head.  In a twinkling they were all in the supervisor's lavatory and Star-Fitz was removing the ventilator screen with the screwdriver on his Swiss Army knife.

Mandy first," said Bodwell, "Step on the washbasin, the soap dish, and up."


"It's narrow in here," said Mandy.


"Pretend you're a sperm," said Star-Fitz.


"Knock it off, Star-Fitz.  Now how do we get the screen back on from inside…"


Digging into his pocket Star-Fitz produced a pair of small plumber's C-clamps.  Bodwell climbed into the air shaft feet first, wriggled around and pulled Star-Fitz in by his legs.  The young aide then used the clamps to replace the screen from inside.


"You didn't leave the screws out there did you?"


"In my pocket, supervisor."


Later, Bodwell came to account his night in the airshaft as the most uncomfortable hours of his life.  A few minutes after they settled in, the two police officers came back to search the offices.  Bodwell himself couldn't see anything, but Star-Fitz said their inspection of the john was perfunctory and they didn't notice the lack of screws in the ventilator screen.  Mandy complained bitterly about a cramp in her leg and refused to crawl forward to see if she could open the screen on the roof gable.  Star-Fitz kept falling asleep and snoring, causing an awful reverberation in the narrow tin tunnel.  After an hour Bodwell had had enough and was ready to surrender rather than subject his hipbone to any further torture.  But his aide succeeded in talking him out of it.  I was 5 a.m. before Star-Fitz at last unclamped the screen and gently lowered it by means of a couple of shoestrings to the washbasin below.

In his stocking feet Star-Fitz padded out for a look, returning to say that a policeman was guarding the building's front door, since so many of the windowpanes had been broken.  But the second floor was deserted.  With joints aching, Mandy and Bodwell climbed out of the airshaft.  Star-Fitz screwed back the screen.

At 7:30 the staff began arriving, buzzing among themselves as they tiptoed over the broken glass, or admiring the pockmarked face of Commodore Stockton.  They saw nothing unusual, of course, in the fact that Star-Fitz had preceded them to work.  He always did.  This morning, however, the young aide stopped Sally the mail girl in the hall to tell here he had a 9 a.m. appointment at the Federal Building  -- a screwup with matching funds again  -- and she would have to wait until afternoon to deliver his mail.


Star-Fitz then went home and had breakfast.  His mother had fixed some Danish.  Usually, he wouldn't because of his complexion.  But this morning he felt he deserved a treat.

Supervisor Bodwell found a deck of cards in his desk and he and Mandy played gin while they sat locked in his office, occasionally stopping to eavesdrop on a lurid discussion of the robbery from passing secretaries in the corridor.


At 9 a.m. Mandy had phoned Mercer to tell him she was too hung over to get to work on time and would be late again.  Since this had happened frequently, Mercer took the news in stride, and instead immediately turned the conversation to the robbery.

"This couldn't have happened at a better time," said Mercer, "I'm sure the police will find the money and anyway we're insured.  But doesn't this just get us off the hook on the audit.  I bet Anchorstein had a stroke.  I understand he was in the building too."

At 12:30 when the floor cleared for lunch, Star-Fitz returned with a bag of sandwiches and some fresh clothes for Mandy from her apartment.  Supervisor Bodwell already had changed and washed earlier and although his reflection showed that his appearance wasn't up to his usual standard, still, he looked presentable enough.


At 12:45 Mandy, indeed looking like the victim of a binge, walked demurely down the hallway to her office on the other side of the building.  On his way out the front door, Bodwell ran into one of his political informants.


"This had to happen sooner or later, supervisor.  Say, look at the nose job they did on the Commodore.   But listen, Jay, what kind of effect will this have on your campaign?"


"I think it's positive," said Bodwell, "My line is going to be that I have a record of wanting better security.  I do too.  I voted to have those day care center mothers evicted when they brought in all those brats.  It's my opponent who's been crying for greater accessibility.  This is where that kind of policy leads," said Bodwell, pointing at the Commodore's shattered nose.


"You could be right, supervisor."

On the steps Bodwell greeted his colleague Supervisor Water and accepted a balloon.


"Terrible thing about the robbery, Jimmy."


Water's not-too-gleaming eye clouded ever further.  "Jimmy Water paid for those stamps."  Several years before, there had been a minor newspaper flap about Water allegedly using city postage to send out calendars.  He had never gotten over it.


Bodwell counted his money and found he had 17 cents, which meant he would have to ride home on Star-Fitz's bike.


"Bravo," said an elderly female civil service clerk returning from lunch, "I wish the mayor could see your example.  Maybe he'd get rid of that limo and give the taxpayers a break for once."


"I do my bit," said Bodwell, pedaling off a little unsteadily.

When he let himself into his apartment he found Jennifer waiting for him.


"I was just thinking about calling you," she said.

"Jenny, I know I'm late (it had been three or four days since he'd walked out to pick up a cigar at Fast Eddy's) but if you knew the meetings and the hearings…"


"I don't care about that," Jennifer said, "but I thought you might be interested in this package that came today."


"What is it?"

"It was delivered this morning by a very weird young guy dressed up like a messenger or something."  Jennifer handed her husband the package.  "It's $25,000," she said.  "The guy seemed to think it belonged to you."

The large lacquered sign in the rotunda said:  "Quiet Please.  Board of Supervisors in Session."

Supervisor Bodwell, swinging in 45-degree arcs in his swivel chair, was conferring with his young aide.

"Star-Fitz, I don't think you appreciate the profundity of my feelings on this matter.  The Tampa Jamaica is handrolled, which means the cigar maker is able to build a foundation of coarser fiber at the head, and then wrap it twice with binder, which means the cigar head doesn't disintegrate into mush after a few puffs.  That's why, at a long meeting, I insist on a Tampa Jamaica.  You explain that to the lady at the candy counter.  And don't forget my breath mints."

According to the newspapers, the board would take up today (ahead of the regular agenda) an item concerning the sensational robbery of the City Hall payroll.  Consequently, the gallery was as packed as if the board were about to discuss cable television or leash laws.  Now there was an expectant lull as the president of the board, Mrs. Dardenelle, assumed her place on the podium, toying with her silver plated gavel as she talked with the chief clerk.  Two other supervisors, seated side by side at the mahogany horseshoe desk beneath her, covered their microphones as they made their opinions known to each other.

In the press box the regular City hall reporters for the Chronicle and the Examiner were joined by a jostling, wisecracking group of TV cameramen and talent.  Aides scurried back and forth through the passageway connecting the supervisors' offices with the chamber.

Leaning back, Bodwell opened his Examiner to the front page.  The article about the robbery had been written by the paper's veteran crime writer, Charles Brannon.

"Police speculated today that at least one other person abetted the daring City hall robber who shot his way to freedom with an estimated $500,000.

Inspector Patrick O'Farrell said a cab driver has reported to police that he picked up a fare at the San Francisco International Airport the night of the robbery who matched the description given by city guard Les Anderson, the intrepid watchman who exchanged more than 20 shots with the brazen gunman.

"According to O'Farrell, another man accompanied the suspect who was described as being in his early twenties and wearing makeup and a wig.  The person with him, also in his twenties (Oh, Star-Fitz would love that), dressed conventionally in a dark  coat and slacks.

"'Naturally we would very much like to talk to this second man,' O'Farrell said.

"The inspector said the robber apparently entered City hall at the McAllister Street entrance by sawing through the bolt.  He then used plastic explosive to blast the safe.

"According to police, the only evidence left behind by the intruder was a half-filled champagne bottle.  'It looks like he had a couple of drinks before he went to work,' O'Farrell said.

"O'Farrell declined to comment on whether police had been able to lift fingerprints from the bottle  (Oh oh.  That was something to think about).
"A running gun battle from the basement to the main entrance saw more than 20 shots exchanged between Anderson and the fleeing…"

The amplified tap tapping of Mrs. Dardenell's gavel signaled the start of the meeting, and Bodwell politely set his newspaper aside.  Somehow in the past year, Mrs. Dardenelle had amassed a staff of eight or nine young persons to do her imperious bidding.  Colleges and universities, it seemed, were eager to let their undergraduate charges be overworked, insulted, and unpaid if the exploiter happened to hold office.  These unfortunate young dupes, under the impression they would trade their time for experience and a good recommendation, soon learned the bitter truth:  Mrs. Dardenelle now held their careers in her palm, by virtue of the power she held to write letters to their future graduate schools.  All of them by now had seen in her files the ruthless and sarcastic missives that had dashed the hopes of former volunteers who failed to toady to Madame President's satisfaction.

Bodwell felt a pang of sympathy for the Dardenelle lackeys, although once in her net there was nothing anybody could do for them.  Now, however, by the frenzied comings and comings of these browbeaten, indentured interns, Bodwell could see that a major Dardenelle push was in the wings.  Undoubtedly she would try making some grandstand play to buttress her mayoralty bid.  Bodwell thought it was criminal the way unscrupulous politicians would rush to capitalize on the unfortunate loss of the city hall payroll.


Yes, irretrievably lost.  Yesterday Bodwell had talked to Mandy by phone at her apartment.  She had heard nothing from Wolf.  True, he had left an envelope with $25,000 in her mailbox (addressed to "Occupant") but it appeared that her golden Byronic lover had decamped with the major portion of the loot without so much as a last embrace. "I'm heartsick," Mandy had said, "He's such a baby."  Bodwell had done what he could to console her, and in his opinion, it was enough.

Well, as Star-Fitz rightly pointed out, Bodwell could not afford to dwell on past unhappiness; he had to concentrate instead on stamping out all traces of his acquaintanceship with the master of disguise, who (Godspeed to him) with luck would soon be sopping up a tan on some beach in Rio.


Amazingly enough, nothing, except for the champagne bottle, pointed a finger at Bodwell.  He had found some plaster dust in his office, but the police hadn't noticed it in their cursory inspection.  Star-Fitz had used his pustule hanky to wipe up the footprints on the porcelain in the supervisors' lavatory. And Wolf's hacksaw blade had deflected police brainpower  away from the notion of an inside job.


As to fingerprints on the champagne bottle, there was little worry.  Bodwell had never been arrested, had never served the flag in the Armed Forces, and had declined on general principles togive his thumbprint to the Department of Motor Vehicles.  Of course one supposed the FBI capable of anything.  But so far as he knew, no agency, public or private, maintained his prints.

Star-Fitz materialized at his elbow holding, between thumb and forefinger, the very article, a Tampa Jamaica cigar.


"Last one too," the aide said dejectedly.


"The Cuesta Supreme is a perfectly suitable cigar  for the beginning smoker," Bodwell said, "When the palate finally…"


"Would you cover your microphone, supervisor."


"Certainly."


"What did Jennifer do with the money?"


"Well, she sewed it into the drapes."


"I just talked with Mercer.  Dardenelle has called him down here, so it looks to me like she plans to go for a full-board investigation, a committee-of-the-whole.  She wants to call a lot of witnesses, including Mercer.  Naturally, we should adroitly head that off."


"I'm the boy."

"Also, Mercer said the police, this Inspector O'Farrell character, told him not to answer any questions about whether he kept a list of serial numbers…"


"That means he didn't," said Bodwell.


"Exactly."


"I'm glad of that, because Jennifer had spent a twenty before I got home.  She said she hadn't eaten in a couple of days…"


"The meeting will come to order," said Mrs. Dardenelle.  "We have a lengthy agenda before us and many in the audience, I know, desire to speak to calendared items.  Item two, relating to the permit for the Grant Avenue street fair, I know has great interest both to our fine clergymen here today who understandably wish to maintain the sanctity of the Sabbath, as well as all the wonderful artisans and street artists whose colorful costumes and enchanting handicrafts have been such a boon for tourism…"

Bodwell swiveled around.  Sure enough, a handful of stiff-necked geezers in collars faced a gaggle of freaks and hippies, the later apparently representing the boon to tourism.  The supervisor then shuffled through his three-by-five cards prepared by Star-Fitz until he found the one marked "Item Two."


"Grant Ave. St. Fair.  Annual controversy.  Pro – tourism, arts   Con – noise, dirt, pornography.  Vote for.  Remarks – insist fire trucks have access, backers must post bond, but SF an art haven."

About to go on to the other cards, Bodwell abruptly stopped and considered a moment, then slowly turned in his chair approximately 20 degrees until he faced out the door.  Because of remarkable peripheral vision, however,  Bodwell actually was taking another look at the street artists and hippies without appearing to do so.

Sitting apart, one of them sported a caftan and a red fez, a huge black mustache and what seemed to be a very lumpy shaved head.  He held a giant ceramic crock on his lap.


Bodwell turned back to the desk.  There could be not the slightest doubt.; it was the Master of Disguise himself.

It had to be citizenship of the very highest order when the most wanted fugitive in the city took time out from his escape to attend the Board of Supervisors.  Bodwell wondered what was in the crock.  Probably a vial of nitro embedded in seven pounds of buckshot.  After all, the Master of Disguise had sworn never to be taken alive.


Mrs. Dardennelle was still speaking.


"…but before we attend our ears to this valuable input, I think it imperative for or members who've sworn to safeguard our fair city…"


Our middling city, thought Bodwell, our so-so, mediocre, run-of-the-mill city.


"….from perils within, such as reckless spending and inordinate taxation, as well as from without, such as county boundary encroachment at the airport or the state usurpation of school board autonomy…"


Bodwell, in his mind, visualized a three-decker ship-of-the-line slowly wheeling into position for a broadside.

"…and thus, not detracting one jot from the overriding importance of the calendar agenda items I would at this point entertain from my colleagues a motion to set aside temporarily the calendar in order to take up as an emergency item out of order and without the usual notice the subject of the shocking and outrageous assault on the city treasury…  Do I hear a motion?"


Bodwell raised his hand.  Obviously, his colleagues would rather hear themselves talk about an interesting robbery than listen to a bunch of constipated prelates recite their past boring grievances with the street fair.


"Supervisor Bodwell."


"Madame President, with all respect to the calendar, I so move."


The supervisors fulminated for two hours.  Each supervisor in turn got to his feet to deplore that something like this could happen.  Each called for an immediate investigation; each demanded that Mercer be dragged before the board.  As one supervisor plumped back in his chair flushed of face, another would rise in unison and pull upward his microphone arm.


Meanwhile, Bodwell, puffing his cigar, sauntered from one chair to the next putting together his deal.

           "The old playmaker's at work again," said Kerry of the Examiner, as Bodwell walked past the press box.


"I'm just trying to prevent a circus," said Bodwell.


"Just trying to put it in your ring, you mean."  The boys in the press box laughed.  Poor Bodwell, broke and hopelessly behind in his race with Garter, trying desperately for some cheap  publicity.


"Look, Mel," Bodwell said to Anchorstein, "I think Bart and Al see what I see.  Dragging this before the full board implies a criticism of the police.  Slap in the face, you know, like we don't trust 'em.  Now if it came before our committee, that would be the rifle rather than the shotgun approach.  You might try that on Bob.  He's a gun nut.  Rifle versus shotgun.  And besides, you'd get a better crack at Mercer."

"You'll let me crucify him?"

"Sure."

"You'll let me cut his balls off?"

"Sure.  By the way, when the vote comes, make sure you're sitting next to Jimmy."


As usual, Bodwell's peregrinations around the chamber were having a disquieting effect on Mrs. Dardenelle, who, like some animal scenting smoke, had lifted her head high in the air.

           Waiting patiently until his colleagues had spent themselves, Bodwell struck with his accustomed alacrity.


"Madam President, I believe I recognize a consensus here.  While of course criminal investigation falls within the purview of the police, the board does have a responsibility to ensure the safety and security of city property.  From what I've heard here today I am thankful that my esteemed colleagues can congratulate themselves on not allowing their indignation to sweep away the traditional structure of this board.  This is clearly a Fire and Safety item and I move we schedule for our next regularly scheduled committee meeting."


Anchorstein quickly bent over Jimmy Water's ear and whispered something in a singsong voice, waving his finger in time.


"Jimmy Water seconds," Water said abruptly.


"Call the question," said Anchorstein.


The vote was five to four for sending to committee.

            After calling a fifteen-minute recess, a miffed Madame President ponderously stalked out to her office to berate her staff; at least some of them should have known that the Bodwell forces were on the march.

            In the press box Kerry was talking to Hornbeck.


"Pretty boy counts coup again.  He'll get some ink on this.  Not that it'll help him any.  Say, did you see the battlewagon steam out of here?  Another apprentice will be keelhauled for this."


During the recess, Supervisor  Bodwell decided he had better talk to Wolf about the future of half a million dollars.  The crowd had spilled into the main hallway, the people milling around aimlessly or smoking cigarettes and chattering.  Bodwell saw Wolf among a knot of his fellow would-be craftsmen, and was steering in that direction when he felt a hand on his arm.

           The supervisor's progress had been arrested by a middle-aged stocky man with black curly hair who wore a loosened green tie and an unbuttoned raincoat.

          "Inspector  O'Farrell, San Francisco Police," the man said, opening a leather wallet to exhibit his star, "Mind if I chat with you a minute?  It's about this robbery."


"Certainly," said Bodwell, "I guess you heard that my committee will be holding hearings on the matter next week."


"Maybe you don't think the police are doing a good job."


"Not at all, inspector," said Bodwell, "It was to squelch that very misapprehension that I…"


"The reason I ask, we don't have anything too solid right now.  And I was thinking maybe you could help me."


Yes?"


"Yes.  You see, I'm working on a theory."


"A theory?"


"That's right, supervisor."  O'Farrell rubbed his bluish jaw and cocked his head to one side.  "You see, the guy who did this, he's what I'd call a semi-professional.  He knows a little about locks, a little about explosives, but he's no expert.  So I have to ask myself, how does this small guy get such big ideas?"


"How do you answer yourself?"


"I don't know," said Farrell, throwing up his hands and shrugging his shoulders.  Bodwell had the feeling he had seen all these mannerisms before.  On reruns perhaps.

"And there's another question I have to ask myself," O'Farrell continued, "How does this guy get in the building.?"


"I read in the paper that he sawed through the door."


O'Farrell slapped his forehead with the palm of his head and shook his head violently.  "No, no, no, supervisor.;  It didn't happen that way.  The bolt was only sawn through a quarter of the way.  And there's a vertical bolt on the door that wasn't even touched.  You see what I'm saying?  Somebody opened the door for him."


"An inside job?"

           O'Farrell couldn't have looked more surprised if the famous conjurer, Bodwell the Great, had just pulled a rabbit out of O'Farrell's pocket.  "You're reading my mind like a book.  So I'm thinking, maybe somebody right here in the building sort of recruited this guy, and opened the door for him.  So I ask my boys, who was in the building that night?"


"And the boys respond?"


"They respond, Supervisor Anchorstein."


"Ha, ha," said Bodwell.  "Now there's a likely suspect.  He's certainly shown a keen interest in the city payroll.  Even wanted to count it.  Ha, ha.  No, inspector, here is where your theory blows up.  Mel is a man of unquestioned probity, a selfless, dedicated public servant.  What you're suggesting is as unthinkable as... well, as say a respected banker embezzling the deposits…"


"Respected bankers do that all the time."


"Really? Well, nonetheless, Anchorstein's rectitude cannot be…"


"I don't think so either," said O'Farrell, nodding and slowly scratching his head. "But I wanted your opinion because, see, I've been sort of going around talking to people about Anchorstein, and, well, I don't think he did it.  And that's such a shame."


"A shame, inspector?"  Bodwell was beginning to have a hypnotic fascination with the trend of the conversation.


"Yeah."  The inspector looked as he was just about to try to explain the concept of relativity to a very backward pupil.  "It's a shame because it all fits together.  See, there's a trail of plaster dust leading straight from the vault to the bathroom where the investigating officers found Anchorstein."


"No."


"Yeah.  Somebody swept the hall and stairs trying to hide it, but we found tiny striations made by the broom; and then we found the broom, and, sure enough, plaster dust on it."


"This just proves that the confidence which the board reposes in the department is not misplaced," said Bodwell,  "When my committee meets I'll be able to assure any detractors that…"


"Thank you, supervisor," said O'Farrell, modestly putting up his right hand, as if to remind Bodwell of the inspector's humble beginnings in the traffic bureau, "I'll tell you, though, that dust really sticks.  We even found it in the floorboard crevices of your office."


"Can you imagine a thing like that.  Some of it must have blown in under the door."


"That's what probably happened.  By the way, supervisor, if you don't mind my asking, what's your usual occupation?"


"Oh," said Bodwell airily, "I have certain emoluments. Sometimes I teach…"


"Yeah," said O'Farrell, " I happened to be talking to Professor Racker out at the university…  Well," the inspector extended a large furry hand, "I won't take up any more of your time…"


Hunching his shoulders inside his raincoat, the inspector turned toward the chamber.  The policeman walked on his toes, Bodwell noticed, practicing stealth even in the manner of his ambulating.  The little sneak.  Striations of a broom indeed.  What kind of television melodrama was that?  The cops always tried to make out they had more than they did.  Bodwell, certainly, would not be forced into a case of the jitters by an amateurish Peter Falk impersonation.  When O'Farrell called him downtown, then he would start to worry.


