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CHAPTER ONE

It was the quiet time just before dawn. Usually, by that time I’m tired of hating myself.

I was running along the dark wet edges of the beach, jogging easily, feeling the water’s kiss around my ankles. Not another living soul was around, and then I saw the girl’s face again and heard her scream as she fell. The tape ran a little more and she was lying there, broken and still, out of it now, and all I could hear was the curling surf breaking softly at my feet and the harsh rasp of my breathing. My legs felt heavy and my heart hurt. Perhaps I should say my chest hurt. In my business we’re not supposed to have any heart.

The deep purple Pacific sky was turning pink when I got back, blossoming all the way to Malibu, making a big show of what a beautiful day it was going to be. I knew it for another lie and that there weren’t ever going to be any more.

The healing process was taking a little longer this time and I was lying around, shuffling, eating, the whole living bit. The Santa Monica air was cool and fresh and I ate big gulps of it. The phone was quiet and I read the papers and threw them on the floor and limped down to the mailbox. The checks kept coming steadily from EPT and for a while I said the hell with them, I deserved that. O.J. didn’t bug me and I stayed cool and kept the peace. They had other heroes to run down the chute.

I thought of them for a while through the smoke and saw them through the bottom of the glass, and then I felt I’d stretched it as long as I could and it was time to find out if I was still able to earn my keep.

I got dressed slowly, whimpering a little when I saw what they’d done to my beautiful body. Mirrors don’t tell lies, so I looked in the mirror. It had to be me. The reflection was there.

I threw some things into my workout bag and locked up. I woke up the heap and drove through the light morning traffic to the 4th Street gym. It was a bright sunny morning but I felt old and tired climbing the long stairway.

Turk’s fist-ravaged face greeted me. “Hi, Mr. Roper. Long time no see.” I agreed and he went back to rubbing a body under a towel.

I found a locker and peeled, and pulled on my sweat pants and sweat shirt. I needed a workout, something to put the muscle tone back. I’d been out of action for a month and felt soft, turning into spaghetti. I stepped on the scales before leaving the dressing room and wasn’t hitting two hundred any more. Along with a few other things, I’d managed to drop ten pounds.

The muscle men were all over the gym area, heaving and grunting, grim-faced and sweaty as they pushed and pulled their heavy weights. The morning was still young and the air conditioning was on, but it was fighting a losing battle to the acrid smell of their sweat.

Belinski was lying on his back, covering the thin bench of the upright pressing machine. His heavy thighs cradled the steel bench legs and his thick muscles rippled in a marvelous display as he made the weighted barbell move. He was bench-pressing 250 and making it go up and down like a Yo-Yo on a string. The twenty-five-year-olds can make it look easy.

Belinski was a young bull I’d known at the gym for some time. He stood at five eleven, weighed 220, and had all the muscles a human being could decently carry. There wasn’t any doubt about Stanley Belinski’s being the next Mr. America. After that it was onward to Mr. Universe. The muscle man’s parlay to a jackpot.

Then he’d be in a lot of B pictures, calibrated de Mille imitations, playing the loyal gladiator to the emperor, wrestling the lion to save the slave girl, fighting the Minotaur in the labyrinth.

He would settle down on Muscle Beach in due time with his own gym, as they all did, and a fine stable of fun-loving, muscle-worshiping, sun-bronzed bunnies. It was the life ordained for him and he knew it and attacked the iron in the gym with the unflagging zeal of the true body-builder. Meanwhile he drove a brewery truck and was his own helper, muscling the heavy kegs into the little bars along his route. I could feel a bit sorry for any beer keg in Belinski’s embrace.

He saw me and winked and did a few more presses. Then he racked it up and wriggled out, grinning. “Care to take a shot at it?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think I can do two fifty. I don’t think I can do fifty.”

Belinski laughed. He had large white even teeth. I could bet every one was his own. “You gotta be kidding. The old men here do fifty.”

“That’s what I mean. I’m an old man today.”

