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One

My arms were loaded with groceries Sunday evening when I got back to my apartment. The two men inside wore comic masks, one a gorilla, the other a rube. The gorilla showed me the gun in his hand, and I knew right away it was too early for Halloween. The third man was behind the door. I never got the chance to see what he was wearing, but he was carrying something heavy. My head got in the way of its downward arc.

The room was going up and down when I opened my eyes. Then it shifted to a side-to-side shimmy and I noticed something else that was odd about it. There were pictures on the wall. Paintings. It wasn’t my room. Seagulls screeched over my head and there was the smell of the sea. I blinked and saw a few people. They were going up and down, too, along with the room, and I wondered what I was doing on a boat.

I was sitting braced on a chair, my arms behind me, wrists lashed tightly together. The gorilla man was blocking out my left side. The rube was on the right. A strong light flashed out of the darkness, hung on my sweating face, and I heard a man talking. “Gonzaga,” he said. “I want Gonzaga.”

The only Gonzaga I know is three inches or so over seven feet, comes in at close to three hundred pounds, and has been chronicled in the NBA record books as perhaps the greatest scoring machine basketball has ever known. Although he has been a part-time friend of mine for a lot of years, Gonzaga is his own man, and always has been. I couldn’t give him to this man in the shadows even if I wanted to.

I tried explaining this in my usual witty fashion. The talking man stopped and the gorilla man belted me backhand across the chops. The rube held his position but the floor creaked under his feet and I knew he was lining himself up for the next cheap shot. I spit my blood across his shoes and he moved back a step.

“Hit me now so I can remember you,” I told him. “If you want Gonzaga, I know you’re not going to kill me. Maybe next time my hands won’t be tied.”

He let the air out of his lungs slowly and I waited for the jolt. The light went out suddenly and I heard the man’s voice from across the shadowy room. “No, Lloyd.” The rube sucked in air again. It took a little while to get to the top of his chest.

The man was speaking again. His voice was low and throaty. He had to have a short thick neck or he smoked and boozed a lot. The words came out blurry and singsong in an Eastern cadence. He needed diction lessons, but I had bigger problems.

“Listen to it all, Roper. I want Gonzaga not to play in the play-off series. You got that? It will be up to you to talk him out of it. If he plays, he’s dead. If he plays, you’re dead too.”

“You’re out of your head,” I told him. “Why would Gonzaga listen to me? He’s been in the game a long time. He’s been approached by plenty of tinhorn gamblers before — ”

It was as far as I got. They must have had their own signals. I sensed the quick movement behind me too late. I’d forgotten the third man again. His hand jerked my head back and something that could have been a heavy fist or a sixteen-pound-weight hit me behind the ear.

I didn’t get his name. All I got was a headache. When I woke up I was back in my own room. It was going up and down and spinning just like the other one. But it was home and I felt a little better about it. My hands weren’t tied together any more and I crawled toward the bag of groceries on the floor. I remembered bringing home some booze on my shopping trip, and how careful I was not to drop any bottles when the hoods with their funny faces braced me.





Two

Along with his other NBA records, Gonzaga was credited with the most assists by a center. His team play suffered over the telephone.

“Sorry I can’t help you, Roper.”

“Maybe you weren’t listening. The man said if you played, you were dead.”

“I’ve heard it before. You realize if we take the Knicks, that championship will be worth about twenty grand a man when we cut it up? That can buy a lot of bourbon.”

“You’ll be stiff a lot quicker the man’s way.”

“Thanks for the call,” he said, chuckling. “You want a seat for the opening game tomorrow night?”

“If you’re playing, yes.”

“In your name at the box office. I figure we ought to take them in five games. What do you think?”

“Isn’t that what you said last year?”

He laughed. “Last year nobody held a gun on my head. Maybe I’ll shoot better.”