Making use of his peripheral vision, Bodwell sauntered around the hallway, leisurely lipping his cigar, in a more-or-less elliptical orbit that gradually grew nearer to the group containing the Master of Disguise.


Wolf, Bodwell had seen, had watched his conversation with O'Farrell eagerly.  Now, as the supervisor's seemingly aimless pacing brought him within a few steps of the caftan-wearing imposter, the Master could stand it no longer.  He broke from his group and tapped Bodwell on the shoulder.


"Hi, supervisor," Wolf said.  "I'm Abdoul.  Here for the street fair."


"My pleasure, Abdoul."


"We haven't met."  Wolf's eyes twinkled with pleasure.


"No, we haven't," agreed Bodwell, "Is this your first time at City Hall?"


"Yes," said Wolf, his face lighting up fiendishly.  "I pot."  Wolf held up the atrocious piece of crockery for Bodwell's inspection.


"Remarkable design," Bodwell said, "Well, I'll tell you, Abdoul, I tend to favor the street fair.  San Francisco always has been a haven for the arts.  But I think I'll have to be assured that the booths don't block the access of fire trucks…"


"You haven't seen me before, have you?"  Wolf regarded the supervisor with gleeful anticipation.


"No, never."


"I don't look familiar to you?"


"Not in the least."


"Supervisor, it's me."


"Who?"


"You know.  Wolf."

Supervisor Bodwell pretended for a moment that a twenty-pound sandbag had been attached to his chin.


"No…it can't be."


"But it is," said Wolf, his ferocious grin driving his false mustache halfway up his cheeks.


"Wolf, I can't believe…  But isn't this dangerous?"


"Oh, I don't mind.  Love taking risks.  Anyway, got this."  Wolf reached into the broad pocket of the caftan and showed Bodwell the grip and cylinder of a revolver.  "And I know how to use it."

            Bodwell cringed to think of the innocent statuary that would be endangered if Wolf ever again demonstrated his marksmanship at City Hall.


"Say, Wolf, as long as you're here, tell me, did you get a chance to count up the money?"


"Yes," said Wolf.  "Took hours.  Kept losing track.  Altogether, $505,460 spendable, including what I gave you and Mandy.  And $3,580 in charred bills."


"A tidy amount.  So, ah…"


"I'll take some for expenses.  Give the rest to a good cause."


"Wolf, let me shake your hand.  You're a modern Robin Hood.  A pragmatic Ralph Nadir.  Cut the red tape, get the money straight to where it's needed.  Um, the United Way?"


"Osama bin Laden."


"Whatever.  The point is, the money will go to the people.  Give me your hand again.  Where are you staying, by the way?"


"Willard Hotel.  Room 342.  Drop by some time.  But don't be surprised by who opens the door."


"Ha, ha," said Bodwell, "You scamp.  Listen, I may be able to help you.  I have a whole list of worthy Islamic charities you could look over."


"Okay," said Wolf.

            "Call of the board," intoned the sergeant-arms as he walked through the crowd, "Call of the board."


When Bodwell returned to his seat he found a lavender-tinged and scented envelope on his desk.


"Darling (read the note inside),


My longing is almost unbearable for the sweet release that only you can give me.  Please don't torment me.  My husband is out of town for a week and I've sent the children to their aunt's.  Rescue me tonight."

The note was from Mrs. Patrick of the League of Women Voters.  Ridiculous as it was, the note stirred Bodwell unexpectedly, and he covered his sudden flush by reaching for some water.


It was then he noticed that somebody had stolen his water glass.

As Supervisor Bodwell bicycled through the dusk along Polk Street toward Toad Hall his mind was prey to vague misgivings.  After the board meeting his wife had called to tell him she had learned that Inspector O'Farrell had been in Fast Eddy's asking questions about Bodwell's solvency.  Then  Mary Sheen, little Miss Ready for Beddy, had called to say that she had been visited by the indefatigable inspector, who wanted to know the circumstances surrounding the supervisor's dismissal from the university teaching staff.


 "Like, he acted just like Peter Falk," Mary had said, "I was all, Gawd, I have to tell him."

  
Bodwell chided himself for not reprimanding her indiscretion more sternly.  But somehow her husky voice over the phone had brought back a rush of memories of the darkened copy room, of her delicate little blue-veined nates with their peeping nipples, of her skirt thrown back over her smooth silky thighs, of her juvenile, artless cries of pleasure, and of her delightfully slick, hungrily-questing little slide.

  In the end he had found himself inviting her down to City Hall the next day for some volunteer work.

Star-Fitz had agreed that O'Farrell's disregard of Bodwell s right to privacy probably indicated a lurking suspicion in the inspector's mind. Moreover, the young aide suggested that this same police bloodhound, boldly and maliciously, had swiped the supervisor's water glass, to compare the prints on it with those found on the champagne bottle.  

Well, from now on, no secretary at city hall would be able to open a file cabinet without finding a champagne bottle with Bodwell's prints on it. 

"We'll take the line," Star-Fitz had said, "of you being a secret lush with expensive tastes.  You had a bottle hidden in the basement for quick nips between meetings.  But you didn't want your constituency to find out, so you didn't react to the discovery of the bottle." 

A little thin, Bodwell thought, but perhaps plausible.


The supervisor drew up to the sidewalk and locked the bicycle to a lamppost.  He felt a trifle downhearted to tell the truth, really in no mood for a debate, but as Star-Fitz pointed out, while under police surveillance it would be foolish or depart from his usual schedule.  And his debate tonight with Garter before the members of the Three-Dollar Bills had been announced in the newspaper.

Bodwell stood on the sidewalk a minute breathing in the night air.  Toad Hall had for neighbors on one side an intimate French restaurant with a lattice fence and a hedge obscuring part of the window, but allowing a glimpse of round, plaid-covered tables occupied by males dining two-by-two.  On the other side of the bar was a clothing store specializing in leather motorcycle togs.  As he savored the evening, Bodwell glanced at the notes Star-Fitz had prepared for him in anticipation of this debate.


The club was composed of a small group of prosperous and influential inverts who, as a hobby and as a civic-minded gesture, had spent large sums of their own money to restore some of the crumbling Victorians in the neighborhood.  Politically, their influence far surpassed their numbers, for little happened in the more established, less vitriolic, homophile community that didn't  meet their approval.  Garter, of course, had been wooing them assiduously, considering them the crucial swing bloc, so to speak, in the Third District.

Bodwell was met at the door by Houston Moore, the club's octogenarian  president.

"So kind of you, supervisor," Moore said, as he led the way through the crowded bar, at the end of which was a bandstand rigged with an impromptu dais, "I warn you, we have a house tonight that won t spare you the tough questions."  

"I welcome it," Bodwell said.  It would be perfectly all right if he were asked to defend his voting record so long as it was made clear in the question which side Bodwell had taken.

"A drink perhaps," his ancient host said, "I m sure you re not afflicted with this, supervisor, but whenever I get before an audience my stomach manufactures butterflies by the squadron.  What a pity the Allies couldn't apply the principle to Northrop and Boeing during the war; we would have swept the skies.  But you weren't even born then."

Moore, Bodwell remembered, had been some kind of fighter pilot during World War II and had apparently dunked a few Nips in the Pacific.  He liked to remind people that he hadn't always owned a nationwide chain of paint stores.

"Ha, ha, thank you," said Bodwell, ordering a scotch on the rocks, "Might I use the telephone before we start, Mr. Moore?  I have to touch down with my office."

"The one here at the bar---if it's not too noisy."

"That'll be fine."

Bodwell dialed Mercer's number at home.  He had suddenly remembered what Star-Fitz had told him of the civil servant's drinking habits, and he wanted to catch him before he was too deep in the bag.

"Lo.  Mercer speaking."  The voice was only slightly slurred.

"Mr. Mercer, Supervisor Bodwell.  I suppose you heard the board has asked my committee to look into this robbery."

"Yeah," said Mercer, "Big deal committee to look into closing barn after horse's gone."

"Listen, I'm trying to be a friend to you.  How would you like to explain your auditing procedures to a full public hearing?  You'd get crucified.  But, you've helped me, and now I want to help you."

 
"Yeah," said Mercer, "I 'ppreciate it."  There was a pause on the line.  "What about big deal Anchorstein."

"It's my committee and I can handle its members," Bodwell said, "You know that."

"Jus' a sec," Bodwell heard a distinct clink and gurgle.  "You're a good man, Jay."

"We both know," Bodwell continued, "that your bookkeeping won't stand much scrutiny on this one.  But to my way of thinking, this robbery might be turned to your advantage.  For instance, what are you figuring as the loss?"

"Still working on it.  Very complicated."

"Right.  That's what you tell Anchorstein and Dardenelle.  But I know that you haven't the vaguest idea how much money was in that vault."

"Maybe not to a penny," Mercer said.  There was more clinking and gurgling at the end of the line.

"Here's what I'm thinking.  You've got to come up with some figure.  What if you said the loss was right around $400,000?"

"No," said Mercer, "No, Jay.  Fuckin' Anchorstein never go for that.  It must have been about half a mil.

"But here's what I'm thinking.  What if we could get $400,000 back?  What if we made a deal with the thief to return $400.000 if, as quid pro quo, we'd decline to prosecute?"

There was a long silence.  Bodwell could almost palpably feel Mercer trying to sort this out.

"Make a deal with the thief…?"

"That's right.  We put the word out quietly.  If the thief returns $400,000, we forget the whole thing.  I talked to the police today and I understand they're closing in on the suspect.  He might go for a deal.  Otherwise, we probably won't get a dime back.  And that wouldn't be too good for you, because you know and I know that somebody is going to have to take the fall for this."  


"Mercer, Mercer, always Mercer," Mercer said forlornly, "Why does everybody pick on me?  Poor old Mercer.  All I have left are my girls….Jus' a sec"  Another gurgle came across the line.

"How about it, Mercer?"

"I don't know, Jay.  Can you ask me again tomorrow?  But Jesus, if I say $400,000, you've got to promise that Anchorstein won't ask me any questions."  

"It's a deal," Bodwell said.


Next he called Star-Fitz at the office.

"Listen, I'm going to dictate a letter.  Are you ready?  'Dear Wolf, Your generosity in behalf of the struggle of the Islamic people has been made known to me.  We all read with interest your daring and brilliant exploit at City Hall.  Kudos from all of us here in Kabul and thanks again.'  You got that?"  

"Yes supervisor."


"Sign it, "Osama bin Laden."

"Yes supervisor.  I guess you want this on plain bond."

"Right.  Then go over to Room 342 of the Willard Hotel, give the letter to Wolf and pick up $400,000.  Impress upon him that you've got to deliver it alone.  You got that?"

"Yes, supervisor."

"Then take the money to your mother's house and wait until I call you.  By the way, did you buy the champagne?"  

"Yes supervisor.  It came to $65.70 if you'd like to…"

"Later.  On your way to your mother's drop off a couple of bottles at Mrs. Patrick's house with my compliments and tell her I'll join her soon as I'm through here.  You know her address?"

"Yes supervisor.  But you have my bike and I've already spent $31 on cabs so far today and…"

"Consider this a personal loan to me.  Or maybe you can sock Wolf for the cab fare."

"Yes supervisor."

Bodwell hung up the phone.  What did Star-Fitz think he got a salary for?  The supervisor ordered another scotch and saluted the man at the end of the bar who had been looking at him steadily for the past several minutes.


Bodwell was about to leave when the reappearance of Moore at his elbow reminded him that he hadn't yet debated Garter.

"All set?" asked Bodwell.

"Yes indeedy," said Moore, "Mr. Garter has preceded you to the podium."

Eugene Garter, a balding rotund housing contractor in his late fifties, was a man who desperately wanted to hold public office.  His qualifications were beyond reproach:  a successful, self-made businessman who had risen through hard work and by giving his customers honest value.  No impropriety had ever stained his reputation as a businessman.  No scandal had ever touched his personal life.  He was moderate in his habits, had stayed married to the same woman for 30 years and boasted three

normal, unneurotic offspring who never caused him a moment's anxiety.  He had no foolish illusions about his aptitude for national or statewide office but felt he could serve a useful purpose as a county supervisor, and everybody who knew him thought so too.  Besides, being a supervisor was such a small thing, why should it be denied him.

Despite this, his three previous bids for office had been thwarted by the voters, although, each time, by a heart-breakingly narrow margin.  The last time, of course, it had been Bodwell himself who nosed him out.  It had been a victory orchestrated not by any clear or obvious virtues in Bodwell, but by Lapp's money in conjunction with the temper of the times, which at that moment militated against men of years with substantial and comfortable business connections, no matter how honestly attained. 

This time according to the political informants Bodwell talked to, Garter was going all-out.  His handlers were telling him that in the past he came across as too bland, too colorless; worse, he hadn't appealed to important interest groups.  This time, it would be different.

"I take it you two gentlemen know each other," Moore said.

Garter, dressed in a tight-fitting, wide-wale corduroy suit with a cravat, was sitting with his hands in his lap and his knees pressed tightly together.  The graying tonsure, which had fringed his head at their last meeting, was gone; now his head was fully and freshly shaved.  And Bodwell could see that the shape of Garter's eyes and been emphasized by art.  Mascara, by God, thought Bodwell. 

"Well," said Garter, extending his hand with the fingers pointed downward, "Aren't we Mr. Brooks Brothers.  You look so…business-like."  Garter fussily moved his corpulent build on the chair.

"It's the importance of being earnest," Bodwell said, shaking the proffered fingertips.  But, seeing Moore's flared nostrils and compressed lips, Bodwell repented this remark, and added: "How's your family, Gene?"  

"My boys, Jay.  So clumsy.  They're at that stage.  I wish they'd get into body work.  It's so important for a young man to be find his center."  Garter undulated his pudgy shoulders in demonstration.  "I understand you teach a body course, Mr. Moore."

"Used to," said Moore, "I was a black belt instructor in karate."

After tapping the microphone a few times, Moore took over his chores as moderator.  Although most of the men in the club led quiet, circumspect lives, in Toad Hall, among peers, with the liquor flowing, they had become somewhat boisterous.

"Oftentimes," Moore began, "In politics, the relationship between the electorate and the officeholder is like a marriage of convenience…"

"They had to, had to," shouted a man sitting with five or six others at a front table littered with cocktail glasses.  Bodwell for the first time took note of his audience.  From the air of frenetic hilarity in the room he got the impression of prisoners or students too long repressed, who at last had found themselves a little breathing room.  Men laughed and touched each other and smiled.  Boys in tight trousers balanced trays of drinks through the packed tables, dealing out glasses and slaps with an equal dexterity.  Although the audience was homogeneous, the attire was not, ranging from conservative business suits to cowboy outfits afire with glitter, spangles and sequins.

During the day these men labored productively despite the handicap of brains fused libidinally by some childhood overload.  Obviously, however, society, even in permissive San Francisco, imposed more restraints on these men than on most.  No matter how readily accepted in polite company, these who honestly avowed their inversion would always be the victims of sniggering on the loading dock or around the water cooler.  Bodwell and his male cronies had in common a comfortable and chummy masculinity.  Moore, despite his battle ribbons and black belt, would always be queer first.

      No wonder, then, that when these people got together in congenial surroundings they tended to act up. Vainly, Moore was trying to get the unruly crowd under control.       "…That little pocket of vociferation down there must be stifled… Andy, I know that's your coterie; if you set an example… ha, ha, not at all what I meant… gentlemen, please… Supervisor Bodwell…."

"Speech, speech.  Let the lackey talk."  (Voice from the rear.)

"… the opportunity to set before us divergent opinions on the…"

"Who's divergent?  Let the lackey talk."  (Cheers and shouts of, Right On.)

"… the supervisor's opponent is a man familiar to us…" (Cries of  'Very familiar,' and wolf whistles)

At last, winning the flip of a coin, the rotund contractor took the podium and held up his hands.  His face seemed extraordinarily flushed, and Bodwell, glad that Garter had gone first, was very interested to learn how he would handle the salutation.  'Good evening, gentlemen,' sounded a little stiff, and 'Hiya, fellahs,' a la the Rotarian lunch, somehow seemed inappropriate too.

"Hello sweeties," Garter shouted.  (Pandemonium, stormy applause) I'm the man who's got the plan… to set this city right on its can… (Prolonged stormy applause) That's me, babies."

Half the audience was on its feet and a shower of ice cubes began falling on the podium.  Bodwell began to feel that it might have been better to have had a few more drinks.

Garter continued.  "My worthy companion on the platform (boos, cat calls) has been characterized by those who know him best as a political hack, a time-server and a hopeless incompetent.  I do not, however, pretend to be his friend or even the best person to judge him.  (Cries; of  'No, no' and 'Too modest')  Nor do I wish to sully the high name of my campaign with character assassination  (Cheers, applause).  But I do wish to point out and publicly berate the gross insensitivity of his office to the vast contributions and legitimate needs of a growing and neglected population of our city…"  

The rest of Garter's remarks were drowned out in an uproar of screaming and overturning chairs.  Ice rained steadily down on the platform, pelting the three luminaries under the lights.  Bodwell wondered if he should take cover behind the dais; it would be too absurd if he lost an eye to a flying ice cube.  Moore, meanwhile, was on his feet and shouting something at the one-time audience, now more a mob.

Four or five men in leather jackets danced up to the platform, swept Garter up and carried him away on their shoulders.  Somebody had started the jukebox on a shrill Spanish tune and the mob had formed a serpentine, winding through the overturned chairs and tables, screaming and throwing ice, with Garter bobbing along at the front on the shoulders of the two burly motorcyclettes, like the grotesque head of a Chinese dragon.

"I'm awfully sorry about this, supervisor," said Moore, apologetically shouting above the hubbub, "I think next time perhaps we'll start a little earlier…But if you'd like to try to say something…" 

"Certainly," said Bodwell.  Bodwell approached the microphone and put up his hands, not so much to quiet the uproar as to protect his face from the flying ice.  Now was the time, Bodwell reflected, to draw a distinct comparison between Garter's slavish courting of favor and Bodwell's own aloof, forthright courage and statesmanship in the face of adversity.

"My fellow Americans," Bodwell said.  That was the end of his speech because in the next instant a cocktail glass shattered against the wall and a fury of incoherent screaming, redoubled in it's fury, came from the floor.

"Stone him, stone him."  Glasses and beer bottles began arching through the air toward the platform.

"It might be best for you to retire out the back way, Moore said, rubbing an elbow that had collided with a misdirected beer bottle. 


A minute later Bodwell was standing in a dark alleyway lined with garbage cans, listening to the muffled howls and whooping coming from within Toad Hall.  Moore had had to bid a hasty farewell in the exitway as he scuffled with two men attempting pursuit.  Bodwell unzipped and urinated against a garbage can.  Judging from the response to his speech, Bodwell reflected, it was possible that Garter had stolen a march on him with an important segment of the gay community.  Not that the situation had gone beyond remedy.  Sponsoring a few pro-gay bills, some good media…

Bodwell walked to the street, found a payphone and called Star-Fitz at home.


"Hello Mrs. "S", how are you this evening?  This is Jay-Jay.  Just fine, thank you.  No, I think my parents are taking me to Canada for the vacation.  Yes, I can hardly wait.  Is Arnie home, Mrs. "S"?"  When Bodwell called his aide at home he had to practice a small deception, pretending for Mrs. Star-Fitz's sake that he was one of her son's buddies at school.

"Yes Jay-Jay."  Star-Fitz had picked up the extension in his room.  Bodwell waited until he heard the click signifying that Mrs. Star-Fitz had replaced the phone.

"I finished my debate with Garter."

"How were you received?"

"I was stoned with beer bottles."

"That's usually not a good sign."

Bodwell had noticed in the past that sometimes Star-Fitz affected a misplaced wry or ironic tone totally out of keeping with his position as an underling in need of protection.  In the future the supervisor would take pains to curb this unfortunate tendency, but right now he had bigger fish to fry; the replacing in the City Hall vault of $400,000 in stolen cash.  

"Did you go over to see Wolf at the Willard Hotel?"


"Yes supervisor."

"Well let me ask you this; did you recognize the person answering the door?"

"Yes I did," said Star-Fitz, "It was inspector O'Farrell."

Bodwell poured another glass of champagne for himself.  He was lying propped up by several huge pillows in the Patricks' baronial bed.  The covers had twisted off and were hanging on the floor.  Nearby, Bodwell's clothes were tossed across a hand-carved antique chair probably worth a lot of money.  Mrs. Patrick, a silky azure peignoir pushed up over her ample breasts, was murmuring something about love and bondage into the fur of Bodwell's chest as her pelvis rhythmically pressed against his hipbone.