He bent his glistening torso and yanked the pin and set the machine at 200. “Okay. You’re an old man,” he said. “My old man pushes two hundred.”

“I don’t doubt it. Maybe you ought to give me what your old lady pushes.”

He grinned. “Come on. Give it a whirl.”

I got down and eased my back along the thin bench. I spread my arms and took a deep breath and got a good tight grip on the steel bar. Then I arched my back and pushed. I saw my hands shake and felt my neck muscles tighten and my head get bigger, but nothing else was happening. I was right. I couldn’t move it. I sighed and slid out and got up slowly.

Belinski looked sad but shook it off quickly. “You just ain’t warmed up and you been away too long. I’m stupid. Let’s start you off easy.”

He leaned down to reset the pin and I stopped him with my hand. “Forget it,” I said. “I’m not proud. Let’s try something I can do.”

He had a forty-five-pound dumbbell in each hand and was doing one-arm curls, lifting them as easily as apples. He dropped them back in the rack and rolled his black eyes. “You want the mat?”

We had played with each other upstairs at different times on a big wrestling mat. I shrugged. “Might as well start somewhere.”

Belinski smiled. “Some homecoming. I’ll probably kill you today.”

The thought had crossed my mind too. “That’s what you told me last time,” I said.

He remembered last time and chewed on his lip. Then his handsome face brightened. “This time I won’t take you for granted.”

“That’s always a good idea.”

I followed his wide lats, bulging deltoids, and rippling back up the stairs. His big muscled thighs danced and jiggled all the way up, as if in anticipation.

Belinski had asked me once what line I was in and I’d told him I was an importer. I didn’t tell him the things I went out to get were mostly trouble.

“And for that you gotta work out like you do?” he had asked, surprised.

“Sure,” I said. “Nobody likes a fat importer.”

“Yeah, sure,” he said. “I got an idea you’re in the rackets. I seen you once with a gun under your arm.”

I’d been careless enough, once, to be wearing it under my coat when I came in for a workout.

“Protection.” I shrugged it off.

He wasn’t buying it. “Also I hear you spend a lot of time in hospitals.”

“I’m a visiting medical consultant,” I told him. “They call me in on difficult cases.”

“Okay. Be mysterious.”

We were upstairs now in the big empty room. Belinski wiped his bare feet and toweled off the sweat on his chest and shoulders. He didn’t look any bigger than King Kong.

“What’ll it be?” he asked pleasantly.

“I don’t care. Surprise me.”

Belinski knew wrestling, boxing, and some judo. He wasn’t just a weight lifter. He was an athlete, big, strong, and fast.

I had been one. It seemed a long time ago. If there is any way of feeling like a dead athlete, that about describes the feeling.

“What are you in that karate stuff anyway — a Two Dan?” Belinski asked now as we came together.

I laughed. “If I am, don’t let it bother you. Dans don’t mean anything.”

His dark head went down angrily. “Are you kidding? What do you think — I’m stupid or something?”

I waved my hands in what was meant to be a soothing motion. “It’s not that I think you’re stupid. There’s a difference between being ignorant and being stupid.”

His frown showed me he wasn’t any happier.

“You’re just ignorant of the facts,” I told him. “You want to know about karate?”

“I know it means — like with ‘empty hands,’ ” he said.

“Maybe now it does,” I said. “It started in China. Kara in the original Chinese character meant Tang. That’s a period of Chinese history. Ta meant hands. In short, ‘the hands of Tang.’ That’s the true meaning of the word karate.”

“No kidding?” Belinski said.

“No kidding. Then around 1920 the Japanese changed the character Tang to their character Kara. It sounds the same but means ‘empty.’ So you hear it called ‘empty hands.’ ”

It was too early in the day for a lecture but he seemed to be enjoying it.

“The Chinese now call their kind of karate Kung Fu,“ I told him. “It’s mostly leg fighting.”

“I never heard of it,” Belinski mumbled.