I didn’t get waspish about it. There was an outside chance the mystery man on the boat was bluffing. Knocking off a superstar like Jo-Jo Gonzaga wouldn’t be that easy. Although he was a very private man, there was always the coterie surrounding him. There aren’t too many seven-footers around with a two-million-dollar bachelor lean-to in the Santa Monica hills of Brentwood. Along with his legitimate admirers, there was always a swarm of leggy twiggies after him, a formidable ring not easily muscled away.

Apart from the lingering headache, all I had going for me on the line was a shadowy figure with a fortune-cookie background who used boats for his business meetings. Two hoods who liked to wear party masks. A third who was up there with the best in skull-bashing from behind. A hood named Lloyd.

I used up one of the twenty-four hours I had, laying it all out for my friend at Homicide, Detective-Lieutenant Camino. Camino isn’t a Johnny-come-lately pig. He’s been at it for nearly enough time to shove it all for a pension.

His hands weren’t any bigger than a pair of coconuts, but he rubbed them together without drawing sparks. “Christ, it’s cold this morning. Man on a boat, you say, with a funny way of talking. You didn’t get any kind of look at him?”

I shook the old head. Nothing rattled or fell off. “I saw a man wearing a gorilla mask. About six-two, around two hundred. A shade less for Lloyd the rube. I wish I knew what the odd man behind looked like.” I touched the back of my head. It still hurt. “He must be a big guy. Hits pretty hard.”

Camino nodded unsympathetically. “Could be your skull is a lot softer than it used to be. You’ve been catching a lot lately. What happened to all that karate?”

“Some hoods don’t play fair. They don’t give me a chance to use it.”

Camino broke open a pack of chewing gum. He smokes in between the sticks he chews to break one habit or the other. “It’s at least fifteen minutes from your apartment in Santa Monica to the nearest marina docking area. I don’t like your being knocked out for that long.”

“I don’t like it either,” I said. The long kayo had puzzled me too.

“Then you get another rap from behind on the boat and you don’t wake up until you’re back in your apartment. You don’t wake up in the car either trip.”

“I told you,” I whined. “That guy hit hard.”

“Maybe you ought to have your head examined,” Camino said.

“It’s my job,” I said. “Nobody forced me to become a private dick.”

Camino smiled thinly. “That’s not what I meant. Take your coat off.”

“You want to fight me? Here in the squad room?”

He shook his head. “I don’t fight any more. I don’t have the energy. Take off your coat.”

I shrugged and took off my coat.

Camino took the coat and dumped it in a chair. His chin jutted an extra inch. “Now the shirt.”

I stared. “You’re supposed to be a happily married man. When did you become mad about my body?”

Camino extended his hand. “The shirt.”

I got up and gave him the shirt off my back. I looked down at my exposed torso, wondering if I had put on some flab Camino had somehow detected. I half turned, flexing both arms. “Just tell me the pose you want. I can send you pictures.”

Camino snorted and got off his keester and walked around the desk. His eyes intently scanned my skin.

I made my eyes open wider. “Don’t touch me or I’ll call a cop,” I said in a girlish treble.

Camino’s finger jabbed my right arm. “This red spot. How long have you had it?”

I lifted my arm and tried to see the little red spot. “I didn’t know I had a little red spot.”

“You got one now.”

“Measles?”

Camino smiled mirthlessly. “You didn’t feel anything after you were slugged?”

“What’s to feel?” I said. “You get slugged, the lights go out and you fall down.”

Camino nodded. “Smart. That’s why you never felt the needle.”

My eyes widened on their own. “Needle?”

Camino turned back to his desk, bent over his phone and spun the dial. “Doc, Camino here. Can you come in?”

He dropped the phone back on its cradle, leaned against his desk and folded his arms. I was still trying to twist my arm and head past their limits when the door opened and Doc Shipman walked in.

“You remember Roper,” Camino said.

“I’ve heard the name,” Shipman said. He looked me over. “Is that his body?”

Camino took the wad of gum out of his mouth and inserted a cigarette. “Look at that red spot behind his right arm, Doc.”