The passion of her greeting had surprised Bodwell.  She had answered the doorbell in a filmy dressing gown and without words led him through the large and well-appointed house to the upstairs bedroom, where she greedily began tugging at his pants.  It had been all he could do to restrain her long enough to get off his coat and trousers, and even so he was pulled on top of her still wearing his socks, shirt and tie.  The romance had gone out of her marriage; Mrs. Patrick was explicit about that.

She was a long, gaunt woman who would never see forty again; childbearing had marked her, and her heavy breasts drooped; but, as Franklin had remarked of older widows, she was sincerely grateful.  "Too big!" she had shouted, when Bodwell's stinger broached her slide, but actually he had been sucked easily into the slippery sleeve and he wallowed and slithered inside her like a boat in danger of capsizing.  As her crisis approached, Mrs. Patrick grasped him like a vice, the muscles in her neck stood out rigidly under her skin, and she mouthed foolish and sentimental nonsense between fish-like gasps.

"Do it to your slave, do it harder to your slave.  Oh fuck me."

Despite his opinion that her approach to lovemaking had been colored by too much deprivation and by the surreptitious reading of pornography or women's magazines, Bodwell enjoyed his hours with Mrs. Patrick and was amused by her sudden shifts from polite hostess and committeewoman to seraglio concubine.  He assumed her insistence on wanting sexual servitude came from reading some Cosmopolitan article that claimed a man's output improved with a feeling of mastery.

"Champagne?" Bodwell asked.

Mrs. Patrick slowly raised up on the pillows and pulled down the peignoir.  She did have a vacant, dreamy, glazed look in her eyes that was soothing to the vanity, Bodwell thought. 

"Mmm," she said, reaching for her glass on the nightstand.

Bodwell, after pouring champagne, picked up the channel tuner and switched on the television in front of the bed.  He wanted to catch the 11 o'clock news.

"…a plane crash in the Sierra, labor leaders say a milk strike is imminent, and a gunman battles police in a downtown hotel.  The channel seven news team will have a full report…in just one minute."


The scene changed from the channel seven newsroom to somebody's kitchen, where a man was having an argument with a cube of margarine.

"Butter," said the man.

"Baby," said Mrs. Patrick, pouring champagne in the small depression of Bodwell's breastbone and lapping it, then following along as the wandering stream of wine shot the falls of his ribcage and headed south.

The air mishap had killed two.  Debris, including a readily identifiable wingtip, was scattered across a wooded hillside, up which rescue workers hauled a sheet-covered stretcher.  The labor leader, speaking in front of a corporation yard full of parked milk trucks, said that wages had fallen behind.  And the gunfight had taken place that afternoon at the seedy, steam-heated Willard Hotel, where police had exchanged more that fifty shots with a gunman suspected of being involved with the half million dollar City Hall robbery.

Bodwell watched the on-the-scene footage captured by a fast-moving cameraman.  Police, pistols drawn, ducked from one car to another; an officer, kneeling beside a squad car, talked into a bullhorn; a sharpshooter with a carbine raised up, BLAM, BLAM; another, far-away report, blam, and the sharpshooter hunched down again.

A young reporter, trying not to look nervous, narrated, saying that it was amazing no one was injured in the hour-long shootout.  Inspector O'Farrell gave a grief interview.

"Yes, we could have been more aggressive.  But this is a highly congested area, many old people live in the hotel, so that ruled out tear gas.  We didn't use automatic weapons…"

How had the suspect managed to escape, with the entire block cordoned off?

"…not easy to answer.  We did find in his room a number of theatrical costumes.  It's my theory that he may have slipped through our lines disguised as a policeman."

Bodwell snapped off the set.  If the police had recovered the money, O'Farrell would have said so.  He had little enough to crow about.  Mrs. Patrick's head, like the bubble in a carpenter's level, had stopped in the center, and Bodwell patted her springy hair.  His interest had just started to pick up when the phone rang.

"It might be my aide," Bodwell said, "I gave him this number."

Mrs. Patrick lifted her nightie, straddled him, and swallowed his sword in a gulp, then languidly stretched across to the nightstand for the phone.  

"Yes he is.  For you.  A woman."  Mrs. Patrick arched her eyebrow and her back simultaneously.

"Hi Jay."

"Hi Jennifer."

"Star-Fitz gave me this number.  I hope I'm not disturbing you too much."

"Not at all."  Mrs. Patrick showed teeth and an oscillating tongue as her pelvis traveled upward to Bodwell's service ceiling, then plunged to the stops; she had begun to croon her undulating love song, and infinite protraction of the letter "O", like bubbles from a wand. 

"I thought I better call because Inspector O'Farrell came by tonight. `"

"Did he?  Hee, hee."  Bodwell could hear traffic passing: his wife must be calling from Fast Eddy's.

"Yes, Jay, he wants you to see him tomorrow at the Hall of Justice."

"No, ho ho, kidding.  What time?"

"In the morning.  He also asked me where you were the night of the robbery."

"Ah, ha ha.  What did you say?"

"I said you were with me.  I hope that's all right.  Jay, I don't want to talk on the phone.  Willya come home soon?"

"I'm on my way, dear."  Mrs. Patrick returned the phone to its cradle. She swung her pendulous breasts back and forth so the nipples grazed his lips as he pretended to snap at them.  Perhaps O'Farrell had seen Bodwell talking to Wolf at City hall, had tailed Wolf to the Willard and when he tried to collar the fugitive instead had precipitated a gunfight.  Bodwell may as well face up to it.  O'Farrell obviously suspected him of being Wolf's accomplice.  But did he have anything solid beside the champagne bottle and a speck or two of plaster dust?

Suddenly feeling that surge of wild delight that directly precedes the splash of seed, Bodwell arrested Mrs. Patrick's laboring haunches, neatly inverted her on her back and began the rapid culminating tattoo.

"My Master, my lord, my god," Mrs. Patrick breathed, "I'll do anything."

Afterwards they had champagne, watched Jay Leno and the late show and took a little nap.  Not only did Supervisor Bodwell fail to make it home, but also he wasn't in his office until after 10 o'clock the next morning. 

Jennifer Bodwell had been working on a letter to the editor when the policeman arrived.  A wax candle dripped sullenly on the top of a soda can as Jennifer sat in the halo of orange light, scratching with a ballpoint on the Big Red writing table.  A dented aluminum tray, which had contained a frozen Mexican dinner, now served as cemetery for a succession of stubbed out and discolored cigarettes.


"Editor,

"It is with a growing sense of rage and frustration that I remind you again of the hazardous and unsanitary conditions prevailing at the Lapp Retirement Villa.  This ill-conceived boondoggle, bulldozed through the Planning Commission by cronyism, and subsidized partly by city tax dollars, will yet be the cause of much unhappiness…"


Mrs. Bodwell paused a moment, reread the paragraph and struck out "much unhappiness," replacing it with "untold suffering."

The doorbell rang.  She set aside her pen, reached in her housecoat pocket for the flashlight and went to the door.

The officer seemed extremely young and very polite.

"Mrs. Bodwell?"

"Yes."

"They call me Wolf."

Jennifer laughed and clapped her hands.  It was the same young man, who, dressed in a messenger's uniform, had brought the $25,000.

"Just dropped by to see if you'd mind keeping this satchel for me."

"I didn't recognize you at first," she said, "You must know that I admire men in uniform."

He sat at the kitchen table by the light of the candle while Mrs. Bodwell lit a Sterno tab in the sink to heat water for tea.  Wolf told her about himself.

"Got into housebreaking out of boredom.  Don't like sitting around on my thumbs, want action, want to live all my life."

"I so admire that," said Mrs. Bodwell, "I wish I were more like that."  She glanced down forlornly at the half-finished letter on the table.  She could compose tirades until her hand cramped permanently around her Bic ballpoint for all the good it would do.  The world heedlessly went on, allowing her father to perpetrate one crime after another.  At least this innocent and enchanting waif across the table from her didn't play the hypocrite about his lawlessness.  The sweet boy went straight forwardly about his misdeeds without apology, dissembling, or self-serving obfuscation.

Even taking into consideration the soft candle light, Mrs. Bodwell could see that Wolf possessed a face of cloudless, unlined serenity bespeaking an almost heart-rending inner purity.  She felt like reaching across and stroking him on his rumpled golden head.


Wolf, meantime, was dipping a used teabag in a cup of lukewarm water as he explained how he became involved in the City Hall robbery.

"Met this girl Mandy in a bar.  Told her all about housebreaking and burglary and then turned out she had a plan for City Hall.  Supposed to open safe and take out part of money, but couldn't do that.  Had to blow it.  Met your husband.  Seemed like a nice guy."

"Is this Mandy very beautiful?"

"Average," said Wolf, "Always wants to take me to a restaurant.  Hate that.  Sit around and waste time.  Invited her to go housebreaking, but she won't go."

"Was…Supervisor Bodwell in City Hall the night of the burglary?"

"Sure," said Wolf, "Opened the door for me.  Never met a politician before.  A real pleasure to meet him."



Mrs. Bodwell spent all her time in the apartment.  Her few friends from school never called anymore and she never called on them.  If she hadn't been cruelly wronged by her father her life might by interesting and variegated, but how could she ever think of pleasure when the injustice of her childhood hung over her like a black cloud.  Everyday for hours that passed like minutes she lay supine on her bed meditating the color of her father's blood; fantastic plots for retribution that would leave him cut to rags and howling.  Then, her mind writhing with hate, she would pad into the kitchen, to her Bic and notebook, to try capturing the bitter fragments that tore through her mind like a blast of shrapnel.  But words seemed pallid and flat, a Chinese landscape in watercolor set beside the dark and brutal Titian oils on the pallet of her imagination.

"Wolf," Mrs. Bodwell said, "Sometime…would you take me housebreaking?"

Supervisor Bodwell skipped up the steps of city Hall clutching in one hand the neck of a magnum of Lois XIV champagne.  After accepting a pencil from his colleague, Jimmy Water, he strode across the vestibule until he came abreast of the news vendor and the guard, who were having coffee together under the defaced statue of Commodore Stockton.  Under the curious gaze of these two worthies, Bodwell ostentatiously tipped back the bottle, and took several long gulps.

The wine was flat (it had been sitting out all night beside Mrs. Patrick's bed) and tasted like cider, but indubitably he was now richer in two witnesses who could testify to his peculiar drinking habits.

As his eyes returned to level, Bodwell caught the headline in the morning Examiner.  

FIRE RIPS RETIREMENT HOME.

The Supervisor turned to the kiosk, set his bottle down on the marble ledge next to the coin-filled cigar box, and read the article.


A raging four-alarm fire in a retirement home caused more than 50 senior citizens to flee for their lives last night and caused in excess of $100,000 in damage.

Beginning shortly before midnight on the second floor of the Lapp Golden Years Retirement Villa, the fire quickly spread throughout the structure, located at 1505 Buena Vista Parkway.


Miraculously, no one was injured in the blaze, and fire officials credited the quick work of an elderly retired naval officer in alerting other tenants.


"I heard this banging in the hallway," said Horatio Biggs, 72, a retired Navy captain, "I had been practicing my tuba, for a band we have, the Crocks, and I thought it was Mrs. Postlewait in 207, who says my music keeps her awake.


"In the hallway I saw a young couple going from door to door and banging with their fists.  They said the building was on fire, and sure enough, I saw smoke at the end of the hall."


Biggs said he told the two that most of the residents would have to be shaken awake, since they turned off their hearing aids at night.


"The young fellow told me they were a security guard and guardette," Biggs said.


A spokesman for Lapp Industries however, said the retirement center had not contracted with any agency to provide security.


Fire officials said the cause of the blaze is undetermined as yet and the possibility of arson is being investigated.


The account went on, but for some reason the story had given Bodwell an early feeling of disquiet.

He remembered his wife's letters to the newspapers claiming the villa was unsafe.  These he had dismissed merely as part of her diseased vendetta against the elder Lapp, but perhaps it was possible that somehow…

Puzzled, Bodwell left his wine bottle on the marble step and continued up the stairs.

In his office he found Star-Fitz on the telephone.

"Just a minute, Mr. Mercer, he just came in.  You can tell him yourself." The young aide handed over the receiver.

"Bodwell," Mercer said, "I've been thinking over what you said.  I can't do it.  No, wait a minute,"  Mercer's voice dropped to a conspiratorial hush, "Anchorstein came by this morning.  He says he's preparing his own audit on how much should have been in the vault.  He knows it's got to be half a million…"

"How can he know?"

"Goddamnit, Anchorstein's no dummy.  He knows what the average payout has been, he knows how many people are on the payroll, he knows…"

"I thought I told you to leave Anchorstein to me."

"Jay, I can't say the loss was only $400,000.  I can't.  Nobody is going to believe that.  Anchorstein was like a bulldog; every time I said anything he waved that damn calculator in my face.  He said there was dereliction and mismanagement.  Goddamnit, he said I could go to jail."

"It's just become obvious to me," said Bodwell, "that you have been under a terrific strain.  I don't think you're in any condition to testify."

"What?  What was that?" 

"I'll not stand having my committee witnesses intimidated.  Maybe you should take the week off, go home and rest.  Don't even answer your telephone."

"I can't do that."

"You can do that, because if you don't you're the first witness tomorrow, and I won't restrain Anchorstein." 

"Oh," said Mercer, "Well, you might be right.  In fact, I think I'll go home right now."

With a jerk of his thumb Bodwell informed his aide that the time had come to relinquish his supervisor's chair.  Bodwell took his seat and began rummaging through his desk for a breath mint.  Anchorstein obviously had given Mercer a good scare, but it wouldn't do his colleague any good.

"Get Anchorstein on the horn for me, Star-Fitz; He's probably at his office downtown."

"Yes supervisor.  By the way, Inspector O'Farrell called twice.  He seems to be under the impression that you're to see him at the Hall of Justice."

"And so I am.  In fact, we're going to put out a press release."

Bodwell took the phone.  "Mel?  Jay here.  Listen, I thought you'd be interested in knowing that Mercer has come across with his estimate."

"He has?  Oh my God, what is he saying?  Is he low?  I am going to put that bastard in the penitentiary."  Anchorstein's voice quivered with excitement.

"Listen, I've embargoed this information until the hearing tomorrow.  I think we're agreed we don't want a circus."

"Agreed.  What did the bastard say?"

"No comment until tomorrow, right?"

"Of course, Jay, just tell me…"

"He says a little over $400,000."

"I knew it," screamed Anchorstein, "God, God, God.  This positively stinks.  The slimy little wretch is hip-deep in his own lies.  Jay, I think Mercer's involved."

"Come on, Mel."

"Seriously.  There's no other explanation.  Mercer was in on it somehow."

"Now wait a minute.  I agree some questions exist regarding his conduct, but certainly he's entitled to a fair hearing before we leap to any…"

"He'll get it," said Anchorstein, "He'll get his Goddamn hearing tomorrow."

After hanging up, Bodwell said:  "I have a feeling I should call my house.  Star-Fitz, did you happen to see the article about the fire at Lapp's Senility Center?  I have a funny feeling about that."

After several rings a masculine voice answered the phone at Bodwell's apartment.  The voice was familiar but at first Bodwell couldn't place it.

"Who is this, please?"

"They call me Wolf."  He sounded more tired, less ebullient than usual.

"You've done exactly the right thing," Bodwell said, "Stay right where you are because I've got the best possible news for you.  I've heard from Osama.  Mrs. Bodwell will get some lunch for you.  Please, wait there until you hear from me."

Bodwell felt a realization welling up inside him.  Those two, Wolf and Jennifer, had set fire to her father's favorite, not to mention multi-million dollar, old folks home.  Amazing, thought Bodwell, and bravo for Jennifer.  She hadn't been getting out enough.

"All right," Bodwell said to his teenage aide, "I will now give you instructions."  After Star-Fitz, the steno, had poised his pencil, the supervisor continued:

"First, I want you to leak it to your friends in the pressroom that Mercer is first to testify tomorrow and that it will be a bombshell.  It's your way of repaying their past kindness.  The ostensible reason for your visit will be the delivery of the press release I'm about to dictate to you; if you're ready."

"Yes, supervisor."

"Supervisor Jay Bodwell today responded to a police request for assistance in investigating the City Hall robbery with an offer of full cooperation.

"Bodwell, whose committee on Fire and Safety will hold hearings on the robbery tomorrow, said police inspector Patrick O'Farrell had asked him for the help.  'I will meet with the inspector today at 1 p.m. at the Hall of Justice,'  Bodwell said,  'where we'll discuss our ideas for solving this crime as well as for preventing these tragic occurrences in the future.

"Supervisor Bodwell will be available to the press afterwards on the steps of the Hall."

Bodwell fished an aluminum tube from his pocket, and shook out the cigar inside.  A cloud of thick white smoke soon issued from his mouth.

"Get that typed pronto, Star-Fitz, deliver it, leak the Mercer business, and then…can you get hold of some of Garter's stationary?"

"It's possible, supervisor."

"Let's try it.  You might find out where the stationery's printed, see if it's somebody we know.  All we need are a few sheets of his letterhead and a couple of envelopes."´

 
"Yes, supervisor.  Supervisor, may I have my bicycle back?"

"No.  Have Garter's stationary here by four o'clock and await my call.  By the way, how's my dinner coming?"

"Dinner, supervisor?"

"My testimonial dinner.  Do you still have commitments for food and so forth?"

"Well, supervisor your other fund-raising activities superceded…"

"Never mind.  I'm still going to want the dinner."  Bodwell was on his feet, his back to Star-Fitz and his left elbow up, ready for his aide to help him into his coat.  Star-Fitz hastily completed that chore, then gave the supervisor's back a once-over with the whiskbroom.  Then the door slammed and Bodwell was gone.


Star-Fitz stood a moment, the whiskbroom still in hand.  He chided himself for not thinking of the dinner gambit himself.  Of course they still had to have the testimonial; how else could they explain the money Bodwell would suddenly by spending at election time?  That meant he should check back with his Park and Rec friend about the flowers for table decorations; he would also remind Gonzales at El Rosario Restaurant about the promised tomales and enchiladas.  And then he had to determine how to get some samples of Garter's stationary. 

The young aide sat himself at the desk and arranged his notepad.  It promised to be another busy afternoon.


Bodwell had planned to leave immediately for the Hall of Justice but he stopped instead in the hallway to banter for a few minutes with Sally the mail girl.  Since he was in a hurry he would have forgone the pleasure except that she was wearing tight-fitting red knit slacks and a Keep on Trucking tee shirt on which the upraised finger of the cartoon character pointed to the provocative nipple of one of her brazen, bra-less breasts. 

As a matter of policy Bodwell never soiled the ground near his own bailiwick but Sally was such a tart-tongued pneumatic little darling that one day he might have to make an exception.  She was flirty all right, with that innocent freckled face, tantalizingly contradicted by those mocking brown eyes and lewd grin.  Bodwell remembered that in chambers one time she had intentionally brushed him as she passed, leaving on his back the lingering impression of her fingers.   Her duties delivering the mail took her throughout the building; surely she knew some unfrequented storeroom or office to which on a quiet afternoon a couple could steal away…


Out on the steps Bodwell accepted a yellow pencil reading, "Jimmy Water Your Supervisor," and hurried to the green ten-speed chained to the lamppost.  In a surprisingly short time the supervisor had learned to operate his aide's bicycle and had found it a convenient means of getting around the city.  Bodwell enjoyed smoothly clicking through the gears and even had got the knack of climbing modest hills without undue exertion.  On the steep ones, of course, Bodwell got off and pushed so as not to work up a sweat and risk becoming offensive later in the day.  Motorists were a problem, however.  Some of them seemed indifferent to the safety of the bicycling public.  And on one occasion Bodwell had got a case of the hiccups while following the fumy wake of a Muni bus.  There was a speech in all this somewhere, he reflected; Star-Fitz would have to work something up.


At the Hall of Justice, Bodwell manacled the bike to a newspaper rack.  He trudged inside, emptied his pockets on the guard desk by the door, stepped through the metal detector, replaced his keys and small change and went up to see O'Farrell in the Burglary Division.

Inspector O'Farrell sat at the far end of the room behind a desk on which were a couple of file folders, a copy of the morning Examiner, a water glass and an empty champagne bottle.

"Have a seat, supervisor," said O'Farrell, half rising, "This is good of you."

"My distinct pleasure," said Bodwell, "To me, cooperation with the authorities is a natural function.  Some people, I realize, need a dose of salts to get anything out of them.  Me, I'm as regular as sunrise."

"I'm glad to hear about it," said the inspector, "I know you're busy so I'll proceed directly to the point.  At the same time I'm sure you'll excuse me if I play the Devil's advocate." 

"That's fine with me.  Just as long as your questions don't embarrass me, hurt my feelings, call my honor into question, assault my reputation for probity, or in any way subject me to ridicule or obloquy.

"I'll keep it in mind.  Now supervisor, would you turn your attention to this champagne bottle on my desk?"

"It's familiar to me," said Bodwell, "My brand."