“Be my guest,” I said. “They think legs are better than hands and arms for fighting. After the Chinese, it went to Okinawa. They call their style Uechi-ryu. Korea took it up. They call their Hapkido. They also have Taekwon-do. In Burma, it’s Budo. In Indonesia, Bukulan. Malaysia has Koon Tow and Pen-chak.”

Belinski’s mouth hung open. Mine was flapping pretty good. “Did you think Japan had it all?” I asked him.

“Sure,” he said. “Who don’t?”

“What it all adds up to is different names and styles. There’s Go-juru, Shito-ryu, Shaolin-ryu, and Wado-ryu. And with the different styles, they have different ratings. A top man in Go-juru style can go as high as Ten Dan. But the top man recognized by the official Japan Karate Association can only be Fifth Dan. It doesn’t mean the Ten Dan man is any better. He may not be as good as a Three Dan man in the other system. You get it now? Besides, Dans go by years at it. It takes twenty to thirty years to make Fifth Dan.”

Belinski rubbed his nose thoughtfully. “So how come you know so much about it?”

“I’ve been out there,” I said. “I’m an importer, remember?” I threw that in to reinforce the image. “And I learned a lot during the war.”

That was true enough. During and afterward. I also used to go with a Japanese girl who was able to throw me across the room. Naturally I didn’t tell Belinski that.

Belinski threw his towel across the room and flexed his muscles. He had enough to outfit the entire group perspiring downstairs, with some left over.

“Okay,” he growled. “Let’s go. So what’ll it be — karate?”

I looked at his eager swelling bulk and shook the old head. “No. I think I’ll try that new one — aikido.”

He went into beetle-brow. “How new is that one?”

“About fifty years.”

He turned it over in his mind, slowly. I could guess he was figuring if it was that new, then I didn’t know too much about it. “So what’s so special about aikido?“

“The mind and the body are one,” I recited.

“Huh?”

“I control you emotionally,” I told his slack jaw.

He snickered. “You look at me, you mean? You give me the eye — the whammy?”

“Something like that,” I said. “The idea is to deter the subject from physical violence by hindering his mental capacity to translate violence into physical terms.” Well, that’s what the booklet said.

Belinski exploded. “Bull!” he yelled. “You talk a lot. Come on now. Let’s go.”

I assumed the migi hanmi position for katate tori shiho nage using urimi, for not meeting with resistance but leading his power at will.

Belinski came in fast, lithe and stronger than I expected. I let him grasp my left wrist. I was supposed to pour out ki fully along my left arm, and with unbendable arm, orenai te, turn my fingertips to the right. Then I had to bring my hips close to his, grasp his right hand in mine lightly from the outside, step in front of him with my left foot, at the same time lifting both arms, pivoting to the right (figure 13), and bring my arms down smartly to put Belinski on his back.

He bent my unbendable arm into a wrist lock, wrapped it into an arm lock, leaned into a hip throw, and knocked me flat on my back.

I tried tenkan when I got up, leading my opponent’s power without stopping it, turning my body when his power came forward, using the strong circular movement Professor Morihei Uyeshiba made popular. Belinski reached me with a half-nelson, yanked me over, picked me up, and dumped me with a grunt and body slam.

Belinski looked down at me and laughed, then cooled it. “Maybe you ain’t ready yet,” he said apologetically. “I know you been out of action for a while.”

I shook my head and it stayed on. “No excuses. Let’s do it once more.”

“I guess that aikido ain’t so hot, huh?”

“My fault. I didn’t bend like the wheat in the wind.”

“Yeah. Sure. Maybe you want me to go a little easier wit’cha? I mean, till you get like back in shape, huh?” He meant it. He was a good boy.

I snarled at him. “What are you trying to be? Mr. America or Mr. Marshmallow?”