I lifted the arm and Shipman took a closer look. “It looks red,” he said cautiously.

“We’d like a medical opinion,” Camino said.

Doc Shipman cleared his throat. “For a red spot, he’s supposed to consult his own physician. I work for the department.”

“That’s what I thought,” Camino said. “Do some work for the department and tell us about that red spot Roper has.”

Shipman took another look and stepped back. “So he’s on the needle. I told Roper long ago booze wasn’t good for him.”

I looked at Shipman. Doc wasn’t kidding. I looked at Camino. “What the hell is going on here?”

Camino ignored my question and laid it all out for the police medic. “Roper was slugged twice and went out cold for at least fifteen minutes each time. He claims he never felt any needle.”

Doc nodded. “That’s not surprising. He was unconscious each time when they slipped it into him.”

“Slipped what into me?” I said, trying to keep up with the learned discussion.

“Did you smell anything when you woke up the first time?” Doc asked.

“Sea smells. I was on a boat.”

“How about the second time — when you woke up in your own apartment?”

I tried to remember. “I think I still had it. Maybe I was on the boat longer than I thought.”

Doc Shipman opened his black leather bag. He fumbled around inside and came up with a narrow colorless vial of liquid. He unscrewed the top and held it close to my nose. “Tell me what you smell?”

My nose wrinkled. “I smell a dastardly plot,” I said and started getting dressed again. “What is that stuff?”

“One of the newer barbiturates I can’t pronounce. But it does the job fast without side effects.’’

I slipped my coat on. “They were being careful. They wanted to be very sure I couldn’t identify the area where their boat was tied up.”

Doc Shipman grunted. His experienced fingers were deftly probing the back of my head. I winced only twice.

“With that quick-acting drug, they didn’t have to slug you at all. Curious,” he said.

“Very,” I admitted. “Perhaps they’ve been seeing too many gangster movies.”

Camino tossed his butt unerringly into the can in the corner. “That reminds me. If you ever catch up to that fellow Lloyd, don’t kill him. I want a chance to talk to him.”

I rubbed my upper arm. Now that I knew I’d been jabbed with a needle, it was beginning to hurt some. “I’ll try not to. Gonzaga’s going to play. What are you going to do about him?”

“We’ll put a couple of men on him and see that he doesn’t get hurt.”

“Thanks,” I said and started out.

“You’re forgetting something,” Camino said, and I stopped. “I thought the man told you if Gonzaga plays, you get killed too.”

I snapped my fingers. “I forgot.”





Three

I spun my wheels to the west-side marina. There were a lot of boats in the water. I eliminated all the little ones and tried to concentrate on the bigger jobs. There were too many of them; it was an affluent society. People were buying boats the way they used to buy hammocks. They were lapping them up for fifty to a hundred gees. Some used them instead of houses or apartments. The man I was looking for made it work as an office.

I tried to relax, home in on it the way the bats and birds do. It brought me to a dead end on Fiji Way. Dogs and cats had that special sense too. They could be blindfolded and make their way back over a thousand miles. I knew I wasn’t a dog or cat, but I tried, anyway. It brought me to a liquor store in the middle of the marina. I had the wrong kind of radar working.

There were new restaurants and bars thrown up every few hundred yards. My abductors could have been drinking men; I tried the bars and looked around. I saw a lot of cute-looking dolls in long black stockings pushing their luck with trays.

I stopped one showing all the available assets. Her big green eyes widened and fastened greedily on the bill I waved. She came to a complete curving stop.

“Fellow named Lloyd. Come in here much?”

Her long hair flounced as her head wagged negative. “What does he look like?”

“About my size.”

She took her time looking it over. “What does he do?”

“He hits people.”

She backed up a step. Her low-cut blouse wasn’t trying too hard to contain its secrets. “I don’t know anybody like that, mister.”

I dropped the bill on her tray. “Sometimes he travels with a friend.”