"Is it, now?  Because it's got your fingerprints on it.  The same prints we dusted off your water glass here."

"You're going to have to give that glass back," said Bodwell, "It isn't mine; it belongs to the City and County of…"

"This champagne bottle," the inspector continued, "was found outside the cashier's office at City Hall on the night of the burglary.  I'm thinking it might belong to you."

"In that case, you may keep it," said Bodwell.

Inspector O'Farrell opened one of the file folders and removed several pages of notes that apparently had been ripped out of a pocket notebook.

"Your wife tells me you were home the night of the burglary."

"Inspector, I have to confess that her recollection of my nights at home is better than mine."

"Yet the corner grocer, Eddy Calloni, said your wife told him that you weren't home that night, that, in fact, you were working late that night at City Hall."

"We always tell him that," said Bodwell, "Otherwise he continually pesters us with gifts of caviar, fine wines and other viands.  You probably noticed yourself, inspector, that Eddy is a man easily impressed by office."

"No," said O'Farrell, "I didn't notice.  But I did notice in asking around that you seem to be having money problems lately.  I'd enumerate them but you might think I've been prying."

"The life of a public figure is a library book," said Bodwell.

"An open book," corrected O'Farrell, "You were let go from your teaching post at the university; your car was repossessed; your utilities shut off' and you still owe money to your plastic surgeon." 

"Would you please cue me when I'm supposed to say, 'Certainly, Inspector, you're not suggesting…'"

"Do you mind my asking, supervisor? How do you support yourself?"

"I have certain emoluments," Bodwell said, "which I'm required by law to reveal no later than September 5."

"Let's go back to the champagne bottle, supervisor; how do you suppose it got there in the basement?"

"I couldn't imagine.  Did you find any other champagne bottles?"

"No."

"Well, what if you found one with my fingerprints on it in the attic?  What would you made of that?"

"It would depend on whether the gold leaf was missing off the dome,"  O'Farrell said.

"That's really just paint," said Bodwell, "but in my opinion it's still an extravagance that the city could well do without in these times…"

"Supervisor Bodwell, let me make a wild surmise for the sake of argument.  Let's say that you do know something about this burglary."

"Hypothetically."

"Hypothetically, let's say you know something about it.  What I'm trying to demonstrate to you this afternoon is that I'm the kind of guy who's going to find out about it.  For instance, when your aide shows up at the very hotel room recently vacated by our prime suspect in this case, I have to ask myself a question, which is, am I really going to believe that Supervisor Bodwell's aide is, as he claims, merely here to remind me that my testimony will be valuable at your committee hearing tomorrow?  Or did he come for some other reason?"

Bodwell examined the nearby bulletin board; the composite drawings of fugitives, the business cards from nearby bars and restaurants, and the obligatory squad room poster of two copulating pigs.

"Speaking of my committee hearing, I think you'll find that your handling of the incident at the Williard Hotel will be the subject of some good constructive criticism.  That's densely populated area downtown and to have police officers randomly firing their weapons into buildings…"

"It sounds worthwhile, supervisor, but before we get too far afield, let me be harshly candid.  Our hypothetical supervisor is going to be under the strictest scrutiny from now on.  I'm going to continue to talk to people and ask questions and eventually I'll have a case propped up with something more solid than one champagne bottle.  In the meantime, our hypothetical supervisor should chew this over:  the department's main interest is the recovery of the money and the apprehension of the gunman who engaged my officers at the Williard Hotel.  If the hypothetical supervisor helps us, it will go considerably easier on his trial day than if he doesn't.  Hypothetically speaking, of course."


"I'm a practical politician," said Bodwell, getting to his feet, "I never indulge in vain theorizing.  I don't have time for it."

"That could change," said O'Farrell

The press conference Bodwell had hoped for hadn't materialized.  He had hoped for half a dozen newsmen willing to record, in a few paragraphs or on 15 seconds of videotape, his statement of full cooperation with the police.  Instead he was met by a camera and the talent for Channel 7, the "happy talk" channel, and one reporter.  Maybe Star-Fitz hadn't had time to get out all the releases.

Worse still, the newspaper reporter was not one of the political writers who usually logged Bodwell's doings, but was instead the Examiner's veteran police reporter, Charles Brannon, a dissipated alcoholic whose ruined, porous nose always seemed to be ablaze.

 
It was a bad omen, Bodwell decided, that Brannon should have turned up for this press conference, particularly since the disheveled reporter didn't even bother to get out his notebook when Bodwell launched into an impromptu briefing on his meeting with O'Farrell.

"As chairman of the fire and Safety committee, I pledged that I would coordinate the hearings tomorrow so as to enhance rather than interfere with the police investigation.  And for his part, Inspector O'Farrell promised full police cooperation…"

The bored cameraman rolled a few feet of footage, yawned and turned his eyes to the talent, a handsome, athletic young man who wore a blue blazer with a circled "7" on the lapel like a fencing heart.  The talent held the microphone under Bodwell's nose for half a minute before signaling the camera to stop filming.  Brannon, meanwhile, was leaning against a parked squad car, leering cynically at the supervisor's performance. 

"Supervisor," said the TV newsman, "Is it true you've given up driving and commute to City Hall on your bicycle?"

"Yes it is," said Bodwell.

"I wonder, there might be more viewer interest if we shot this while you were riding your bike."

For the next ten minutes, Bodwell circled the block on Star-Fitz's bicycle while the TV van kept pace alongside, the camera snout and a boom mike projecting from the passenger window.  Bodwell had to shout to make himself heard over the traffic noises, but the TV crew didn't seem concerned particularly about the audio portion.  Back at the Hall Bodwell consented to a request to ride the bike up and down the steps, but declined to try a wheelie.

"God, that's hard on a bike," the cameraman said as Bodwell made a jarring descent down the steps.

After the camera crew had packed up and left, Brannon took out his notebook and began his interview.

"Don't bother with the horseshit, supervisor, because I know already that you're in the soup.  My sources in burglary detail tell me you're strongly suspected of being the inside man in the City Hall job."

"I know your sources," Bodwell said, "Haig and Haig."

Brannon underwent a coughing fit as he lit a cigarette.  "Save me time, Bodwell.  All I need to know is what you're using for an alibi.  I got my story written."

"At home on the night in question."

"That ain't going to hold up, you know.  O'Farrell already knows better.  And I've talked to that wop grocer myself." 

"Listen, Brannon, the police have no case against me.  Do you know about the champagne bottle?"

"Yeah, I got that in the story.  I'm calling you the champagne supervisor."

"That bottle's the whole case.  You can't hang a man on that kind of evidence."

"Legally, the noose is only around your neck," Brannon said, "but journalistically, you're already twisting in the wind."

"Listen, if I tell you the truth, can it be off the record?"

"No."

"I have a drinking problem," Bodwell said, "I'm doing three magnums a day."

"No kidding," said Brannon, brightening and looking at the supervisor in a fresh light, "Three magnums?"

"I've got bottles stashed all over city Hall."

"Un huh.  And you only tilt champagne."

"It's true."

"Ha, ha," said Brannon, slapping Bodwell on the shoulder with his notebook, "and you knocked over the city treasury to support your habit."

"I'm innocent," said Bodwell."

"Sure you are," said the reporter, returning the notebook to the inside pocket of his rumpled and food stained coat, "but if I were you I'd start thinking about a long trip.  I know for a fact O'Farrell will have a warrant out for you by the end of the week."

It was dusk by the time Bodwell pedaled to his apartment and had stowed his aide's bike in the foyer.  Using his four keys he opened the doors one after another until he stood in his living room.  Although the light was rapidly fading Bodwell could see the open briefcase on the couch stuffed with money.

Lighting a candle on the coffee table, the supervisor sat down and poked through the briefcase.  Without doubt it contained the missing $450,000 from City Hall.  Bodwell also noticed on the couch a peaked security guard's hat and on the floor was a pair of muddy shoes.

Picking up the candle Bodwell went into the bedroom.  There on the bed, Wolf and his wife lay together sleeping peacefully in a childish embrace.  They did look like children, Bodwell reflected.  Wolf, with his curly blonde head laying on Mrs. Bodwell's breast, his red lips slightly parted, seemed a model for a Norman Rockwell Christmas scene, while his wife in sleep lost the harried, bitter look of her wakeful life; the network of thin lines on her forehead relaxed and disappeared.  She looked like a sleeping teenager.

Bodwell tiptoed back into the living room, picked up the briefcase, and counted out $50,000, which he left on the coffee table.  Then he snapped shut the case, got up and quietly let himself out.  After depositing the money in the bottom of an unused garbage can in the basement, he walked across the street to a phone booth in front of fast Eddy's, slipped in and dialed a number.  "This is Jay-Jay, Mrs. Star-Fitz.  Is Arnie home?  Star-Fitz?  Bodwell here.  Listen, did you get hold of any of Garter's stationary?" 

"Yes, supervisor."

"Well prepare yourself for a big day tomorrow, because we are going to settle our accounts."


Star-Fitz stood a moment, the whiskbroom still in hand.  He chided himself for not thinking of the dinner gambit himself.  Of course they still had to have the testimonial; how else could they explain the money Bodwell would suddenly by spending at election time?  That meant he should check back with his Park and Rec friend about the flowers for table decorations; he would also remind Gonzales at El Rosario Restaurant about the promised tomales and enchiladas.  And then he had to determine how to get some samples of Garter's stationary. 

The young aide sat himself at the desk and arranged his notepad.  It promised to be another busy afternoon.


Bodwell had planned to leave immediately for the Hall of Justice but he stopped instead in the hallway to banter for a few minutes with Sally the mail girl.  Since he was in a hurry he would have forgone the pleasure except that she was wearing tight-fitting red knit slacks and a Keep on Trucking tee shirt on which the upraised finger of the cartoon character pointed to the provocative nipple of one of her brazen, bra-less breasts. 

As a matter of policy Bodwell never soiled the ground near his own bailiwick but Sally was such a tart-tongued pneumatic little darling that one day he might have to make an exception.  She was flirty all right, with that innocent freckled face, tantalizingly contradicted by those mocking brown eyes and lewd grin.  Bodwell remembered that in chambers one time she had intentionally brushed him as she passed, leaving on his back the lingering impression of her fingers.   Her duties delivering the mail took her throughout the building; surely she knew some unfrequented storeroom or office to which on a quiet afternoon a couple could steal away…


Out on the steps Bodwell accepted a yellow pencil reading, "Jimmy Water Your Supervisor," and hurried to the green ten-speed chained to the lamppost.  In a surprisingly short time the supervisor had learned to operate his aide's bicycle and had found it a convenient means of getting around the city.  Bodwell enjoyed smoothly clicking through the gears and even had got the knack of climbing modest hills without undue exertion.  On the steep ones, of course, Bodwell got off and pushed so as not to work up a sweat and risk becoming offensive later in the day.  Motorists were a problem, however.  Some of them seemed indifferent to the safety of the bicycling public.  And on one occasion Bodwell had got a case of the hiccups while following the fumy wake of a Muni bus.  There was a speech in all this somewhere, he reflected; Star-Fitz would have to work something up.


At the Hall of Justice, Bodwell manacled the bike to a newspaper rack.  He trudged inside, emptied his pockets on the guard desk by the door, stepped through the metal detector, replaced his keys and small change and went up to see O'Farrell in the Burglary Division.

Inspector O'Farrell sat at the far end of the room behind a desk on which were a couple of file folders, a copy of the morning Examiner, a water glass and an empty champagne bottle.

"Have a seat, supervisor," said O'Farrell, half rising, "This is good of you."

"My distinct pleasure," said Bodwell, "To me, cooperation with the authorities is a natural function.  Some people, I realize, need a dose of salts to get anything out of them.  Me, I'm as regular as sunrise."

"I'm glad to hear about it," said the inspector, "I know you're busy so I'll proceed directly to the point.  At the same time I'm sure you'll excuse me if I play the Devil's advocate." 

"That's fine with me.  Just as long as your questions don't embarrass me, hurt my feelings, call my honor into question, assault my reputation for probity, or in any way subject me to ridicule or obloquy.

"I'll keep it in mind.  Now supervisor, would you turn your attention to this champagne bottle on my desk?"

"It's familiar to me," said Bodwell, "My brand."

"Is it, now?  Because it's got your fingerprints on it.  The same prints we dusted off your water glass here."

"You're going to have to give that glass back," said Bodwell, "It isn't mine; it belongs to the City and County of…"

"This champagne bottle," the inspector continued, "was found outside the cashier's office at City Hall on the night of the burglary.  I'm thinking it might belong to you."

"In that case, you may keep it," said Bodwell.

Inspector O'Farrell opened one of the file folders and removed several pages of notes that apparently had been ripped out of a pocket notebook.

"Your wife tells me you were home the night of the burglary."

"Inspector, I have to confess that her recollection of my nights at home is better than mine."

"Yet the corner grocer, Eddy Calloni, said your wife told him that you weren't home that night, that, in fact, you were working late that night at City Hall."

"We always tell him that," said Bodwell, "Otherwise he continually pesters us with gifts of caviar, fine wines and other viands.  You probably noticed yourself, inspector, that Eddy is a man easily impressed by office."

"No," said O'Farrell, "I didn't notice.  But I did notice in asking around that you seem to be having money problems lately.  I'd enumerate them but you might think I've been prying."

"The life of a public figure is a library book," said Bodwell.

"An open book," corrected O'Farrell, "You were let go from your teaching post at the university; your car was repossessed; your utilities shut off' and you still owe money to your plastic surgeon." 

"Would you please cue me when I'm supposed to say, 'Certainly, Inspector, you're not suggesting…'"

"Do you mind my asking, supervisor? How do you support yourself?"

"I have certain emoluments," Bodwell said, "which I'm required by law to reveal no later than September 5."

"Let's go back to the champagne bottle, supervisor; how do you suppose it got there in the basement?"

"I couldn't imagine.  Did you find any other champagne bottles?"

"No."

"Well, what if you found one with my fingerprints on it in the attic?  What would you made of that?"

"It would depend on whether the gold leaf was missing off the dome,"  O'Farrell said.

"That's really just paint," said Bodwell, "but in my opinion it's still an extravagance that the city could well do without in these times…"

"Supervisor Bodwell, let me make a wild surmise for the sake of argument.  Let's say that you do know something about this burglary."

"Hypothetically."

"Hypothetically, let's say you know something about it.  What I'm trying to demonstrate to you this afternoon is that I'm the kind of guy who's going to find out about it.  For instance, when your aide shows up at the very hotel room recently vacated by our prime suspect in this case, I have to ask myself a question, which is, am I really going to believe that Supervisor Bodwell's aide is, as he claims, merely here to remind me that my testimony will be valuable at your committee hearing tomorrow?  Or did he come for some other reason?"

Bodwell examined the nearby bulletin board; the composite drawings of fugitives, the business cards from nearby bars and restaurants, and the obligatory squad room poster of two copulating pigs.

"Speaking of my committee hearing, I think you'll find that your handling of the incident at the Williard Hotel will be the subject of some good constructive criticism.  That's densely populated area downtown and to have police officers randomly firing their weapons into buildings…"

"It sounds worthwhile, supervisor, but before we get too far afield, let me be harshly candid.  Our hypothetical supervisor is going to be under the strictest scrutiny from now on.  I'm going to continue to talk to people and ask questions and eventually I'll have a case propped up with something more solid than one champagne bottle.  In the meantime, our hypothetical supervisor should chew this over:  the department's main interest is the recovery of the money and the apprehension of the gunman who engaged my officers at the Williard Hotel.  If the hypothetical supervisor helps us, it will go considerably easier on his trial day than if he doesn't.  Hypothetically speaking, of course."


"I'm a practical politician," said Bodwell, getting to his feet, "I never indulge in vain theorizing.  I don't have time for it."

"That could change," said O'Farrell

The press conference Bodwell had hoped for hadn't materialized.  He had hoped for half a dozen newsmen willing to record, in a few paragraphs or on 15 seconds of videotape, his statement of full cooperation with the police.  Instead he was met by a camera and the talent for Channel 7, the "happy talk" channel, and one reporter.  Maybe Star-Fitz hadn't had time to get out all the releases.

Worse still, the newspaper reporter was not one of the political writers who usually logged Bodwell's doings, but was instead the Examiner's veteran police reporter, Charles Brannon, a dissipated alcoholic whose ruined, porous nose always seemed to be ablaze.

 
It was a bad omen, Bodwell decided, that Brannon should have turned up for this press conference, particularly since the disheveled reporter didn't even bother to get out his notebook when Bodwell launched into an impromptu briefing on his meeting with O'Farrell.

"As chairman of the fire and Safety committee, I pledged that I would coordinate the hearings tomorrow so as to enhance rather than interfere with the police investigation.  And for his part, Inspector O'Farrell promised full police cooperation…"

The bored cameraman rolled a few feet of footage, yawned and turned his eyes to the talent, a handsome, athletic young man who wore a blue blazer with a circled "7" on the lapel like a fencing heart.  The talent held the microphone under Bodwell's nose for half a minute before signaling the camera to stop filming.  Brannon, meanwhile, was leaning against a parked squad car, leering cynically at the supervisor's performance. 

"Supervisor," said the TV newsman, "Is it true you've given up driving and commute to City Hall on your bicycle?"

"Yes it is," said Bodwell.

"I wonder, there might be more viewer interest if we shot this while you were riding your bike."

For the next ten minutes, Bodwell circled the block on Star-Fitz's bicycle while the TV van kept pace alongside, the camera snout and a boom mike projecting from the passenger window.  Bodwell had to shout to make himself heard over the traffic noises, but the TV crew didn't seem concerned particularly about the audio portion.  Back at the Hall Bodwell consented to a request to ride the bike up and down the steps, but declined to try a wheelie.

"God, that's hard on a bike," the cameraman said as Bodwell made a jarring descent down the steps.

After the camera crew had packed up and left, Brannon took out his notebook and began his interview.

"Don't bother with the horseshit, supervisor, because I know already that you're in the soup.  My sources in burglary detail tell me you're strongly suspected of being the inside man in the City Hall job."

"I know your sources," Bodwell said, "Haig and Haig."

Brannon underwent a coughing fit as he lit a cigarette.  "Save me time, Bodwell.  All I need to know is what you're using for an alibi.  I got my story written."

"At home on the night in question."

"That ain't going to hold up, you know.  O'Farrell already knows better.  And I've talked to that wop grocer myself." 

"Listen, Brannon, the police have no case against me.  Do you know about the champagne bottle?"

"Yeah, I got that in the story.  I'm calling you the champagne supervisor."

"That bottle's the whole case.  You can't hang a man on that kind of evidence."

"Legally, the noose is only around your neck," Brannon said, "but journalistically, you're already twisting in the wind."

"Listen, if I tell you the truth, can it be off the record?"

"No."

"I have a drinking problem," Bodwell said, "I'm doing three magnums a day."

"No kidding," said Brannon, brightening and looking at the supervisor in a fresh light, "Three magnums?"

"I've got bottles stashed all over city Hall."

"Un huh.  And you only tilt champagne."

"It's true."

"Ha, ha," said Brannon, slapping Bodwell on the shoulder with his notebook, "and you knocked over the city treasury to support your habit."

"I'm innocent," said Bodwell."

"Sure you are," said the reporter, returning the notebook to the inside pocket of his rumpled and food stained coat, "but if I were you I'd start thinking about a long trip.  I know for a fact O'Farrell will have a warrant out for you by the end of the week."

It was dusk by the time Bodwell pedaled to his apartment and had stowed his aide's bike in the foyer.  Using his four keys he opened the doors one after another until he stood in his living room.  Although the light was rapidly fading Bodwell could see the open briefcase on the couch stuffed with money.

Lighting a candle on the coffee table, the supervisor sat down and poked through the briefcase.  Without doubt it contained the missing $450,000 from City Hall.  Bodwell also noticed on the couch a peaked security guard's hat and on the floor was a pair of muddy shoes.

Picking up the candle Bodwell went into the bedroom.  There on the bed, Wolf and his wife lay together sleeping peacefully in a childish embrace.  They did look like children, Bodwell reflected.  Wolf, with his curly blonde head laying on Mrs. Bodwell's breast, his red lips slightly parted, seemed a model for a Norman Rockwell Christmas scene, while his wife in sleep lost the harried, bitter look of her wakeful life; the network of thin lines on her forehead relaxed and disappeared.  She looked like a sleeping teenager.

Bodwell tiptoed back into the living room, picked up the briefcase, and counted out $50,000, which he left on the coffee table.  Then he snapped shut the case, got up and quietly let himself out.  After depositing the money in the bottom of an unused garbage can in the basement, he walked across the street to a phone booth in front of fast Eddy's, slipped in and dialed a number.  "This is Jay-Jay, Mrs. Star-Fitz.  Is Arnie home?  Star-Fitz?  Bodwell here.  Listen, did you get hold of any of Garter's stationary?" 