His dark brows lowered and his shoulders went up. He took two quick deep breaths. I got up. I went into karate cat stance, nekoashi-dachi, ready for fore-fist middle thrust, seiken chudan-tsuki, and knife-hand strike to the collarbone, shuto sakotsu-uchi. He heeled me with a hard straight-arm. I tried inner knife hand, haito, and upper-elbow strike, hiji jodan-ate. He blocked my shuto karate chop, smashed me hard on the side of my head with his elbow, followed with a left hook, and I was down on my butt again, looking up at him.

He couldn’t help laughing. I didn’t blame him. He was still laughing when my right foot hooked behind his left ankle. He stopped when my left shoved hard on his trapped knee. He went down like a chopped tree.

I went after him faster than I thought I could and had his left wrist locked, his arm turning under him before he hit the mat. When he fell, he made the mistake of arching his big chest in a wrestler’s bridge, keystoning his head. His thick neck was up, tight and vulnerable. I started to go for it and then I heard him gasp my name and I looked at my hand, poised like a heavy knife-edge over his carotid artery. Sweat pocked my skin as I saw it, the murder weapon, transfixed out of time. I let it drop limp and made myself slump to the floor off the edge of the mat.

Belinski scrambled out from under me. His breath sounded harsh. “Christ!” he said, wide-eyed. “You were going to kill me, it looked.”

I didn’t say anything and got up wearily. He stayed squatting on his heels, looking up at me. I put my hand out to help him up and he started to take it. Then he shook his head, growling, “Screw you,” and got up on his own. His eyes were frightened, showing a lot of white. His big brown hand massaged his throat a few times, stroking away the fear.

“Jeez, what the hell was that all about?”

“Sorry, Stanley. Want to do another?” Water sprayed off his head when he shook it negative. “Well, anyway, you got the first three.”

“Yeah. Big deal.” He pulled his towel around. His hands were shaking. “An importer, huh? What the hell do you import — crocodiles?”

I had to let him get it out of his system.

He stabbed out with his forefinger. “I bet you do kill people, right?”

He had made a lot of progress since that fall.

“People always kill people, Belinski. That’s history. Then there’s smog and impure water and the poisons in our food.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. Only you’re used to playing for real. I can tell.” He looked down at himself with dejection. “All this muscle and beef and you can take me out any time you want, I guess. Huh?”

I shook my head. He was a nice kid. “Not at all. Things just have to work for me, when I need them to, that’s all.” There wasn’t much point in explaining a whole life over one sudden move. “Thanks for the workout.”

“Yeah. Sure.”

He was still standing there staring when I turned at the bottom for the steam room. I took the moist heat and sweated a lot, then showered and cooled off. Turk came by and said he was ready. I went into his little dim cubicle and lay down on his rub table.

“Just once over. Lightly.”

He lifted my towel, battered face impassive. A thick finger traced the new red line curving toward the groin. “That could have been a good one.” He said it almost contemptuously.

You can’t keep secrets from a masseur. “Tripped on a tortilla,” I told him.

“Yeah,” he croaked hoarsely.

He put moist cotton pads on my eyes, cool under the infrared. I lay back, relaxed, and let his deft fingers work, kneading, pushing. He flipped me over and hit a few spots that made me wince.

He laughed. “I think you ought to stay home nights, Mr. Roper. Those girls you go out with play too rough.” He helped me off the table and I got into my things at the locker. He took the fiver I gave him brusquely. “Better watch those low ones,” he said darkly, “or you’ll have to play with boys.”

“I play with boys now. Only sometimes they’re bad boys.”

He shook his head and spat into a bucket. I waved my hand and walked out and threw my bag into the heap.

Then I drove slowly down Wilshire, reporting in to EPT. Wondering if I had to kill anybody for them today.





CHAPTER TWO

My desk was bare. There were no flowers. No signs or placards or other symbols festooned the walls, heralding the return of Agent X injured in line of duty. EPT was too efficiently run for fanfare. All I got was the buzz on my intercom the second I put my seat on the big black Miller chair.

Miss Troy’s silvery little girl voice filtered through. “Welcome home, Mr. Roper.”