She smiled, her eyes on the bill. “Thank you, sir. What does his friend look like?”

“Last time it was a gorilla.”

The bar girls are used to all the Los Angeles nuts, but this one had a De Mille background. Her red lips opened but she didn’t kiss me or scream for the paddy wagon. “No gorillas come in here, sir.”

“Sometimes Lloyd and the gorilla team up with a third man.”

“What’s he like?” she asked patiently.

I sighed and fished another bill out for her interest. “I don’t know yet.”

“Anything else, mister?”

“One other man. Talks funny. Slurs his letters.”

She sniffed. “I thought all men talked that way in bars after a few drinks.”

“This one might be Hawaiian. Maybe Chinese.”

“What’s your friend’s name?”

I let go of the bill. “I wish I knew.”

She picked up the money. “I like the way you ask questions, mister. Drop in again sometime.” She started away and stopped. “I could ask around. But you don’t know enough names.”

“I don’t even know yours.”

“Bunny. What’s yours?”

I told her. “Give me a buzz any time you think those boys are in here.”

“If it’s the gorilla, he’ll have to wear a tie.”

I drifted to the other marina bars. No gorillas, rubes or singsong Orientals. The play-off opener at the Forum in Inglewood was due to start in a few hours. I was out of time.

Gonzaga’s butler, Little Freddy, answered the phone. The big man had already left for the sports palace. I asked how Gonzaga felt.

“Cheery, man. Way up. We’re gonna whomp those Knickers.”

I patted the worry lines off my face, tied on my gun, and drove down to see the basketball game. There wasn’t any way to guess which of us would be killed first.

The big mile-square parking lot was nearly filled when I gave the attendant my buck and parked the heap. The Lakers were saddled with a lot of disillusioned fans who had seen the home team blow it all every chance they had before. They were arriving early this night of the opener in order not to lose the opportunity of razzing that their seats provided, avid to show their scorn and root for the opposition instead. Angelenos were funny in many ways. Taunting their own representatives in the big intercity finale was merely another way.

I didn’t see Camino around or any of his men. There was the usual sprinkling of cops, as at every sporting event, and the Forum had its own security detail. Normally, that would have been good enough for me, but this night I wanted tighter control, a little special extra-added effort.

A lanky red-headed man wearing the rumpled blue of the sports arena’s security detail braced me with a thin ramrod arm. “Looking for somebody?”

I knew him as Tom Power, a former sharpshooting guard for the Lakers. Bad knees had forced him out of the line-up. He had bounced around the league, the knees didn’t get better, and suddenly his playing days were over. He couldn’t hack it coaching. He tried selling insurance, but that wasn’t any go either, and he hit the skids.

It had been Power’s bad luck along with a lot of others to have been good before the new breed of smart sports agents came in. They haggled better deals with management and started the glamorous trend of superstars and their stratospheric salaries. The flashy shooters like Chamberlain, Jabbar and Gonzaga became instant millionaires.

Power listened to what I had to tell him and looked down at me impassively from his six-four shelf of bushy red eyebrows. “Okay, Roper. I’ll see to it nobody gets close to Gonzaga tonight. What gives?”

“A man doesn’t want him to play.”

He whistled a short note and straightened up. “Like that, huh?”

“We’ve got some fuzz planted in the crowd. Considering what Gonzaga’s done for you, I figured you might do a better job.”

Along with some of the things Gonzaga had done, was getting Power his job on the Forum security detail. When he learned the former Laker was on lean pickings, he got on the horn and persuaded the front office it needed another man watching over their palace grounds. While the job didn’t pay enough to turn the taciturn redhead into a freewheeling big spender, it kept his family off welfare, paid his bills, and allowed him to stay pretty close to the game he loved. It also took him off the bar stools and boozing himself up to that big court in the sky where all the rim shots go in.