"Yes, supervisor."

"Well prepare yourself for a big day tomorrow, because we are going to settle our accounts."

          As usual, Arnold Star-Fitz was in the office by 7:30.  It if were to be a busy day, he was ready.  But first, he had to take care some of his own business.  Tapping his pencil on the desk, Star-Fitz reread the latest letter from the San Francisco School district.


Dear Mrs. Star-Fitz,

            This is to inform you that we have not been able to confirm the enrollment of your son Arnold in the American School in Guadalajara, Mexico.  Dr. Edwin Tory,  who is director of enrollment of that school, was unable to find an application from Arnold in his files.

Moreover, the fact that the enclosed photograph of Arnold was taken in front of a 

well-known Mission District restaurant further leads us to wonder whether Arnold's scholastic plans in Mexico have been realized. 

  We point out once again that California law mandates that minors between the ages of six (6) and sixteen (16) receive instruction in an accredited educational institution.

 I feel it would be mutually advantageous for you to schedule a visit with us at our office at 111 Van Ness Ave. Your cooperation will preclude the possibility of this matter being turned over to Juvenile Division of the County Sheriff's Department.

Yours truly,

Basil Simpson, student counselor.

  This would have to be countered by a bold stroke, Star-Fitz realized.  On behalf of his mother, he would have to write a response this time that, once and for all, would get the school district off his back.  What, for instance, if he told them he had joined the French Foreign Legion? 

Star-Fitz got up to look at his face in the mirror.  Just as he feared, the stinging he felt on his chin was centered directly at a red blotch that, by nightfall, would blossom into two or three ugly, green-capped pustules.  It had been insanity to eat that pan of brownies, no matter what his mother had said.

Star-Fitz grimly sat down again at Bodwell's desk.  To attain and hold office, Star-Fitz reflected, a politician must exercise an iron discipline over himself.  If necessary he must be utterly ruthless in choosing new, more influential friends and discarding those no longer of use; he must never be swayed by sentiment as he coldly and implacably stalks his goal, thrusting temptations aside, never allowing a desire for ease or security to cause him to stray from his sole purpose: the gaining of power.  It had been insanity to eat the fudge.  And five pieces too.  Star-Fitz bit his lip in anger.  Why couldn't he simply tell his mother that no matter how she had set her heart on pleasing him with confection that a practical politician could not afford to have his face disfigured constantly by pustules?  Star-Fitz had scrubbed his face raw that morning but he knew, just as the drunkard does, that he would have to pay a penance for his indulgence.

And then, this article about Bodwell on the front page of the Examiner didn't make things any better.

                                               POLICE TIE BODWELL TO CITY HALL ROBBERY

                                                                             By Charles Brannon

                                                                          Examiner Crime Writer


      Supervisor Jay Bodwell, dapper young reform politician who swept to victory three years ago, has been linked to the sensational City Hall robbery of a reputed $500,000.

                    In an exclusive interview with the Examiner, police sources said Bodwell has been linked to the robbery by a champagne bottle with his fingerprints found at the scene of the crime.

                    Bodwell's wife, Jennifer, 25, the daughter of a local real estate mogul, told police he was home the night of April 22, but another witness testified to officers that his wife earlier said Bodwell was at City Hall.

                    Bodwell, however, has admitted for the first time that he has a serious drinking problem, and consequently is not sure where he was the night of the shootout in which a brazen gunman traded shots with a security guard. 

                     "I drink three bottles of champagne a day," the crestfallen young politico told this reporter in an exclusive interview, "I might have done anything but I think I was at home.  That's what my wife says anyway."

                   Bodwell, dubbed by City Hall insiders as the "champagne supervisor," said he first took to heavy bouts of wine drinking because of the intense boredom he experienced during board meetings.

                     "After the excitement of politics I was not prepared for the tedium of government," the once idealistic but now wiser young supervisor stated.

                      City Hall regulars reached by this reporter said Bodwell has frequently arrived at work clutching a champagne bottle and singing bawdy songs.  City Hall secretaries and clerks have reported finding empty champagne bottles cached in file cabinets in desk drawers and behind potted plants.

                      Police sources, however, continued to speculate that the imbiber of the champagne might have witnessed or been involved in the robbery.

                      Thomas Mercer, rotund chief of city personnel, said his office hasn't computed yet the exact amount of the loss but that it may reach $500,000.

                      Reached at the Hall of Justice, Inspector O'Farrell said he had dispatched a police unit to pick up the champagne bottles found in various hiding places around City Hall but would not comment further on the case…

The story jumped to an inside page and Star-Fitz didn't bother to read the rest of it again.  It was difficult to calculate precisely the effect this story might have on Bodwell's fortunes.  As a means of beating the rap on the robbery charge, salting the other champagne bottles around City Hall might be beneficial.  Brannon's story sort of left the impression that one bottle with Bodwell's prints didn't mean much.  Politically, however, the story might be detrimental, painting as it did the supervisor as an alcoholic who didn't know where he was at night.  On the other hand, San Francisco had a history of electing and reelecting those sort of people to the board of supervisors.

Star-Fitz began work on the press release dictated to him by Bodwell the night before.  He had to hurry, because the release had to be distributed in time for the 1 p.m. deadline for home edition of the Examiner.  Happily, no one would expect a press release from Garter campaign headquarters to be a monument of style. 

Eugene Garter, self-made businessman and aspiring politician, was arguing with his wife over the telephone when the delivery boy entered his cubicle at the rear of Garter for Supervisor headquarters on Polk Street, in the heart of the Third District, and laid an envelope on his desk.  The candidate indifferently picked it up and opened it as he listened to his wife detail, for the hundredth time, why she had become the laughingstock of the Excelsior Beauty Supply women's bridge league. 

"Andrea, for God's sake," said Garter, "We've been through this a hundred times.  I am not having a change of life."  Garter moved his plump body uncomfortably across the swivel chair.  It was always the same damn thing.  Ever since he began appearing in print as a Gay Rights sympathizer his wife had been quarrelsome and bitchy.  Even his homophobic workman didn't dare suggest some of the things that now had become daily accusations from his wife; but, of course, he couldn't send her out to dig septic tanks in Sonoma County.  Like all women, she lived in a dream world without the least understanding of political reality.  He had told her, 35,000 votes.  Solid.  The candidate that cornered the Gay bloc vote would be invincible.  Everybody could understand that but his wife. 

"Andrea, please," Garter said, "Mr. Moore is a community leader and a highly reputable businessman, and he is going to be our dinner guest.  I forbid you to use that word."

His secretary put her head through the doorway.  "Call for you on two," she said, and Garter glanced down at the pulsating light on the Centrex.  He had to put an end to this constant carping; he would assert himself, demonstrate he was still the man he always was.  First, however, he would let her get all this venom out of her system. 

Garter had opened the envelope and stared at the single piece of paper unseeingly for a few moments before realizing what it was.  Gradually, as he read, his mouth dropped and his wife's strident voice faded from his consciousness.  He was looking at a fax of a press release, and it was on his letterhead.

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

               Third District Supervisoral candidate Eugene Garter announced today that he is donating  $25,000 from his campaign funds to aid the elderly victims of the fire at the Lapp Retirement Villa.

"I feel the money will better advance my candidacy if it is spent on real human needs rather than on media time," Garter said, "This well show the public better than ads or speeches what they can expect of me as a supervisor."          

               In a separate announcement, Capt. Horatio Biggs, USN (Ret.) said that in appreciation of the generous donation, the displaced residents of the retirement center would hold a testimonial dinner in Garter's honor...

           Dropping the paper as if it were on fire, Garter said, "Goodbye, dear," to his wife, then rushed to the door and shouted into the main room, where a chattering group of blue-haired grandmothers were folding pamphlets for a mailing.

"I didn't authorize this.   Where's Dartle?  Get your ass in here."

The blue-haired ladies looked disapprovingly in his direction.  But his aide, a nervous youth with a wispy blonde mustache, hurriedly concluded a phone conversation and sped to his employer's side. 

"Call on two," his secretary reminded him.  Garter picked up the phone.  It was Capt. Biggs, first tuba for the Old Crocks. 

"Just wanted to check with you to confirm a date for your dinner," Captain Biggs said, "Almost any old time well do for us, you know.  Since we lost our recreation room, most of our evenings are free now, ha ha.  It's supposed to be a surprise but I might as well tell you that the new rec room, when we get it, will be named in your honor.  Oh, it's a handsome thing you've done."

Garter managed to gain control of himself.  "Thanks, ah Captain.  By the way, how did you learn about this, anyway?  Did somebody send you a press release?"

"Oh no," said Biggs, a little puzzled, "Your aide, Mr. Dartle, called."

"My aide?"  said Garter, eyeing the hapless man across the desk.

Dartle, looking up from the press release with a horrified expression shook his head vigorously.

"Should we say Thursday night?"  Biggs continued, "We plan quite a gala.  The Bisquick Bisquiteers cooking club has baked a cake and the Scotch Guard will troop the colors.  That's a bunch of us old military types.  None of us has any Scotch blood—until after five, ha ha, if you know what I mean."

"Mean?"

"Well, as I always say, it could have been the Muscatel Guard, if we all hadn't had the sense to put in our thirty."

"Thirty?"

"Yes, Thursday is fine.  I'll let everybody know.  You know, even more than your generous gesture, I admire the way politicians in this city work together, even with their opponents." 

"Opponents?"

"Yes.  You and Supervisor Bodwell, the way he chipped in for your testimonial with the food and all that.  Reminds me of Annapolis spirit when we had that big inter-service dinner after the Army-Navy game back in fifty-four.  Of course, there was an awful ruckus during dessert.  Remind me to tell you about it Thursday."

Garter hung up the phone.  "Bodwell," he said, "I should have known.  I'm going to get him, Dartle.  When the campaign is over, that doesn't end it.  I'm going to hound him out of the city."

Garter's secretary poked in her head.  "A man from the Examiner's on the phone.  Says it's important."

"Goddamn it to hell, Dartle, It's going to make me sound like the biggest shit in the world when I tell them there's no $25,000 for those old jerks.  I know goddamn well the newspapers are going to treat this like a big joke.  And what pisses me off is that Bodwell will come out looking like some puckish, fun-loving practical joker, while I'll look like a goddamn Scrooge.  The public likes to see politicians embarrassed.  Isn't there some way we can sue the bastard?"

While his employer had been moaning, Dartle had given the matter some serious consideration.  This, after all, really was what politics was all about: making tough calls under tremendous pressure.  It must have been like this the night Teddy ran off the bridge.  This is what made up for all the tedious days of organizing mailings and rounding up precinct workers. 

"Wait a minute, chief," said Dartle, "That's just what Bodwell wants.  He wants you to deny this press release, claim it's a phony.  He knows that would make you look like a, like a …" Dartle hesitated a moment, worried that he might be revealing his private assessment of the candidate, "… like a fool."

"I know that, Goddamn it."

"So… why not go with it?"

"Go with it?" said 'Garter, his jowls beginning to purple, "Where the hell am I going to get $25,000 to lay on a bunch of geezers?  Every goddamn penny is budgeted for television."

His secretary returned once again.  "That Examiner reporter is still holding.  He says he's on a deadline."  The secretary was a bit flustered.  The reporter was awfully rude; he had made some awfully smart-aleck remark, and had even asked her what she looked like.

"I know that, chief," Dartle said, "But couldn't we work out some deal with Lapp on the dough?  Why not go ahead and tell the press you've donated the money…and then challenge Bodwell to match it?"   

Garter opened his mouth to respond and then closed it.  He examined Dartle's watery blue eyes carefully and then a hearty grin broke out on Garter's face.  Challenge Bodwell to match it?  Bodwell didn't have a cent to his name.

"Ha, ha, ha," said Garter.  This Dartle might not be such an idiot after all.


In the Examiner city room Darby Bates, a thin, morose general assignment reporter who affected a vest and a slightly British way of talking, approached the city desk for a consultation with the assistant city editor on this Garter nonsense. 

"I got through to the candidate," drawled Bates.  He pronounced the word kahn-didate.  "Apparently it's all true.  Twenty-five grand to sooth the singed hopes of the homeless seniors."  Bates had already decided that that might do for the lead.  Or he might say something about the Lapp retirement seniors, put to flight by fire, blah blah, took new hope today when…

The assistant city editor put his little finger in his right ear and twisted it several times.  "I would have sworn it was a phony," he said,  "Doesn't strike me as Garter style."

"You wouldn't have pegged him for Oscar Wilde either," said Bates contentiously.  It always seemed that as soon as the desk realized you had a nice little yarn they wanted to squash it.

"True, true," said the editor,  "Well, I guess you better do three takes or so.  And Bates, call the library for a mug shot of Garter, the one where he's got on the headband and the mascara."

Returning to his pod, Bates hit "file" and "new."  Obviously the desk didn't think it worthwhile to visit the candidate at his headquarters, which might be too bad.  He wondered if it were really true his secretary had waist-length blonde hair and a 36-inch bust.  As Bates glanced through his notes, he decided it might be necessary to call her back later to check a few details..


The assistant city editor watched Bates return to his desk.  Damned preening, pompous, pretentious, popinjay.   The Garter press release might not be a phony, but there was no doubt about the reporter.  I say, chaps, the assistant editor mimicked to himself, care to hop down to the corner for elevens?  Asshole.  Nonetheless, his piece on Garter might make good sidebar material for the Bodwell story, particularly the part about calling on the hotshot to pony up twenty-five grand himself.  This thought reminded the city editor that he had better get on the horn to Brannon at the Hall of Justice to see if he had an update on his Bodwell story.  That had been damn good stuff about the champagne bottles, but if Brannon knew what was good for him he'd have something for a follow.

"Brannon speaking, what'dy want?" the gravelly voice was slurred and indistinct, and the assistant city editor grinned.  At least Brannon talked like a real reporter.

"You got some Bodwell copy for us?"

"As a matter of fact I do.  You don't deserve this, but I've got a sensational follow."

"Yah."  What a pleasure to talk with the dipsomaniac Brannon after dealing with city room punks.

"Get this.  Bodwell's alibi.  She called me today to spill her guts." 


 "Yah."  Bodwell's Alibi.  The city editor visualized it in print.  They didn't make them like Brannon anymore.

"A real classy Pacific Heights socialite broad, who's vice chairman of the League of Women Voters and, best of all, wife of that turnscrew little banker twerp, Ed Patrick."

"You don't mean Mern Patrick?"  The assistant city editor wriggled in his chair with delight.

"None other.  She told me that on the night of the City Hall job the champagne supervisor was by her side.  In bed."

"Oh God." It was too good to be true, "But why did she call you, Charlie?"

"When she saw my story on her boyfriend's alleged complicity, she couldn't stand by and let him hang, knowing him innocent.  Of robbery, that is."

"Ha, ha, Brannon, I love it."  God damn it, this was what newspapering was all about.  Whining, idle, affected ascot-wearing poseurs like Bates would never understand.  "I'll tell Reno to hold a slot open on A1."

"Just hold up a minute," said Brannon, "That ain't all.  You haven't heard the zinger."

"Jesus," said the assistant city editor.

"A half hour after Mrs. Patrick calls, I get another call from another of Bodwell's cunts, a student out at the university named Mary Sheen.  And she says Bodwell was with her that night."

"Oh my merciful God in heaven ever bountiful."  If the mystique of journalism had allowed it, the assistant city editor might have wept at that moment.  This could easily turn into the best local political story since the Water stamp scandal.

"Near as I can figure it," said Brannon, "on the night of the robbery, Bodwell drank three bottles of champagne and banged three women, one of them his wife.  If that ain't an alibi, I don't know an alibi."

"Art," gasped the city editor, remembering his professional duties, "What about art?"

"I'll see what I can do," said Brannon, "I got in a call for the Bodwell comment right now.  What I think we need is a group shot: Bodwell, his wife, Mrs. Patrick and the girl.  Bodwell can be holding a champagne bottle and the three women toasting him."

The assistant city editor called the photo desk and put a camera on standby.  They just didn't make them like Brannon anymore.


Bodwell had spent the night at Mandy Micklemarsh's apartment and somehow had missed both the six o'clock and eleven o'clock editions of the news.  He hadn't seen Mandy for a couple of days; consequently when he arrived at five-thirty and found Mandy waiting for him in a chemise his interest in her quickly rekindled.

"I knew what would be on your lascivious mind," Mandy said as Bodwell hurriedly kicked off his shoes, "So we'll get it out of the way and then have a nice quiet dinner without a lot of tension."

At first, from the tone of her voice, Bodwell thought Mandy might be less anxious for his attentions than resigned to them, until he ran the bottom of his index finger along the lips of her engorged vulva and found it slipped easily into a warm pool of liquid flesh.

Realizing that she might actually have been yearning for him made him all the more anxious to unencumber and insert himself into Mandy's eager sleeve.  

"Goodness, can we walk like this?" Mandy said, putting her palms on his head and pressing it down toward the large stiffened nipples.  With his trousers around his ankles, Bodwell made short careful hops behind Mandy to the couch where, after a 180-degree turn he got himself seated with her straddling his legs.

"What's for dinner?" Bodwell said.

"Bastard," said Mandy, "as soon as I start to feel affectionate toward a man he thinks he's entitled to treat me like the rug.  The truth is...Oh God that feels good…the truth is that as soon as I start sleeping with a man I can't help beginning to feel subservient.  I lose my nasty, sarcastic edge.  I can't help myself.  I was thinking about you this afternoon and I got myself excited and now I'm acting like some nympho floozy.  God Jay, am I going too fast?  Why do I always fall for the punks?  It was the same way with Wolf, I couldn't get him off my mind for months, I just wanted to crush him; he was so cute it pierced my heart.  Only he wasn't too interested in doing this, and I am, or at least I am when I start thinking about doing it with a particular person.  I've never been able to have wide-spectrum fantasies, oh, I have to focus on one particular…Oh God I'm almost there."


At dinner Bodwell noticed a distinct change in Mandy.  Her sarcasms did seem blunted; she seemed interested and alert rather than bored and aloof; her eyes shone and she didn't miss an opportunity to touch Bodwell's hand or stroke his hair; and she poured the wine for him.

At the first opportunity Bodwell called Star-Fitz at his home.

"Hi, Mrs. Star-Fitz, this is Jay-Jay.  Oh just fine.  I know Washington High beat us this time but just wait 'til Homecoming.  Is Arnie there?  Thank you Mrs. Star-Fitz.  Star-Fitz?  Bodwell here.  Listen, grab a cab and come over here to Mandy's.  Ring the buzzer, I'll let you in, then take my keys and go down to the basement of my apartment and dig into the second garbage can from the left.  You'll find a briefcase full of money.  No, no, the garbage isn't picked up until Friday.  Take it to your house and put it somewhere.  And listen, on your way over here you'd better change cabs a couple of times to shake off any tail O'Farrell might have on you.  That's what I did.  First I went to the Sheraton, walked through the lobby to Powell Street and picked up another…"

"Wait a minute, supervisor.  I've been paying cab fares all week.  I've spent thirty-two seventy-five on cabs just…"

"I'm good for it, Star-Fitz.  It's like a personal loan to me." 

"Even so, supervisor, I only have about ten bucks cash on me."

"All right, all right," said Bodwell, exasperated at his aide's whining, "Borrow twenty from your mother.  Now one more thing.  Did you happen to catch me on Channel 7 tonight?'

"Yes supervisor."

"Well?  How did I look?"

"You looked great," said Star-Fitz, "and so did my bicycle." 


Mercer had fallen to pieces.  When Bodwell opened the door of the civil service director's office he hardly recognized the shrunken, trembling Mercer behind the desk as the once jolly bon vivant secretary collector and pornography buff who kept the boys in the backroom yukking over droll smut.  Usually, Mercer might have opened a conversation with Bodwell with something like, 'Hey, did you hear about the Frenchman who had chapped lips?,' but not today, because Mercer clearly had received a shock that had unmanned him.


And Bodwell thought he could guess who had generated the shock waves.

"Inspector O'Farrell has been to see you."

Mercer's fingers rattled on the papers in front of him; his eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot and his face was the color of a wonton soaked overnight in chicken broth.  When he spoke his voice was hoarse and broken.

"He came to my house last night.  God, Bodwell, he knows everything.  He knows goddamn well I've been stalling an  audit.  And he said if I…if I collaborated in any way with you I could be held as…as an accessory."

  "As an accessory to what?"

"God, I don't know, Jay, but he implied that somehow… that you might be involved in all this."

"Me," said Bodwell, "Now really, this is an example of professional jealousy on a rampage.  The least suggestion of so-called political interference and these cops start acting like the late Jay Edgar.  This just makes me more convinced than ever that a through review by my committee…"

"Don't try to snow me, Jay, I'm scared out of my wits.  The last thing I want is to go to prison.  Do you know what goes on in prison?  Oh Jesus, I can't go along with you, Jay.  I can't."  Mercer rubbed his face with his palms and tried to pull himself together.  "I'm going to turn in an honest audit.  And then I'm going to put in for early retirement."