O.J., who knew more history than the world, had taken one look at this blond bit of fluff the day she came in, and said, “Whatever your given first name is, my dear, we won’t be using it. Henceforth, you are Helen.”

Like the earlier timeless Helen, of course, and worthy of the comparison. Smart men who had them would give up kingdoms for her, too, some day, and wage wars. She was programmed for that kind of attention.

“Did you enjoy your vacation?” Miss Universe asked.

“I searched. I found. I destroyed.”

The little doll voice giggled. “Mr. Burr is ready for you, sir.”

“I had that feeling. One I don’t have is when you will be, Miss Troy.”

“Immediately. Mr. Burr, that is. Top Center.”

“I’d be willing to start any place, Miss Troy.”

The teeny-weeny voice tinkled, then flicked me out.

Top Center is the briefing room. Roll-up maps on the walls. Snap-on illuminated larger-than-life grids on plastic panels for closer observation and planning. The pushsticks and pegs and blips and blobs you might expect for these ceremonial rites. Just like in the movies. It looked like any austere board meeting room. The long long table, the grouped chairs, the ashtrays, pencils, pads, water carafes.

And of course there was O. J. Burr.

The arch villain behind the sinister forces of evil would wear the black leather skintight glove on one hand, to cover the finger missing.

O.J. lacked two. He had the thumb, forefinger, and pinkie. He got his glove after reaching for a booby trap on a table in Sicily one warm night. He lost the fingers and the pretty girl he was in love with, and for a good long time O.J. lost his mind, too.

Before that O. J. Burr had been a history professor at an Ivy League college. Army G2 called him in for the African and Sicilian adventure. He was calm, cold, precise, detached, with a fantastic encyclopedic mind — the perfect intellectual surveying a problem with dispassionate gaze, offering instant ingenious solutions. OSS grabbed him. He was a Desert Fox before Rommel.

O.J. had something else that neither he nor the OSS knew about. The instincts of a predator. After the bomb-shattering moment, after mopping up the mangled remains of his beloved, after carefully wrapping the two severed fingers, O.J. went back a few million years and became an animal again. He was a ravening one, and ferreted Nazis and killed them with a malevolent zeal that would have made Fu Manchu blanch.

The top brass became alarmed over this transplanted zooid’s nocturnal forays, and when the score filtered in — thirty-two confirmed kills and sixteen probables — heads wagged and cables hummed in, crossing. They had to get rid of O.J. before he won the war single-handed. He was shipped out to London and the top agency got him. They gave him a lot of sleep and let him take long looks at green grass and they recovered the man. He was put to work with UKLO, the United Kingdom Liaison Office and its British counterpart GCHQ. He was a station chief, “R-l,” the second highest category of Foreign Service staff officer. He took to espionage as readily as he had taken much earlier to Herodotus.

After the war O.J. brought his black glove along with his brain to the big three-letter intelligence agency on E Street in Washington. He logged his reports and minded his tongue and kept his cool, until the impulsive affair of the Bahia de Cochinos. The tawdry thread of politics didn’t enter into it. O.J. had no taste for a badly planned job. He blew his cool and his blistering attack shattered even insensitive ears. History proved him right, of course, but he was finished with incompetents and afterward government could never again contain him.

He made an effort to lose himself in teaching again but the serenity of that other world was irrevocably gone. He drifted to the West Coast and persuaded himself to go in for industrial security at a high level. He gathered together a band of other “motivationally exhausted” ones, grads and drop-outs from the top secret orders, and offered them his own kind of intelligence. They took it.

I was a CID army-trained private operator, with some of the same background. A few of my cases brought me up against Burr’s men. When he found out I could play rough too, he checked me out in a personal confrontation that nearly finished my career early, but luck leveled it out. He liked my style, I liked his, and he bought me.

EPT was just another spoonful of mystique and gobbledegook in the alphabet soup. Call it Emergency Procedure Terminal, call it Enterprise Protection Team, or call it E-Z Percussion Tools — the name served in the downstairs lobby directory — it all came down to one fundamental. An agency selling services.