“I don’t know if the hit is set for tonight or the next one,” I said. I had learned my lesson with the bar bunny and didn’t go into describing the faceless would-be killers. “Just keep your eyes open and watch the crowd, Tom.”

Power patted the  .38 on his hip. “Don’t worry, Roper. I’ll look after Jo-Jo all the way. I owe him plenty. Not only for the job here, but a lot you don’t know about.”

“Luck.”

He waved nonchalantly, and I watched him walk away, carefully nursing the stride on his gimpy legs. Once he stopped, looking intently as a big black Continental swung into its parking space. A lovely broad stepped out, hiking down her short skirt an inch. She stared Power down, and he backed off, turned and sauntered toward the main entrance. I cursed him silently, hoping he would get his mind off the broads this night and stay on the track where I’d placed him.

I picked up my ticket at the box office. It was a good seat favoring the action, but I was afraid I’d get locked in watching the game and kept moving around. I didn’t see any people wearing party masks, and the only funny faces they wore happened to be their own. The din was terrific and I couldn’t single out any Oriental cheering for the opposition.

It was a tight game, but Gonzaga finally broke it open for the Lakers late in the third quarter. The Knicks held a 75–71 advantage with 2:29 left when Gonzaga put away three straight free throws and a lay-up, then converted a three-point play that put the Lakers in front to stay at 83–76. He scored thirty points and grabbed twenty-four rebounds, whirled in his hooks from twelve- to fifteen-foot range and he wasn’t partial to any spot on the floor. He made eight of his first ten shots and had fifteen points at halftime. For a man expecting a bullet in his back, it wasn’t a bad night’s work.

There was the usual cordon of cops around the Lakers when they left, to protect them from their loyal fans, and although well covered from all sides, Gonzaga towered so over everybody, it would have taken a palsied marksman to miss that much of him. I reminded myself that tonight was supposed to be share-and-share-alike, and got in my car with my heater on my lap. Nobody tailed me or cut me off suddenly and I didn’t have to play any games on the way home.

The phone rang at intervals throughout the night, and when I finally picked it up I had the tape hook-up ready.

“Hello. You Roper?”

The l’s and r’s made it on their own. I wondered why I had tagged him as an Oriental. I watched the little tapes spin silently and told him yes, I was Roper. “How did you like the game?” I asked.

“Smart guy. We let this one go. We see how smart you feel tomorrow.”

“How about Gonzaga? Is he going to feel smart too?”

My friend with the strange cadence chuckled softly. “Gonzaga bigger fool than you. He not gonna feel anything, because he gonna be pretty quick dead.”

There was a click and the phone went dead in my hand. I spun back the tape and listened to it again. I didn’t have a record of our first conversation, but something had changed. He was laying on the patois this time, mangling the language like a refugee from a rickshaw. I wondered about it and fell asleep.





Four

It wasn’t any wilder than a trip to another planet. The architect had parlayed a simple circle into a towering ring-shaped surrealistic dream he got out of Babel. For a cool two million, it guaranteed the owner wouldn’t bump his head any place. The fifteen-foot sculptured bronze door was as lovingly designed as the Gate of Ishtar. It could hold three hundred people without them rubbing elbows. The chimney was a fifty-foot white-stone tower, the master bathroom was lined with gold tile, the bathtub a huge sunken mosaic pool. The guest room was wall-to-wall crimson plush lined with custom-built sofas covered in llama skin surrounding a huge circular bed. It had psychedelic lighting, gold-edged mirrors, and you had to remove your shoes to enter it.

Gonzaga’s bedroom occupied the upper floor. It had sides of angled mirrors, more psychedelic lighting, the circular bed could have contained a harem, and the man in it, while doing without one for the moment, appeared to be considering the prospect.

“It’s cozy,” I said. “I hope you can keep playing so you can afford to pay the taxes.”

Gonzaga laughed. “It’s worth every nickel. Watch!” His hand flicked a button on an electronic panel. The tiled ceiling over the huge bed rolled back silently, revealing the sky. “The air is great up here. Take a whiff.”