"What kind of honest audit, Mercer.  You don't know how much money was taken."

"I'll go with Anchorstein.  He thinks it was about $500,000 and that's good enough for me."

In the next half-hour, Bodwell tried every argument, but the usually malleable resolve of Mercer had been stiffened by fear.

"We'll never get any of the money back," Bodwell said.

"I don't care."

"If the money isn't retrieved, the board is bound to demand an independent audit of your accounting procedures."

"I don't care."

"If you get canned, all those big-titted secretaries of yours who only type twenty words a minute are going to be out of work the next day."

"Jay, you don't understand.  O'Farrell says if some of those lifer cons get hold of me they'll turn me out as a punk."

"All right," said Bodwell finally, "I'm going to call you to testify at my hearing tomorrow.  You can make your big announcement then.  At least we'll have the pleasure of seeing Anchorstein flabbergasted.  He's been preparing your crucifixion for weeks."

Across town at the Apostleship of the Sea main dining room, preparations were underway for Garter's testimonial dinner.

Capt. Biggs was supervising a gang of wizened oldsters who were festooning the ceiling with streamers.  Already during the morning there had been a regrettable accident when old Mrs. Hinds toppled off a ladder and fractured her thigh bone, but even this had failed to dampen the high spirits of the Old Crocks, who had seen too many of their numbers pass on to the emergency room or the mortuary to let a mishap spoil their senile joie de vie.  A philosophy of carp diem, after all, makes the most sense on the declining side of life's bell curve.  Capt. Biggs had shrugged his shoulders as Mrs. Hinds was borne away on a stretcher.

Outside on the street, a young man parked his battered pickup, hopped out and began unloading cardboard boxes onto the pavement.  Inside the boxes were open pots of refried beans, stacks of corn tortillas trapped in greasy newspaper, and several piles of enchiladas and tamales.  The young man in the grimy tee shirt with the cigarette insolently drooping from his mouth was Art Gonzales, Mission District scion of the owners of El Rosario Restaurant.  The youth was delivering that part of the testimonial's cosmopolitan menu promised by the elder Gonzales to Star-Fitz.

Star-Fitz himself at that moment was in Golden Date Park with Harold Buchanan, a functionary of the Park and Recreation Department; they were surveying the possibilities for the floral table arrangements.


"You notice this brownish wilting along the tips of these petals," said Buchanan as they strolled through a bed of rhododendrons, "It's the beginning of Turner's blight.  I'm going to have to have a crew mow through here and I'll give you all the cuttings."

And at Garter's headquarters on Polk Street the candidate and his administrative assistant were looking at the morning Examiner's front-page story headlined:

         



Bodwell's Alibi.

'Champagne' Supervisor Jay Bodwell said today that on the night of the bizarre and daring City Hall robbery he was sky high on the bubbly and, successively, in the arms of three different women, including his wife.

             "I admit I have a drinking problem," Bodwell said, "I drink three magnums of Dom Perignom a day," the dapper supervisor and reform politician conceded exclusively to the Examiner

           That after a conjugal visit with his wife on April 15, he next called on a former student, Mary  Sheen, 21, at her Haight-Ashbury apartment, then concluded the evening at the Pacific Heights home of Mrs. Mern Patrick, socialite wife of prominent banker Edwards Patrick.

             All three women, Mrs. Bodwell, Miss Sheen and Mrs. Patrick, admitted yesterday that they each had had a taste of the dashing supervisor on the night of the robbery.

              Their testimony seemed to scotch police speculation that Bodwell was personally involved in the shootout and robbery that netted daring thieves an estimated half million in cash from the city treasury.

              (Meanwhile, Bodwell's fire and safety committee will begin hearings today at City Hall to examine charges that security precautions may have been lax.  First testimony is to come from city personnel czar Thomas Mercer, who thus far has failed to give an exact  accounting of the loss.)

 "It's the most airtight alibi I've ever seen," said one top police source in the burglary  division, "His whereabouts are accounted for every minute."

Police interest centered on the oats-sowing supervisor after a piece of physical evidence, a champagne bottle, was found at the scene of the robbery with Bodwell's fingerprints on it.

               An Examiner investigation, however, revealed exclusively yesterday, that similar bottles were cached throughout City Hall and that Bodwell had a long, albeit surreptitious, history as a wine tippler. 

                Bodwell, catapulted to office three years ago in a reform sweep, is in the midst of a hotly-contested bid for a second term of the board.  It is part of his new "Clinton candor," Bodwell claimed, "to present myself as I really am, a man of basic appetites as well as a proven record of humanitarian compassion and fiscal integrity."

               Bodwell's front running opponent, however, building contractor Eugene Garter, termed himself "unimpressed" with the new candor. 

                "Promiscuity, self-indulgence, covert alcoholism, and lascivious frolic." Garter said, "I think the people are tired of that kind of cheap headline hunting."

                 Garter, who has campaigned actively against police entrapment methods in so-called "victimless crime", made the comment last night as he accepted honorary membership in a Polk Gultch mens' social club, the Three-Dollar Bills.

                 The bombshell revelations by Bodwell's women companions headed off a confrontation between Bodwell's investigating committee and the police investigators, who, according to department sources, had the supervisor tagged as the prime suspect  as the inside man for the city Hall job.

Still at large is the insouciant gunman who swapped gunfire with a security guard and later eluded police marksmen after a second shootout in a downtown hotel.

Inspector Patrick O'Farrell, heading the police manhunt, called the bandit "an extremely dangerous Houdini-type," whose vacated hotel room contained

seven complete disguises purchases earlier from a costume and novelty company with money believed to have come from the City Hall theft.


Garter threw away the newspaper in disgust.

"A front page picture," said the candidate heatedly, "In all my political career I've never had my picture on the front page."   


His aide, knowing that this kind of bad humor made for later difficulties, attempted to sooth his boss.

"Well, you made page seventeen," Dartle said, "and it's a good solid constructive story."  He held up an inside page to show a few paragraphs headlined, GARTER TO BE HONORED AT SENIORS' FETE. 

"They always use the same Goddamn mug shot," Garter said, "It make's me look like Clara Bow."

"But that picture will help you… with them."

"Yes," said Garter, brightening, he had forgotten for an instant his ardent wooing of that 35,000-bloc vote.  "You're right there.  And this story makes Bodwell look awfully heterosexual."

"He flaunts it," said the aide.

"He certainly does.  Get on the phone to Moore right now and sound him out on how his constituency reacted.  I'll bet they're repulsed by this flagrant womanizing."

The aide nodded his head and withdrew.  At least the boss's temper seemed improved.  Perhaps if his boss remained mollified he would have time to take Miss Simms to dinner.  This business of her dating that newspaper reporter Bates had to be straightened out.  She had to be made to see that those kinds of men were interested in only one thing.

Back at his desk, Dartle nervously smoothed his copy of the morning paper and gazed again at the front page picture of Bodwell being toasted by three women.  That college girl, Mary Sheen, was awfully pretty.

Three women in one night, he thought wistfully, as he rang up Mr. Moore.

      As Supervisor Bodwell pedaled along Van Ness Avenue toward City Hall be whistled happily to himself.  The sun was out, the traffic was light and the exertion involved in pumping up the mild grades made the downhill coasting just that much more enjoyable.  All the world seemed fresh and vivid.  He had really never realized how much O'Farrell's snooping had weighed on him until this morning's Examiner story magically had lifted the weight from his shoulders.  Now he was in the clear.  When he thought of Mrs. Patrick and Mary Sheen his heart overflowed with gratitude.

Of course, he had had serious reservations about the picture Brannon insisted on. But since Brannon had gone to the trouble of bringing Mrs. Patrick along, and Mrs. Bodwell, too.  And since Mary Sheen was already in his office, having moments before completed her volunteer work, and since Brannon said the cameraman would feel hurt if he came back empty-handed, it had seemed reasonable to consent.  And now it had all turned out perfectly.

Wanting to make the photo as realistic as possible, Brannon had brought along seven or eight bottles of champagne and quite a little party ensued, although Jennifer, looking happier and more pleased with herself than she had in years, soon excused herself and hurried back to their apartment.

Before she left, however, she had whispered to Bodwell:

"Wolf wants to know if we can have more of the money back.  We're going on a trip."

"I'll see what I can do."

At the beginning of the impromptu party Bodwell had worried that Mrs. Patrick and Mary Sheen might not hit it off, but that, he realized later, was only because he was too involved with them both to give the matter the judicious appraisal of an outsider.  In fact, the two complimented and flattered one another:  Mary was happy to be treated as the peer of the sophisticated and regal-appearing socialite, while Mrs. Patrick was just as delighted to be on an even footing with the young and tantalizing college girl.

And, as usual following her volunteer work, Mary was exceptionally flushed and congenial, shrieking with laughter at Brannon's coarse jokes and reacting with open-mouth admiration to Mrs. Patrick's smooth but sharp-edged banter.  Mary only got bitchy if people didn't pay attention to her.

In the end they all got quite boisterous, Brannon's face growing increasingly red and leering, while the cameraman, who by this time was no longer kidding, tried to talk the two women into some home studio work.  Afterwards, Mary and Bodwell went over to Mrs. Patrick's for dinner, to take advantage of her husband's huffy refusal to return home, and finally, after a killingly funny episode in the swimming pool, they had fallen asleep a trois in the master bedroom.

In the morning, as he was getting Star-Fitz's bike out of the back trunk of Mrs. Patrick's Chrysler, Bodwell saw Mary's slim white figure slipping through the flowerbeds.

"Like, this house is so big," said Mary, "Like it's a mansion.  I wouldn't mind living like, in the garage."

Bodwell was about to tell her to get her clothes on before the neighbors saw her but stopped himself.  She was like a nymph, standing nude in a patch of flowers under a plane tree, her dark damp hair falling over her smooth shoulders and her eyes glistening with excitement as she gazed at the professionally tended lawn that rolled down to the man-sized hedge bordering the oaks.  Bodwell saw that Mary had not experienced much luxury in her short life and was trying to draw it in at every pore.  Most of her friends swilled cheap burgundy, listened to rock, talked in banalities, wore levis, and lived in walkups that smelled of peanut butter and cockroaches.  Mary, breathing deeply, raised her arms and hugged herself, and Bodwell, instead of rebuking her for being undressed, invited her to City Hall later for lunch.

Now as he sped down the last hill before reaching City Hall,  Bodwell noticed that a black Cadillac had pulled up dangerously close to his rear wheel.  Quickly glancing over his shoulder he saw a bullet-headed man with close-cropped gray hair behind the wheel; on the driver's door was a plastic panel with raised lettering that read, LAPP INDUSTRIES INC.  THEODORE (TED) LAPP, PRESIDENT.

"Get back," screamed Bodwell, but the giant Caddy swerved closer.  Bodwell flashed down the hill past a string of parked cars, looking for a driveway to steer into, when the pursuing car's chrome bumper nicked his back wheel, sending it skidding into a parked car.  Bodwell took one more wild look over his shoulder, saw the hood of the Caddy describe a forty-five degree arc to the right then begin to move toward the skidding bicycle again.  The supervisor lifted his right knee over the crossbar and ejected, landing with a thump on the hood of a Chevy Nova and rolling onto the sidewalk, barely missing a startled lady pedestrian.  From his seat on the concrete Bodwell saw the bicycle rise, rear wheel first, through the air and crash down on the road again, where the Cadillac promptly ran over it with a grinding of metal and a shower of sparks.

Bodwell got to his feet, tenderly feeling what he suspected of being a bruised forearm and glancing down ruefully at his rumpled trousers.  The Cadillac stopped a few yards away, the door opened and Lapp levered his ponderous body into an upright, if simian, position.  The burly contractor was wearing a shapeless wool jacket with leather elbow patches and a sport shirt opened at the neck to reveal tightly curled tufts of white hair.

"You don't have your hired army with you now, Bodwell," shouted Lapp, "I'm going to kick your ass 'til you can't do nothing but puke and bleed, you miserable degenerate, you child-raping, father robbing, mother fucking bastard."

"Dad," said Bodwell, looking around frantically for a cop.

"I'm no social engineer, Bodwell, you liberal bloodsucker; I'm a practical, down-to-earth, common sense citizen.  When someone kicks me in the balls I don't blame it on the fucker's upbringing. I blame it on the fucking son-of-a-bitch who kicked me in the balls"

Bodwell, still brushing his sleeves, was backing away in perfect synchronization with the oncoming Lapp.

"You're upset about something," said Bodwell, "Don't try to hide it."

"Do I have a reason to be upset?" said Lapp, "Do I have reason to be upset when I learn this morning that I am paying the hotel and restaurant bills of sixty-seven senile slavering, arthritic geezers who are traipsing around telling the world that Lapp Industries builds firetraps?"

"You're referring, I assume, to Mr. Garter's generous gift to the former residents of Lapp Retirement Villa?"

 Bodwell, stalling for time, planned to back his way down the sidewalk to the Greenwood Bowl, then plunge into the building and make his escape at the far end of the lanes.
 

"Don't try any of your bullshit on me," said Lapp, wincing and flinging up one paw as if to ward off a blow, "You put out that press release, and Garter is so publicity hungry he went for it like the big stupid carp he is.  His campaign money is my money; all my money; and instead of being used as it should, to smash your balls, it's being frittered away on a bunch of gnarled wrinkle bags that'll be fertilizer in a couple of years anyway."

"You've got a heart like a sponge."

"My exacerbated ass.  Your head is going to be like a sponge after I'm through stomping it.  I'm so pissed off I don't trust myself to stop short of killing your sorry ass.  Do you realize what that girlish little pussy Dartle has done to me?  He's referred all complaints about the temporary accommodations to my office.  The Langdon Hotel is plenty good enough for that bunch; most of them can barely see anyway.  And now some cretin named Captain Biggs or Higgs of Niggs called me this morning about silverfish in his washbasin." 

"I'm sure you advised him," said Bodwell as he continued backing toward the bowling alley.

"You're damn right I advised him.  But I'll tell you one thing, Bodwell, for future reference should you survive the beating I'm going to give you, I'm not giving up.  I'll take Garter and drag him to victory if it kills him and bankrupts me, just for the pleasure of seeing your broken ass in the street."

Both of Lapp's arms shot out in his Frankenstein's monster imitation and Bodwell bolted for the bowling alley.  The supervisor raced up the stairs, around the cash register but was brought up short by a milling bowling team composed of seven or eight women in red striped shirts who were blocking the walkway.

"Excuse me, ladies, excuse me." Bodwell could hear Lapp's panting voice right behind him.

"It's no use, Bodwell, I'm going to pound you to bloody pulp."  Lapp was pushing his way through the chattering women.  "You've turned my daughter against me, you've betrayed Lapp Industries and now you've cost me money.  It's going to cost me $25,000 to resettle the pruners and another $25,000 to crush you politically.  Not to mention whatever I'll have to pay off the cops after I kick your brains out."

"Excuse me ladies."  From his political experience Bodwell was adept at working through crowds in a hurry, and was rapidly out distancing Lapp.  The contractor, seeing his prey escaping, cut across to the lanes, where he could hop over the gutters and slide across the hardwood floor free of traffic.  Bodwell, hopelessly slowed by the lady bowlers, leaped to the top of the railing separating the walkway from the spectators' seats and began balancing along, roughly parallel with Lapp's progress across the lanes.

 "You hear me, Bodwell, I'm a straightforward man.  I believe in money, power, indulging the appetites and speedy vengeance."

Bodwell came to the end of the aisle railing, discarded the idea of attempting a leap to the other side; instead he jumped down into the aisle, and cut across the rows of chairs like a broken field runner toward the comparatively clear sailing of the lanes.  Lapp's intrusion, meanwhile, into the middle of several games in progress did not go unremarked.

"Hey, fatso, get off the lane," said one woman who had a black bowling ball cocked with both hands under her chin, "And in street shoes, too," she added in disgust to her companion.

"Shut up, you dirty box," said Lapp, who, having difficulty getting traction on the smooth hardwood lane, appeared to be doing an impersonation of a vaudeville minstrel.

"Oh yeah?" said the incensed sportswoman.  She dropped her encumbered right hand behind her, took two steps forward, and let go directly at the shuffling Lapp. 

As the bowling ball caromed off his ankle, Lapp yelled, lost his balance and collapsed solidly."

"Go ahead, Mattie," said the bowler's companion.  "See if you can pick up the spare."

Bodwell by this time had reached the adjoining lane.  He stopped to watch as Lapp viciously kicked an oncoming bowling ball into the gutter.  "That's my dad," he said casually to several spectators seated at a small round Formica-topped table, "He's a member of the Save the Pin League."

Crawling to the pin return tray, Lapp pulled himself up, grabbed one of the returning balls and heaved it at the two lady bowlers.  A man of prodigious muscularity, however, he underrated his own strength; the ball soared over the ladies' heads, cleared the railing and smashed into a trophy case against the wall, scattering miniature golden bowlers in all directions. 

From Bodwell's viewpoint, this demonstration of Ajax-like prowess was distinctly disconcerting; he suddenly felt himself a raiding English galleon caught within range of a Spanish battery.  The advantage dawned on Lapp in the same instant.  Grasping another bowling ball he heaved it in Bodwell's direction.

This time the range was right but the accuracy off.  The ball crashed down on the Formica-topped table in the midst of the spectators, throwing up a column of vodka and orange juice, broken glass and egg salad sandwiches.  Before his father-in-law could reload, Bodwell went scampering down the aisle next to the lanes toward the back door; even so, two more bowling balls crashed to the right and left before he finally gained the safety of the alleyway.

Arnold Star-Fitz smoothed his glistening hair as he gazed at his reflection in the glass.  As if he didn't have enough trouble already, the supervisor was late.  The hearing room was jammed with people waiting for the fire and safety committee to get underway.  Inspector O'Farrell was there and had left a message that he wanted to see Bodwell the moment he arrived.  And Mercer was drunk.    

Worse still, the school district had sent a letter saying they did not believe that Star-Fitz had joined the French Foreign Legion.  And, as the final indignation, there was no use pretending that the Band-Aid under his lip covered anything other than the largest, most gruesome pimple that had ever festered in an adolescent's oily pore.


Star-Fitz at first had decided he would tough it out on the pimple, until Sally the mail girl had said:

"Fitzy, with a face like yours, you ought to get an oil depletion allowance."  After that, the Band-Aid went on.  It had been insanity to eat the layer cake, no matter want his mother had said.

Star-Fitz was about to return to the committee room to assure Supervisor Anchorstein that Bodwell was on the way when his progress was impeded by the arrival of Mandy Micklemarsh.  She was looking taller and more impervious than ever.

"I must speak with Jay immediately," she said.

Mandy's smoke-colored eyes snapped with anger and her head was thrown back haughtily.  To most men the unpleasantness in her tone would have been cancelled out by the silky green dress she wore, which clung to her ample, exquisite body and revealed her long tanned thighs; but the effect was lost on Star-Fitz.

"Supervisor Bodwell will be here in a moment to chair his committee," he said, "Would you care to leave a message?"

"You listen to me, pizza face.  I want to talk to him right now.  Where is he?  Cavorting with the grand dame or the school girl?" Mandy, apparently, had seen the morning paper.

"You can't expect him to settle for a sandwich when there's a buffet," Star-Fitz said.

"Right at this moment I do not need moronic impertinence from a stripling whelp with a bad complexion," Mandy snapped, "When you are dealing with me, young Mr. Star-Fitz, please remember that I'm not as indulgent of rude manners and cheapness as your careless employer.  To me you will be polite and forthcoming to the point of obsequiousness or you are going to be very very sorry.  I am sure oiliness will be no problem for you."

"I'm polite to everybody," Star-Fitz said, "I won't condemn anybody for her past."

"You tell Jay to call me immediately in Mercer's office, or I'll squeeze every gob of pus out of your ugly face," said Mandy, turning on her heel and stalking away.

 
As he watched Mandy's voluptuous figure recede down the corridor Star-Fitz carefully unwrapped a Tampa Jamaica and lit it.  In the young aide's opinion Miss Micklemarsh showed sighs of wanting to intrude too intimately in the affairs of the third District; but the real power was confident he would find a method to blunt her enthusiasm.   


Supervisor Bodwell bounced up the stairs to City Hall carrying a wooden ruler on which was printed WATER OUR SUPERVISOR.  In the vestibule he met one of the local informers with whom he frequently exchanged political intelligence.

"I hope you know what you're doing, supervisor."

"It was daring," Bodwell admitted, "but I had to counteract Garter's play for the gay community.  There's a strong hetero element in the Third that I think can be reached by a direct appeal."  Bodwell know instantly that the gossip would want an inside version of why the supervisor had allowed himself to be photographed with his wife and two mistresses. 

"You've got to remember that thirty-seven percent of the Third is single and under thirty," Bodwell continued, picking out a percentage at random.