The cold war had become a way of life, and security was the soft blanket for the growing bawling industrial baby to suck on. Big business couldn’t afford the defections, sabotage, and espionage that were commonplace. It wasn’t good business. It meant possible loss of big government orders for carelessness. It meant accounting to snooping government agencies and their talent scouts.

So they had assembled their little security gangs and top-secret guardians, but even with all that going they were never really rid of fear, never sure of what might be going on.

EPT was the closest they could get to realistic government quasi-military intelligence. O.J. came highly recommended from the old agencies. They were still his boosters, and they found it convenient, too, to throw things O.J.’s way. Too many probing government fingers had been burned. It was easier to let EPT do it. If we did the job, good for their side. If we failed, they were whitewashed. It was EPT’s skin at stake.

My last little job in Mexico had been one of those side orders. It had worked out well. If it was government interference, nobody knew it. The big poppy ring had knocked off two Washington operators and they wanted blood. I got them some. The girl who jumped out of the window high over the Paseo de la Reforma. The big man waiting for me on the northeast corner of the Zócalo, near the museum. And some of mine, when they dropped out of the car on me on the Avenida Insurgentes the last night of the vacation.

We handled small jobs also. O.J. was telling me of one. “A missing girl, Max. I thought you merited a change of pace after your last assignment.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. Would this be any particular missing girl?”

“Daughter of Leland Sanders. The firm handles aircraft components.”

“And he doesn’t want the FBI or the police because he has important government contracts and he doesn’t want to give rise to evil speculation.”

O.J. waved the thin black glove in a gentle arc of genial tolerance. “So far only the girl is missing. You will find her before the first whisper of this rise of evil speculation, Max.”

“How old is the girl?” I asked.

Sections 261-269b of the California Penal Code have the details covering rape, abduction, carnal abuse of children, and seduction.

“Nineteen, I believe,” O.J. said. “Mrs. Sanders will give you the details.”

Some missing girls have mothers. “No mommy?”

“A mommy,” O.J. said, “but I believe not the original. Probably step or step-step. Young beauty. Old Pasadena family. Oil, gold, silver. The correct commodities.”

“You said missing. No snatch implied. Perhaps I should talk to Momma and get the family relationship, if they have one.”

“No. Papa first. His office is bugged by the government security outfit we do most of our work for, and that’s how they got the news. Conversation between Sanders and outside parties. There’s a sensitive security problem there, which is why we’re going in. The Department of Defense would appreciate a quick resolution of the matter.”

I figured Sanders for a hard-head for not calling us in on his own. Coming in on a government agency say-so presented good prospects for a ruffled interview. “What’s Sanders making for DOD?”

“A computerized control and navigation system for automatic control of helicopters.” His black glove pulled down a blowup wall map. “There you are. Just beyond Hidden Hills. Around the C of Calabasas. Good horse country,” he added.

“I’ll take the freeway. On wheels.”

“Thirty minutes. Stage two suggests Mama back in Beverly Hills. Stage three indicates San Francisco.”

“Missing miss a Berkeley student?”

“She was.”

“San Francisco strongly suggests the Haight-Ashbury, then, and hippie friends. I may need a disguise. Beads and long hair.”

I was still too played out and had to take the disappearance that lightly. O.J. understood and went along.

“Buy whatever beads you think necessary,” O.J. said. “Always a good thing with the natives.” The thin black glove tips touched my shoulder. “Remember, the services of this office are always available, Max.”

That was O.J.’s way of letting me know that I’d damn well better call in should outrageous fortune come unsmiling my way.





CHAPTER THREE

It wasn’t as big as Lockheed or Douglas or Hughes. But you couldn’t miss the sign: SANCOM.

Sanders components, I imagined. You can make out pretty well with components. Sanders was one of the newer breed, the millionaire electronic scientists. The little girl at EPT in Research, whose big machine punched holes in cards, told me Leland Sanders had pushed his MIT doctorate in electrical engineering through a course on rocket-fire control at Hughes Aircraft, and from thence to his own forty-million-dollar-a-year operation.