“Around my neighborhood, it’s free.”

Gonzaga wrinkled his nose disdainfully. “Don’t be plebian, man. How about a drink?”

He touched another button on the control panel. A portable bar against the far wall started to move. “Hurry it up there!” Gonzaga roared, hitting another button. The bar didn’t argue and zipped up to us, clinking gently. It was a dipso’s dream, loaded with bottles of every drink known to man.

Gonzaga watched me pour some of his good stuff. “What’s under your arm — a present?”

“You might call it that. If you don’t play tonight.”

Gonzaga slid his bare feet into a set of white mink slippers. They couldn’t have set him back more than a month’s pay. He lifted his huge powerful arms, yawning as he stretched. “Isn’t it too early to be serious, man?”

“Not if you like presents. This sounds like a good one.”

“Sounds like?” He pulled the tape out of the box. “I hope it’s none of that happy-birthday jazz.”

I let more of his smooth Scotch roll down. “Press one of your magic buttons and play it. Maybe with luck you might live to see your next birthday.”

He frowned and his swarthy face was menacing and ugly. “Shit, man, you’re not kidding, are you?”

“Play it, Sam,” I said. “It’s our song.”

He flipped open a cabinet and played the tape. He listened quietly, shut it off and spun it back. He lifted it off and held it in thick fingers, moody-eyed and angry. “I didn’t know you were in it with me. Sorry.”

I shrugged. “Point one — do you know the voice?”

Gonzaga shook his head. “A Chinese hood. Threatening me?” His voice thundered incredulity. His fingers tightened on the spool.

I held out my hand. “Don’t rip it. Maybe I can trace the voice. Camino may know somebody.”

Gonzaga sniffed. “Yeah, man. That’ll do us both good. Well, I heard it all before and now I’m hearing it one more time. We gotta win. I’m goin’ all out tonight. You know that. We’re gonna sink those Knicks, and we won’t need all seven games to do it. You hear me?”

The sound of baying outside brought me to the window. Gonzaga’s finger tapped the pane. “I got these two Great Danes. Anybody comes here looking for me gonna get a nice reception.”

“Swell,” I said. “There were four of them, by the way. The man on the tape. The three hoods who tapped me out and brought me out to see him on his boat.”

Gonzaga snickered. “Boat? This cat’s got a boat? He does his business on a boat?” His big brown eyes rolled to the corners of his big spread. “What kind of boat?”

“Maybe it was a yacht,” I said. “I wasn’t awake long enough to notice the details.”

“Tough,” Gonzaga said. He was silent a moment, then pointed down again toward the dogs. “You can stay here if you want.” He waved his arms expansively. “Plenty of room. Plenty of booze. Plenty of broads.”

“It doesn’t have to be here, Jo-Jo. It doesn’t have to be at the Forum either. If they’re on the level, it can be any place.”

Gonzaga grinned, showing a lot of ivory. “Well, screw ‘em. That’s what I say.”

“That’s what I say, too.” I set my glass down. “Make some of those free throws tonight. You might need them.”

“Shit, man. I’m gonna make ‘em all.”

He reached out and pressed a magic button. The overhead tile slid over and blotted out the sky.

Little Freddy let me out the big front door. “You watch us tonight,” he crowed. “We gonna really blitz them Knicks. Ain’t that what the big fellow said?”

“That’s about what he said,” I said.

Gonzaga’s Big Danes looked curiously at me from their pen as I walked out. It was good to know they figured I was a friend.

Camino had a real-life murder on his hands and couldn’t give me much time with the tape. “Leave it,” he barked, “and I’ll get a few people to listen to it. I got no time to play guessing games now. When they knock you off, I’ll give you the same preference.”

“When they knock me off, I won’t need any favors.”

“Say, that’s right. Then watch yourself and do me a favor and get the hell out of here. Make it tomorrow, if you’re still living.”