"Thirty-seven percent?"

"Reform is dead," Bodwell said, "People today want somebody who's human."


Outside his office Bodwell saw a slumped, dark visaged man with his hands rammed into the pockets of a crumpled tan raincoat.  Upon seeing the supervisor the man, feigning a hesitancy that didn't accord with his grim looks, held up a finger, as if he expected his presence would cause Bodwell to turn and flee.

"Inspector O'Farrell," said Bodwell, "I'm delighted you could find time to attend the hearing."

O'Farrell took a rolled newspaper from his inside pocket and unfurled the front page.  The emblazoned headline on the late edition read:  Champagne Supervisor and his Alibi Babies, under which was the photo of Bodwell and his three women.

"You may think this gets you off the hook," O'Farrell said, "But I got a flash for you.  I know damn well you were involved in that robbery.  After fifteen years in this business you get an instinct for these things, and mine tells me you were the inside man."

"I'm sure the district attorney will be enthusiastic about presenting a case based on your instinct," Bodwell said.

"It's a damn sight more than that," said O'Farrell, "We still got the champagne bottle, and I've been talking to some people out at the college.  They tell me Mary Sheen wasn't with you the night of the robbery at all."

"On the subject of the champagne bottles," Bodwell said, "I understand you discovered some of my other caches in the building."

The inspector grinned bitterly.  "Yeah, we found your plants all right.  Seventeen empty champagne bottles, all with your fingerprints on them."

"The secret's out then," said Bodwell, lowering his head in mock dismay, "About my drinking problem, I mean."

"Yeah, well I got a cure for you that involves about ten years of abstinence from alcohol."

"You reformers and your good intentions."

O'Farrell stepped a pace closer and held his small bulldog's face up to Bodwell's.  "Listen to me, supervisor.  We're going to be keeping our eye on you.  It'll only be a matter of time until I break down your alibi.  And in the meantime, I wouldn't spend any money you can't account for."

With that, O'Farrell slouched back to the committee room at the end of the hall.  Bodwell entered his office.


Star-Fitz, who had been sitting behind the supervisor's desk with his feet propped up, quickly jumped up, put his cigar in the ashtray, and rushed to help Bodwell off with his coat.

"Anything doing, Star-Fitz?"

"Well, supervisor, the committee room is packed, Anchorstein is in a rage that you're not there, Mercer is drunk and scared out of his wits, O'Farrell says I better find another job because convicted felons don't have aides, and the Queen of the Amazons is looking for you."

"Any media in there?" asked Bodwell as he sat down and rummaged in his desk drawer for a breath mint.

"Both papers, three television crews and a bunch of radio guys"

"Good, good," said Bodwell, picking up the phone, "Say, I want you to run an errand for me."

"Glad to, supervisor, so long as I'm able to do it on my bicycle."

"Your bicycle?" said Bodwell, "I think maybe you'd better take a cab."

"In all respect, supervisor, I have spent one hundred and fifty-seven dollars of my own money on cabs this week.  And nine dollars and fourteen cents of my mother's money."

"This is like a personal loan to me.  The money's still at your house isn't it?"

"I have it in my closet."

"You'd better go get it.  Listen, O'Farrell might have one of his guys follow you so switch cabs downtown before you go home."

"Supervisor…" Star-Fitz began, but Bodwell was already busy dialing a number.  The young aide turned to the door.

"And Star-Fitz," said Bodwell, "Would you bring me a couple of Tampa Jamaicas.  You could stop at the cigar stand if you switch cabs at the Sheraton.  I know they have them there."

 
At first the switchboard operator at Lapp Industries was unhelpful.  "Mr. Lapp is out for the afternoon," she said.

"This is an emergency of earth-shaking proportions," Bodwell said, "I'm sure he's riding in his Cadillac somewhere so perhaps you could patch me through."

After a series of clicks occasioned by little magnets pulling relays into place, Bodwell found himself talking to Lapp in his Cadillac.  In the background Bodwell could hear the wailing of a siren interrupted frequently by the tortured squeal of tires.  "It's me, Dad," said Bodwell, "What's happening?"

"The police are on my ass," Lapp said, "but I'll ditch the bastards yet.  I don't have three hundred and fifty horses under the hood for nothing."

"You're being pursued right now?" said Bodwell, brightening.

"Somebody at the bowling alley called the cops," Lapp said, "One of the Goddamn women must have got my license number."

Lapp's voice faded out for a moment to be replaced by a horrendous scream of brakes and a series of metallic crashes.

"Scrapped the divider on the turn," he explained, "Those CHP boys sure know how to drive; one of 'ems hanging on my fender like a terrier."

"Well," said Bodwell, "it disturbs me not a little to break this to you now—knowing you're under pressure—but I'm going to have to ask your daughter for a divorce."

 
"What," shouted Lapp, "You, an insignificant pipsqueak, ask my daughter for a divorce…" Bodwell's receiver was filled with blaring on an auto horn and then a loud crash.

"Fool wouldn't move over," shouted Lapp, "Listen, you small time chiseler, if you think you can accuse my daughter of anything…"

"She has been sleeping around," said Bodwell, "but that's not the reason.  I'm divorcing her because I've discovered she's an arsonist."

"Arsonist?"

"She burned down the Lapp Golden Years Retirement Villa.  But don't take my word for it.  This will come out when I hold my hearing into the fire."

"Hearing." Lapp's voice was barely audible over the squealing tires around the turns.

"Yes," said Bodwell, "The hearing into the inadequate security precautions that allowed this tragedy to occur.  Bad publicity for the future builder of Guardian Estates."

"I see it clearly now, Bodwell.  You're out to ruin me any way you can.  First you destroy my daughter and now me.  Why this vendetta against my blood, Bodwell?"

 
"There's an alternative, of course."

"There always is."  More frantic honking came across the line and Bodwell thought he heard the distant screaming of brakes.

"The asshole should have seen I was in a hurry," Lapp said.

"Yes Dad, I think I can spare you both the humiliation of divorce proceedings as well as a public hearing into the fire.  And it won't cost you a dime."

"It won't?"

"Just tell me that you'll leave everything to me."

"Oh, all right," said Lapp, "I'm in no mood to argue right now, but I'm still going to Balkanize you one of these days."  There was another loud crash and the sound of breaking glass.  "Christ, the cop is trying to run me off the road.  Jesus, he's going to shoot out my tires."  A loud report, another crash, and the phone went dead in Bodwell's hand.

"Good old Dad," Bodwell said to himself.  Whistling a little tune, Bodwell quickly scribbled a memo to Star-Fitz to prepare a press release saying that the Bodwell Reelection Committee had decided to turn over $25,000 in campaign funds to the Lapp senior citizens, in response to a challenge from his opponent.

Getting up, Bodwell crossed to the door for his coat, stopping only long enough to admire his tanned, healthy face in the mirror.  Since the subject was pleasing, he took his time with the examination.  There was no hurry.  Star-Fitz would need twenty-five minutes.


As Star-Fitz had said, the committee room was packed.  All the seats were taken, and a stag line of young aides, surrogates for the supervisors unable to attend the hearing, gossiped among themselves along the back wall.  In front, the first two rows on the right hand side held the press, while the same rows on the left held officials of the city bureaucracy.  As Bodwell entered, the confusion of voices subsided and all eyes turned in his direction.  Bodwell spotted O'Farrell in the front of the room talking to Mercer, who was nervously twisting his hands together.

Taking the center seat Boswell bid good afternoon to his two colleagues.  Water, just up from his duties on the front stairs, responded with a vacant, open-mouthed stare; but Anchorstein was more voluble.

"You're forty-five minutes late," Anchorstein hissed, "This is a crucial discussion we're having today."  He rubbed his bald pate and then thumbed a bulging folder in front of him with his knuckles.  "This spells the end for Mercer.  If he tells us it's a penny less than $550,000 I'm going to eviscerate him with this."  Anchorstein held up his pocket calculator.

"Isn't $550,000 a little high?"

"It might be," Anchorstein admitted, "In fact, it's on the high side.  I've gone over every scrap of material from the departments and it's got to be somewhere between $480,000 and $550,000."

Still humming a tune, Bodwell dashed off a note on the memo pad in front of him, and signaled to the gangling young assistant district attorney in the bow tie who was sitting in the front row representing Mr. Fletcher, the district attorney.

"Ah," said Bodwell, "please take this to Mr. Fletcher and bring me his answer, please."

Since a disgruntled murmuring had begun to rise from the audience Bodwell thought it best to start the proceedings despite the absence of Star-Fitz.  But just as he was about to raise the gavel his aide hurried in by the side door with a manila folder in his hand.

When opened, the folder revealed the press clippings for the past few days concerning Bodwell's alibi, and on top of them an aluminum tube containing a Tampa Jamaica cigar.

"Where's you-know-what?" whispered Bodwell behind his hand.  For all he knew, O'Farrell might be a lip reader.

"It's in a file cabinet in the city clerk's office."

"Fine.  I have a little job for you when Mercer gets on the stand."

Bodwell tapped the gavel.  "Ladies and gentlemen, committee colleagues, I apologize for this delay, but I assure you it was not the result of inattention or laxity on the part of your chairman, but rather the unavoidable result of pressing last minute events bearing on the matter before us.  Without further ado, however, we will plunge into this investigation into what is now generally known as the City Hall robbery with particular attention to allegations breached previously that faulty or inadequate security precautions may have made the looting of the city treasury all too possible.

"As most of you are doubtless aware, one of the difficulties in the case has been the continuing uncertainty as to how much money was actually lost in the robbery.  Mr. Mercer, the industrious and competent head of our civil service section, informs me he has held back announcing the exact figure until the completion of a painstaking audit that will insure the exactitude this board requires.  Therefore, as the first order of business, we will hear Mr. Mercer elaborate on the progress of his audit, and then, if necessary, we will entertain questions from committee members.  Mr. Mercer, if you please."

During this speech, Bodwell had noticed a trembling Mercer dip into his coat pocket for a surreptitious nip from a small black bottle.  On the podium, meanwhile, Anchorstein, grinning ferociously, squared his shoulder, adjusted hid steel-rimmed glasses, threw open his folder to reveal a stack of computer printouts, and cleared his pocket calculator with an expert flourish of his hand.

Mercer jerked to his feet, his briefcase clasped protectively across his stomach.  His once jovial features were drawn and pale.  He staggered as he approached the witness stand, and had to grasp the top of the balustrade for support.  Slowly, Mercer pulled himself into the witness box, and slumped down in the chair so far that only his perspiring face was visible to the audience.

Bodwell carefully ignited the tip of his cigar, expelled a perfect "O" worthy of a Wonderland caterpillar, and turned to the frightened civil servant.

"Now, Mr. Mercer, you appear before us today as a city guardian of the highest probity and distinction who has executed his duties in the finest tradition as well as one who has honored the trust reposed in him by the people of this city."

"Ha!" said Anchorstein under his breath.

"…however, in past weeks, as a result of an unfortunate and possibly scandalous breach of security, there hangs a cloud over the glorious sunset of your 30 years of achievement here at City Hall.  I refer, of course, to the deluge of comment precipitated by the slow delivery of your accounting of the robbery loss.  But I am confident that this sinister cloud will soon be dispelled by the clear wind of your exposition…"

 
"Less meteorology and more matter," Anchorstein hissed.

"…further, I understand that you are prepared today with the very accounting we have been waiting for.  Therefore, without the slightest preliminary, I give the floor to Mr. Mercer.  Mr. Mercer?"

When Mercer spoke his voice cracked slightly, and he hastily cleared his throat several times before proceeding.

"Thank you, ah, Mr. Chairman.  I think this is best explained, ah, that is, it might be helpful if I acquaint the committee with some figures that I think might clarify some of the…" Mercer, bringing up his briefcase from the floor by his chair, and opening the snaps, suddenly froze, blanched a shade whiter, and looked up at Bodwell in abject terror.

Bodwell smiled.

While making his verbose opening statement lauding the civil servant's virtues, Bodwell had been watching out of the corner of his eye as his young assistant, Star-Fitz, crawled toward the witness box, using the balustrade running the length of the podium as cover.  Neither Water, impervious to distraction as he played a game of tic-tac-toe with himself on the memo pad, nor Anchorstein, intent of Mercer's suffering, noticed the young aide as he passed on his hands and knees behind their chairs.  And Mercer had been too numb with fear to see Star-Fitz adroitly switch briefcases.

Now, rather than a briefcase full of fraudulent accounting figures, Mercer had before him a briefcase containing what was obviously a great deal of money.

Mercer's mouth worked soundlessly for several seconds as Bodwell grinned at him.

The impasse was broken by Star-Fitz, who, after crawling back along the balustrade and darting through the rear door into the clerk's office, came rushing out again, this time in full view, and waving a slip of paper.

"Excuse me," said Bodwell, "I certainly hope this is important, Mr. Star-Fitz.  You're interrupting Mr. Mercer's testimony."  Bodwell took the message from Star-Fitz, opened it, and frowned for almost a full minute at the snowy blankness of the page.  Then he tapped his gavel decisively on the table.

"Ladies and gentlemen, an unexpected, and I have to admit, dramatic turn of events forces me to recess this hearing for five minutes while I confer urgently with the district attorney.  Mr. Mercer, you well remain in the witness box.  Mr. Star-Fitz, you will acquaint Mr. Mercer with the contents of this note."  Bodwell handed the blank page back to his aide, slid out of his chair and disappeared out the rear door, leaving Anchorstein looking as if the apple he had just been about to bite into had been torn inexplicably from his hand.

The room buzzed with excitement as Star-Fitz handed the blank note to Mercer.  "I'd close the briefcase if I were you," Star-Fitz said softly, and Mercer slammed it shut.

"I'm going to have to put this to you very succinctly," Star-Fitz said, "When Supervisor Bodwell comes back he's going to ask you how much money was lost in the robbery.  You will say $400,000.  If you don't I will be forced to tell O'Farrell that the real inside man at the robbery has the loot in his possession at this very moment.  Coupled with your reluctance to announce your audit, this may make you look suspicious.  By the way, the envelope you may have seen in the briefcase contains an airline ticket in your name to Rio."

"Why did this happen to me," said Mercer, a tear welling to his eye, "In another six months I could have retired."

"I hope you understand your situation," said Star-Fitz, "because here comes Bodwell."

Bodwell resumed his place, tapped the gavel again and resumed.

"Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize again for the interruption caused by the most startling occurrence.  Mr. Mercer, I apologize particularly to you, because I know you were hoping to use this committee hearing for a full justification of the unavoidable delay in the audit.  Now however, because of unexpected now developments, we must dispense with all preliminaries and cut straight to the heart of the matter."

"Yes, yes," said Anchorstein.


"Mr. Mercer, clearly and simply, what was the loss?"

"Four hundred thousand dollars," Mercer said promptly.

"Ah ha," screamed Anchorstein, no longer able to restrain himself, "I knew it."
"Please, supervisor," said Bodwell, tapping the gavel, "With that, ladies and gentlemen, I am going to call for adjournment, on the grounds that startling new developments…"

"Adjournment?" screamed Anchorstein, "We can't adjourn now.  Not now… not when I've got him where I want him…not when…"

"Call the question," said Bodwell.

"Supervisor Anchorstein," said the clerk.

"No," screamed Anchorstein.

"Supervisor Water?"

Bodwell, leaning across to Supervisor Water, grasped his arm, arresting the tic-tac-toe game.  Water stared back in perplexity.

"Water, Water, Water," Bodwell sang under his breath.

"He's our boy, he's our boy


Supervisor Water gives us joy


Aye for Jimmy, aye for Jimmy


Aye for Jimmy Water."

Frantically throwing himself across the table, Anchorstein croaked:


"Tell 'em no, Jim, tell 'em no.  Tell 'em just where they can go.  God Damn it, say no, Jimmy."

"Give us an aye, give us an aye, and give us an aye for Jimmy, "said Bodwell."

Supervisor Water brightened.  "Aye for Jimmy Water," he said.

"Vote of the chairman?"  said the clerk.

"Aye." Said Bodwell, "Meeting's adjourned.  Mr. Mercer, will you join me please.  The city attorney is waiting in my office.
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CITY HALL BANDIT RETURNS LOOT, CHARGES DROPPED

Supervisor Anchorstein claims 'Fix'

By Charles Brannon

In a startling turn of events, the daring city Hall bandit yesterday gave back the loot he stole, asking the people of San Francisco to forgive him for the crime.


"I didn't realize that the money was for humanitarian purposes," the still unidentified robber told district attorney Hiram Fletcher in a crudely crayoned note.


Fletcher said the robber apparently had read accounts that some of the stolen money had been earmarked for the Mayor's youth program.


With the return of the money, Fletcher dropped all charges connected with the robbery.  "I thought it more important to get the money back than to prosecute a case."


Police Inspector Patrick O'Farrell, however, said the bandit, if apprehended, would still face charges for the shootout with police at the Williard Hotel, April 19.

But as far as the city attorney's office is concerned, Fletcher said, "the City Hall robbery case is closed."


The dramatic return of the money culminated a day of tense negotiations between the anonymous robber and city officials.


After agreeing to grant immunity, Fletcher, guided by the note, found the money in a City Hall trash receptacle.


Civil Service chieftain Thomas Mercer said the $400,000 recovered was the entire amount stolen during the daring break in and robbery April 15.


But Supervisor Melvin Anchorstein, holding a separate press conference after the announcement of the money's recovery said the loss may have been greater.  "We're still missing $100,000," Anchorstein said, "This whole deal stinks."


Reached at his office, Mercer said that he had been under the same impression as Anchorstein originally. "that's why I took so long making my audit," he said, "I wanted to make perfectly sure of my figures."


"The $401,523 returned was the full amount taken," Mercer said, "and I can prove it.  Supervisor (Jay) Bodwell is going to hold a hearing later on."


Bodwell's fire and safety subcommittee was holding hearings on the City Hall break in yesterday when Fletcher made his dramatic announcement.


Although obviously disgruntled by the decision, O'Farrell said the department had "no choice" but to abide by it.  "If the district attorney says no crime took place, than we have to act like no crime took place."


A statement released from the Mayor's office lauded Fletcher for his action.  "This decision serves the best interests of the city," the mayor said, "Very ticklish negotiations (Please turn to back page col 4)
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CONTRACTOR JAILED AFTER WILD CHASE


Theodore Lap, wealthy building contractor, was jailed yesterday after a wild chase down Interstate 5 at speeds in excess of 100 mph.


According to police accounts, Lapp, 59, sped away from pursuing police after becoming involved in a fracas in the Greenwood Bowling Alley, 1505 Van Ness Ave.


After release on $10,000 bail, Lapp, through his attorney Donald Stickbine, said he had been "depressed" since a fire destroyed the Lapp Golden Years Retirement Villa last week.


The chase, which lasted ten minutes and reached speeds in excess of 100 mph, caused minor damage to two other vehicles that were struck allegedly by Lapp's late model Cadillac.


After Lapp entered the freeway, units of the California Highway Patrol were called into the pursuit.

Officer R. Bean of the CHP said he halted Lapp's car by firing one shotgun blast at close range into a rear tire.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                            A CHP spokesman in Sacramento said Bean's action was justified because Lapp's vehicle represented a menace to other drivers.


"The fire had a traumatic effect on me," Lapp said in a prepared statement, "Overcome with concern for my elderly tenants who were homeless, I haven't been acting myself."


Asked about the offers of two rival political incumbents, Third District Supervisor Jay Bodwell and challenger Eugene Garter, to turn over a total of $50,000 in campaign funds to help the homeless seniors, Stickbine said:


"It's a generous offer but I don't think Mr. Lapp can accept it.  He plans to return the money to the two candidates.  After all, this is his responsibility."


Arraignment is set for May 12 before Municipal Judge Harry Felt.

"Does he have twenty-five grand or doesn't he?"  Garter laboriously pushed himself up in the hospital bed and stared peevishly at his assistant.  Two weeks of rest and recuperation had failed to mitigate the candidate's temper or to restore the rubicund color to his greenish cheeks.

"We don't know," said Dartle, as he shifted on the uncomfortable wooden chair provided by the hospital during visiting hours, "He's putting up some house signs along upper Polk and he's having a brochure printed so we know he's got some money."

 
Dartle sighed.  Garter never would forget that it had been Dartle's idea to challenge Bodwell to contribute his campaign money to the dispossessed oldsters.  Who would have guessed that Lapp would, unaccountably, announce he was giving the money back.  Of course, in Garter's case, no money had actually changed hands.  But what about Bodwell?  Did he actually give Lapp $25,000?  That was inconceivable.  But then, how could Lapp, as he claimed, actually have returned Bodwell's $25,000?  That was even more inconceivable, since they were well-known bitter enemies.  And yet, Bodwell was now spending money, money that he claimed was the $25,000 returned to him by Lapp.

A low groan from his employer brought the aide back to attention.  Garter really did look terrible.  It was despicable bad luck for him to be struck down right in the midst of the one campaign in which he was favored to win.  The doctors said he would be out of action at least another week, meaning countless meetings missed, countless hands unshaken, countless opportunities lost.  And meanwhile Bodwell was everywhere. He was handing out cards at supermarkets, taking his posters to the shopkeepers along Polk, visiting all the glittering singles' bars; he had even managed to get invited to a luncheon of the Three Dollar Bills, and been well received, although Dartle didn't dare tell his employer about it.

Garter turned his head to the window and his eyelashes flickered with pain.  It might even be two weeks before he was back in action.  But the doctors said there was nothing to be done about it.  Despite the advances of medical science, food poisoning was a malady that still took it's own course.

Dartle for the thousandth time thanked his stars that he was not under a politician's compunction to eat any food put before him.  One look at those enchiladas had been enough to tell him they were highly suspect.  And the tamale pie had been doubtful as well.  Altogether, from any way you looked at it, the senior citizen's testimonial dinner to Garter had not been a success.  Even the table flowers had looked diseased. 


A high pitched voice from the next bed interrupted Dartle's thoughts.  "Reminds me of the time I had dysentery in Panama.  I was gunnery officer on the old Middleton, running Marines ashore at Colon.  Must have picked up the bug in a little cantina on the waterfront called the Casa de los Marinos.  Clean looking place too.  I'll tell you, though there was no lollygagging in bed in those days; we had to get those jarheads ashore.  And there weren't any heads on those launches either.  Know what I did?  I wore diapers.  Big, fat ones made out of engine room waste,  Really the only thing I could do."

Capt. Horatio Biggs, USN (Ret) sat up in bed and grinned over at his sick room companion, who shuddered and turned away.  Although 72 years old, Capt. Biggs had made a remarkable recovery from his bout of food poisoning, and the doctors were keeping him in the hospital only in consideration of his advanced years.

"But I don't mind being here," Capt. Biggs had told Dartle earlier, "I like this place better that the Langdon Hotel.  Besides, I'm helping Mr. Garter work out his senior citizen's plank."

"Oh, please god, not again," Garter muttered.  He was beginning to feel the deep, painful stirring in his bowels that always preceded the most gruesome attacks.

"Yessir," said Capt. Biggs, "It's admirable the way you're conducting your campaign from your sickbed.  But in my opinion, it's a criminal shame the way the doctors let you lie around here.  Should be up on your feet.  Young men today don't seem to have the recuperative powers of us old fellers.  It's like I used to tell the youngsters aboard ship when they got the mal de mer,  'Shucks,' I'd say, 'You don't have a weak stomach.  You can puke farther that anybody.' Ha, ha.  'Puke it farther than anybody,' I'd say."

"Oh, God," Garter said, "Oh, God, Dartle, call the nurse."  

Dartle reached over and pressed the button hanging from a cord next to the bed.  He could tell from Garter's clammy forehead and writhing stomach that this would be another afternoon lost to the campaign.


Clucking appreciatively to himself, Thomas Mercer slowly clicked the arm of his Viewmaster.  Where in the world did they find the people to pose for those things?  They were so healthy and normal looking and yet…  He'd have to show this one to Bodwell.

As he sat back in his chair with his short legs balanced on an upturned wastebasket, Mercer felt highly satisfied with himself.  That new girl he had hired yesterday for the information desk in the Assessor's Office was the best looking little piece he had seen in a long while.  Mercer chuckled silently.  Old Ellis in Weights and Measures would eat his heart out when he saw her.  And she was perfect for the job.  Meeting the public was an excellent way to learn English.

Although Mercer unquestionably felt contented and at peace with himself, his visitor, it appeared, paddled in a different canoe.

"You honestly believe," said the visitor, "that Lapp is financing Bodwell's campaign?"

"No doubt about it, inspector," Mercer said, lowering the Viewmaster, "There's been reconciliation, but Lapp, because of his prior commitment to Garter, doesn't want to make it public.  So he's financing both their campaigns, and let the better man win."

Inspector O'Farrell stared forlornly at the chubby bureaucrat.  There was nothing like the guarantee of immunity from prosecution to shore up a person's self-confidence.  Next, Mercer would be telling him that on the night of the robbery Bodwell was off riding in a flying saucer.

  
"And so this business of Garter and Bodwell donating their campaign funds to the old people…"

"Merely a front," pronounced Mercer, waving a pudgy hand, "To allow Lapp to put money in Bodwell's campaign."

O'Farrell got to his feet and pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his shabby raincoat.  Here was yet another Bodwell alibi, one that purported to explain where Bodwell's campaign money was coming from.  It was amazing the way people were willing to cover up for the man.

"I hope I've been able to help you," said Mercer, as he placidly put a new spherical slide into his Viewmaster.

"Oh, I'm just working on a theory," said O'Farrell, rather lamely.  His lunch hour was over, and it was time for the inspector to get back to cases that were still on the books.

You must come to my retirement party," Mercer said as O'Farrell left.


Arnold Star-Fitz gazed at the clock on the wall.  It was two fifty-five.  A minute ago it had been two fifty-four.  In five more minutes it would be…


Miss Temple turned from the map of old California on the blackboard.  "Now who can tell me," she said, "why Captain Fremont ignored his orders from Washington and took his troops over the Sierra Range to Sonora.  Perhaps we should call on Mr. Star-Fitz.  He seems to know a great deal about political machinations."

A titter swept through the classroom, and all the students in the sophomore California history class at Commodore Sloat High School turned to look at Star-Fitz.

Star-Fitz tried to shrink into his seat.  He knew from the sudden flush of heat in his ears that his face must be reddening, not, he knew, because of Miss Temple's clumsy sarcasm, but because of the two ghastly green-capped pimples that had sprouted on his lower lip during the night.  He now realized it had been highly unpolitic to tell Mrs. Temple at the last class session that despite her master's degree in political science she still really didn't understand how a bill became a law.  At least not how it happened in California.

"What was the question again?" said Star-Fitz, hoping to prod Miss Temple along to another student.

"I think Mr. Star-Fitz is still dreaming about becoming student body president," said Miss Temple.  The school elections were being held; a football quarterback was running against the president of the debating society; the notion, therefore, of morose, ungainly Star-Fitz contending was sublimely funny, and the class howled with laughter.  Miss Temple passed on to another student.

Star-Fitz kept his face lowered over his open, egregiously inaccurate, history textbook until he felt his composure return.  Anyway, the final bell was only a few minutes away.  He desperately craved a cigar but it would have to wait until he returned Bodwell's call.  Ever since Star-Fitz had been picked up at City Hall by two officers from the county sheriff's juvenile division, Bodwell had been calling the administration office of the high school daily with urgent requests for help.  Star-Fitz could guess the problem today, and inwardly sneered at Bodwell's helplessness in so simple a matter as getting out a mailer to a quarter of a million people.

At first, Star-Fitz had been too shocked by the treachery to respond intelligently to these requests; his feelings had carried him away and he had snapped at Bodwell; after all he was in debt to his mother for cab fares, his bicycle (a Gitane), had been wrecked and now this.

"I'm sorry," Bodwell had said.

"How could you let this happen?"

"I didn't know Mandy was going to call the sheriff on you.  Maybe you should have been nicer to her."

That was true.  Star-Fitz had allowed his dislike for Miss Micklemarsh to color his judgement, preventing him from seeing her for the reckless, desperate shrew she was, capable of striking down her rivals ruthlessly.  A person of mature, collected wisdom would have placated and flattered Mandy until he had her in his power.

Well, thought Star-Fitz, idly turning the pages of the textbook from one ridiculous misstatement of fact to another, the wheel would turn soon enough for Miss Micklemarsh.  Bodwell would quickly be sated, her influence would wane, and the supervisor would realize that sexual gratification was one thing, political ability another.  Besides, the high school didn't exist big enough to keep Star-Fitz in servitude.  They would all hear from Star-Fitz again.  With his pencil he jabbed an arrow into the swelling breast of a posturing Captain Fremont.

The bell rang, and Star-Fitz shut the book and slipped the pencil into his pocket.  His fortunes were at a low-water mark, certainly, but vicissitudes were the normal course in politics.  Winston Churchill was out of power for many years, before the rise of Hitler and the collapse of Europe conspired to improve his luck.  The politician out of power had to bide his time, watch for opportunities, and above all, not let depression over his bad luck tempt him into the weakness of self-pity; adversity must be a time for the building and strengthening of character.

As Star-Fitz headed down the corridor toward the pay phone he winced as he caught a glimpse of his reflection in a window.  He sincerely hoped his mother had not baked any more of those brownies.


The rain beat pitilessly against the dilapidated wooden building where the fugitive lurked.  The gusting wind drove the rain in sheets past the open door, and howled through the chinks in the boards.  The thickening gloom brought out the first lights in the little border town half a mile away.  And every few minutes the fugitive could hear the laboring engine of a pickup truck passing on the narrow road nearby, as some mestizo farmer brought up his load of produce for the opening in the mercado in the morning.

Jennifer Bodwell wrapped herself more tightly in her serape and leaned back against the rough boards.  A large drop of water from the rafted darkness above her splashed on her neck and trickled down her back.  She breathed in the cold night air; she was cold, she was wet, she was a fugitive hiding out in a ramshackle deserted house on the outskirts of a Mexican border town.  Jennifer shivered with delight.

The sound of footsteps outside brought her to instant attention.  Quietly as she slipped to the open door she drew her deadly Browning automatic from her sash and thumbed off the safety.  She could see a dark figure standing twenty paces away in the middle of the junk-strewn yard.

"Ah-oooooo," came a voice.  It was the signal.

"Ah-oooooo," said Jennifer.

The figure moved forward and Wolf, wearing a striped serape and a dripping sombrero, materialized at the door.  He had been out reconnoitering the little farming town for a chicken.  From his smile, and from the bulge under his serape she knew he had met with success, and that was good, for she had hunger.

"Had luck," said Wolf, "Poultry."

"You have done well," said Jennifer.

"Luck was with me," said Wolf, "I had luck."

"I thought I'd asked for crispy-fried," Jennifer said.

"We're fugitives now," said Wolf, putting some butter and honey on his biscuit, "Live off the land.  Blend in with the population.  Fortunately, speak fluent Spanish.  Guy at KFC took me for a native.  Even so, travel by night.  Make contact with the Zapatistas.  Only passport is this," Wolf patted the money belt under his white mestizo shirt that contained $50,000… "and this…" Wolf gripped the handle of his enormous revolver "Viva the revolucion."

Sighing, Jennifer laid her head against Wolf's shoulder, while the master of disguise stroked his Pancho Villa mustache, unaware that some of the dye in it had begun to trickle down his chin.  Outside, the wind howled and the rain blew in the door.  A stormy night, when all the good burghers were by their cheerful firesides or tucked in their beds, when only the fugitive and the outlaw roamed free.

"El noche esta nosotros," said Wolf.


Darling, (read the note) P. has been beastly beyond words about the divorce.  Living has become torture, since my king has left his yearning concubine, who longs for that touch that has the power to kindle feelings in her she thought long dead.  Tonight, my love, I beg you, one more hour of rapture!!!  I'll await my king at 7 across from the McDonald's on Market St. 

Your slave…


That ridiculous Mrs. Patrick again.  Bodwell had crumpled the note inside its envelope and stuffed it in his side pocket.  These rapturous notes from the love slave were in stark contrast to the stiff business-like letter he had received from Ed Patrick, the influential banker and no-longer-deceived husband.

Dear Supervisor Bodwell,

I am having my wife watched 24 hours a day by a detective.  Should you have the bad sense to see her again, I will retaliate instantly with measures best left to your imagination...


Since that time, Bodwell had seen a burly, heavy browed man in the hallways who glowered at Bodwell significantly.  Consequently, the supervisor's interest in Mrs. Patrick had evaporated like gasoline on hot pavement.

Now Bodwell sat in the board chamber with fingers of his left hand pressed against his clear, alabaster temple.  Mrs. Valentine Rhinegarten, vice president of the Taxpayer's Protective League, had the floor, and it was obvious to the half dozen spectators in the audience that the supervisor was deeply absorbed in her remarks on the criminal exactions being pressed on the middle-income homeowner by a relentless city government. 

And, in fact, Bodwell did have one ear sub-consciously tuned to the proceedings. Ever since Mandy had turned in Star-Fitz to the school authorities, he had been forced to keep his mind somewhere near the threshold of consciousness during board meetings.  His new aide had not acquired the knack (and undoubtedly never would) of condensing issues into a thin stack of three by five cards. 

           Like a broaching whale, Bodwell's mind surfaced for a moment.  Yes, Mrs. Rhinegarten was good for another five minutes at least, before the old troll at the podium, Supervisor Dardenelle, finally would cut her off.  Bodwell sank back into the depths of his own thoughts.

It was hard to believe that $25,000 could go so quickly.  He had never expected the printing of a modest brochure to cost so much, and although he hated to admit it, Bodwell suspected Star-Fitz had been right about the rapaciousness of the printer.  And now the mail house refused to distribute the brochure without a twenty-five percent deposit.  Well, Star-Fitz would just have to use his lunch period or his recess to be a little more helpful.

Ruefully, Bodwell glanced down at the next calendar item.  What in the world did all that gobbledygook mean anyway?  Why couldn't the city clerk just say what the item was about in plain English? Bodwell shifted in his seat slightly and nodded his head several times.  He knew he was being peevish.  

From the inflection of her voice, Mrs. Rhinegarten obviously was making some telling points.  He used the opportunity to jot a few notes, because his finances, as usual, were in a sorry state, and needed some juggling.  In the first place, getting his Mercedes back from the leasing agent had cost a pretty penny, $415 to be exact.  His gas, electricity and telephone had been another $400 or so.  And now Star-Fitz seemed to be under the impression that Bodwell should lay out $120 for a new Gitane.     


But the real expense, of course, was Mandy Micklemarsh.  Bodwell couldn't repress the urge to crack his knuckles in irritation.  She wanted to dine out every night, and the tab never came to less than $50 dollars.  And clothing!  Bodwell had spent $1500 in the last two weeks on her wardrobe alone.  Her own $25,000, of course, she never touched.

Taken altogether, it had been a mistake for him to move in with her "for a few days," so they could console each other when they discovered Wolf had run off with Mrs. Bodwell.  Now every time he tried to leave she threatened "to tell everything to O'Farrell." This evening for certain, at dinner (she wanted to try a new restaurant on Broadway), he would have it out with her once and for all.  Bodwell would not be blackmailed.

Bodwell was interrupted in his thoughts by the appearance of his new aide, Mary Sheen, dressed in a conservative wool dress, her short dirty blonde hair pulled back behind her ears.  In her working attire, she looked very young and prim, the picture of a serious college girl working in a politician's office.  But her shapely legs sheathed in stocking gave Bodwell the customary sharp pang of lust.

"You told me to remind you about this next item," Mary whispered in his ear, and her warm breath made him all the more thankful he had his lunch-hour free.  They would lock his office door and draw the curtains, and…

"Also," Mary said, "Miss Micklemarsh dropped by to say she was going to take you to lunch."  There was no disguising the disappointment in Mary's voice, and it was mirrored perfectly in Bodwell's own heart.  Mandy, of course, had become hysterical when he first broke the news to her about Mary becoming his new aide, and it had taken him hours to convince her that his sexual liaison with the student was over.

"Any other good news," said Bodwell.

"Yes," said Mary, lowering her voice even further, "Inspector O'Farrell called this morning.  He said he found out that I wasn't with you the night of the robbery."

Bodwell shrugged.  "The case is closed," he said.

"I know that," she whispered, "but he said to let you know he's still keeping and eye on you, informally."

"By the way," said Bodwell, "where were you that night?"

Mary lowered her head.  Her cheeks, Bodwell noted, had turned a light crimson.  "At the Sleepy Bear Motel," she said, "with Professor Racker."

Bodwell considered this information carefully.  Mary Sheen and Dean Racker at the Sleepy Bear Motel.  With luck, he decided, this could provide just the shot in the arm his finances needed.  He would have to find time now to visit Racker at the college.  With panache and daring, Bodwell might just be able to use this information to extort his teaching post back.  His line should be, give my position back, with a raise, or Miss Sheen confronts the trustees.

For the first time this morning, Bodwell felt pleased with himself.

"Don't forget about the next item, Mary said, before returning to the office.

The clerk was reading the item. "Request from the city health department to close and padlock a restaurant operating at 1555 Mission Street operating under the fictitious business name of El Rosario Mexican-American Restaurant, Section 13075 of the Health and Sanitation code." 

"Pleasure of the board," said Mrs. Dardenelle.

"Move to pass." 


"Second."

"Supervisor Bodwell?"

"Madame chairman, fellow boardmembers, I believe we may be acting with undue haste in this matter.  I certainly hold no brief for this particular restaurant, but it has come to my attention recently that some of the provisions of the health code may discriminate against small, particularly minority, businesses.  In my opinion, rather than blindly rubberstamp the opinions of the health department, it is up to this board to examine carefully how these recommendations come to be made.  Is it strictly sanitation at question here, or is there a racial component as well?  I move, therefore, Madame chairman, that this matter be re-referred to committee until the whole question…"

Item 23, the clerk wrote in his steno tablet, re El Rosario Restaurant, re-referred to committee at request of Supervisor Bodwell.

Afterwards, Mrs. Dardenelle called a fifteen-minute recess while the architects from Lapp Industries prepared a slide show on the proposed high security downtown complex to be called Guardian Estates.

Bodwell, ostensibly on his way to the supervisors' washroom, slipped out the side door, darted across the hall into an elevator.  A second later he got off on the fourth floor, dashed around the corner and climbed another level to the storage area under the dome.  He tapped three times on an unmarked wooden door.

The door opened a foot and Bodwell squeezed inside.  The walls of the room were lined with boxes of paper towels, seat liners and toilet tissue. 

   At the end of the room an Army cot had been set up.  Bodwell closed the door and locked it.

"Hi, supervisor," said Sally the mail girl.

She was wearing her Mickey Mouse tee shirt, and both of Mickey's ears had the sharp imprint of a nipple in the lobe.  Smiling, Bodwell lifted Sally's arms and gently began to tug upward on the shirt.

"Do we have time for this?" said Sally, "I thought you had to check out the Lapp Industries presentation."

"Oh, plenty of time," said Bodwell, "We have time for a slide show of our own."

Mr. And Mrs. Amos Tudbury had spent the entire morning in City Hall trying to get some sense out of the people in the Assessor's Office.  It was an outrage that the assessed valuation of the Tudbury's two-bedroom bungalow in the outer Sunset should jump 40 percent in a year.  Worse, nobody seemed able to explain it.

"Mr. Hanson isn't in, and we don't expect him," said a brusque secretary,  "Try the information desk."  But the saucy, impertinent young baggage at the counter couldn't even speak English.

Mr. Tudbury, still seething with indignation at the clerk's insolence, stopped at the newsstand in the vestibule to buy an Examiner.

"This is just the kind of thing that makes my blood boil," he said to Mrs. Tudbury as they descended the steps together outside City Hall.  He pointed to an article entitled:

THIRD DISTRICT CAMPAIGN HEATS UP

Is the battle for reform supervisor Jay Bodwell's third district seat shaping up as a contest between a wine 'em ,dine 'em, womanizer, and a gay rights advocate?

Incumbent Bodwell, who admits to downing three bottles of champagne a day and squiring a cortege of girlfriends, is battling for his political life against a burly building contractor who sports mascara and has become an honorary member of the Three Dollar Bills, the city's leading homophile organization.

 Political insiders claim Bodwell's wine 'em, dine 'em image is a calculated effort to pick up the young single vote in his district, while his opponent, Eugene Garter, 58, goes all out for the estimated 35,000 members of the gay community within the district boundaries.

Garter's success at wooing the gay community was marked last week when he received honorary membership in the Three-Dollar Bills.  Garter, married, with three children, frequently wears eye liner and rouge when he addresses gay groups in the Polk Gulch area…" 

        "It makes my blood boil," repeated Mr. Tudbury, "A booze-guzzling, skirt-chaser versus a …a sissy.  That's the kind of people we have in government today.  No wonder the city's a mess."

        As Tudbury addressed these comments to his wife, he was approached by a short, smiling man with a pencil in his hand.

"My name's Jimmy Water, you want a pencil?"

"Oh," said Mrs. Tudbury, "You're the supervisor, aren't you."

"You betcha," said Jimmy.

 "I'd just like to say that city government is in a shambles," Mr. Tudbury said.

"You betcha," said Jimmy, "You want a pencil?"

Mr. and Mrs. Tudbury continued down the steps.

"A free pencil," Mr. Tudbury said in wonderment, turning it between his fingers 

"He was the only one who was nice to us all day," said Mrs. Tudbury.

"We need more like him," said Tudbury.

Jimmy Water, smiling, squinted up at the City Hall dome in the harsh sunlight.  He would give out three more pencils and then have a tuna sandwich for lunch.
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