“I’ll try to remember that.”

I cruised around and discovered nothing. I couldn’t find the boat in the marina and the harbor master wasn’t in his office. Nobody knew of any Oriental boat owners.

I burned a lot more rubber around the marina and my throat on an assortment of bad bar booze. It was getting late when I figured the hell with it and headed down the pike for the Forum in Inglewood.

I looked around for Tom Power and couldn’t find him. I ordered a good dinner in the house restaurant but my mind wasn’t on it. The drinks were better here and I lingered over the last of them and then made myself get up and walk around.

Power tapped me from behind. He paled and backed up frightened when he realized what he’d done. My gun was up and an inch away from his belly.

“Sorry,” I said. “Maybe you better find another way to say hello.”

His pale face flushed as he followed my eyes down to the gun at his hip. He knew suddenly the feelings of a rotten security guard. “Christ!” He licked his lips. “I — I didn’t mean anything.”

“All right. Same instructions as last night. Keep your eyes open.”

A whining note came into his voice. “For what? What the hell am I looking for? How the hell do you know who’s planning to kill somebody?” He patted perspiration from his face with a soggy rumpled handkerchief. “This is your racket, you know. I’m a basketball player. Don’t let the uniform fool you.”

I smiled. “It won’t. They may come in one car. Four men.”

The Adam’s apple bobbed and seemed stuck in his throat. “F-four?”

“Three big guys.”

“Oh, yeah? What’s the other one like?”

“I don’t know. But he’s got a kind of singsong voice. Maybe Chinese.”

“That’s all you got on them?”

“That’s it. You don’t have to take them on yourself. If you spot them, let me know. Or tell it to some of the fuzz. They’re in on the picture.”

Power put his thumb on his middle finger and showed me the circle. “?-okay. Gotcha, pal.”

I watched his long lanky form drift away until he was lost in the crowd of incoming fans. I checked my rose-colored seat before taking it. There weren’t any bombs underneath. The organist began working on the anthem and the crowd got to its feet. There were seventeen thousand fans here for the second game of the play-off. Power was right. You couldn’t guess the killer just looking at them.

Gonzaga took the jeers he was accustomed to along with scattered applause at the intros. He stood up straight, with his fists jammed on his hips, smiling. His eyes had a devilish glint. A light sweat glistened on his swarthy giant frame. He stood reflecting awesome power bigger and stronger than all the other big men around him.

He didn’t waste any time when the game started, hustling down the court, blocking out the shots and grabbing all the rebounds off the boards. He handed off and when nobody was available turned and floated in his own little finger rolls and hook shots. On defense, his physical presence jarred and deflected the Knick attack. His steamshovel hands blocked everything in sight. Again he was in double figures at the half.

The Knicks challenged again in the third quarter, Lucas looping in high twenty-five-foot shots over Gonzaga’s head. But the Lakers spurted behind Gonzaga, moving quickly and finding the open man. They held off the rallying Knicks in the final period and won it 111–107. Gonzaga picked up thirty-two points and thirty-one rebounds. He ran seven straight from the foul line. It was obviously his inspiring defensive play that blunted and finally broke the Knick attack, cementing the Laker win. The moody big man was showing his contempt for the mystery man’s threat.

I waited at the head of the tunnel, checking out the crowd of waiting fans. Nobody was fingering a holster. Gonzaga came out after showering, surrounded again by a tightly drawn cordon of blue-shirted fuzz. His face gleamed as he grunted curt responses to the win-happy fans. He wasn’t about to forgive them for their jeers on other nights. He saw me, grinned and waved his hamlike fist. “Did we show those mothers?” he yelled.

I found my heap, and nothing blew up when I turned the starter over. The teams would now play the next two games at the Garden in New York. I wasn’t that dedicated a fan, but I was in this one up to my ears and knew I had to tag along.

Camino woke me at four in the morning.

“Gonzaga’s dead. Shot four times. You okay?”
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