Central Casting had planted the tough security cop outside. He let me drive up without shooting and made it look like a personal favor. He asked my business and I told him. He scowled and told me to wait right there while he checked. I waited right there.

He flapped his lips over the phone and I counted all the buttons on his shirt. They made seventeen. He opened his steely eyes and waved me through. I blew him a kiss. He didn’t like it.

I wheeled into a slot marked VISITOR and filled it. The administration building didn’t have any barbed wire or gun emplacements. I looked back at the security cop but he didn’t know me any more. He was busy getting ready to look tough for the next visitor.

A pretty young thing was sitting in as little as possible of a pink dress at a reception desk. I gave her my name and she gave me a smile. She picked up her phone and spoke my name into it. She glanced at me while she was saying it, as if she thought it would please me. I looked impressed but I’d heard it before.

She hung up and told me Miss Gayley would be out to see me. I thanked her and she went about her business, which appeared to be looking pretty. She had already tuned me out and was getting ready for the next customer. I liked the way you made a little yardage and then disappeared at SANCOM.

“Mr. Roper?”

A glass door had opened and a vision was standing there smiling at me. She was tall, with black hair, and her eyes were that special cornflower-blue I like to see on tall girls with black hair. I got up and she started walking me along and I saw the rest of her was everything I liked, too.

I hung back a little to watch the mechanism at work under her black Dior sheath. She didn’t mind but kept walking quickly down the long corridor, as if she hated to be kept too long from her work. I finally put on a burst of speed and caught up to her.

“Are we in a hurry?”

The cornflower-blue was a shade darker. “Mr. Sanders is expecting you. He dcesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

I tried hard to remember anybody who did. She turned in at an office. A little metal sign on her desk said GLORIA GAYLEY. She leaned over it now as she flipped an intercom button. Her legs were a delight. Long and well-muscled, and rounded the way legs ought to be and seldom are.

“Mr. Roper is here, sir,” she told her little box.

It crackled back at her hoarsely and she flipped it off and straightened up, smoothing down her dress, which had gone along with the action. It was a natural innocent move but somehow it shimmered with erotic overtones. If Leland Sanders had selected this one without a slide rule, his instinct for components was awesome.

“Mr. Sanders will see you in a moment.”

Then she put her desk between us and placed her beautiful butt gently on a chair. One expressive hand gracefully urged me to a seat while the other began to sign a sheaf of documents. I had disappeared again.

I stood there rocking on my heels a moment in the center of the office, then as I took my first step toward the green-backed chair at the wall, I became aware of a discussion inside. The voices were loud but I couldn’t make them out. Then the door was suddenly flung open, a big burly guy came storming out, and a few nasty words were thrown out after him.

“ — and that’s the last time I’ll cover for you, Frank, and don’t forget it.”

His head was down and his eyes were smoking-black. He was in white shirt sleeves. One big hand was clutching a handful of mimeo-sized paper; the other was balled into a fist.

He never saw me, and I managed to duck my head before we cracked skulls and grabbed at his arms as we bumped. They weren’t any harder than iron. I waltzed along with him for a few steps after impact.

“We don’t need that much,” I said. “It’s only second down.”

He stopped short, as if I’d chopped him with an axe, and his dark-haired head came up. He looked surprised. Then an expression of apology creased his tan face and the smoldering black faded out of his eyes.

He shook his head and gave me a questioning look, as if he thought he knew me but couldn’t place me. Then he decided the hell with it. “Sorry,” he said in a throaty growl and stepped around me, his wide shoulders just making it through the doorway.

“You may go in now.” The lovely Miss Gayley was smiling at me again, as if I had reappeared.

Leland Sanders was about my height and build but had permitted a little softness to sneak in. He wore a white button-down shirt and tie, like the man who had just charged into me. He was blond and handsome and sported a thin mustache. His light blue eyes were spear points.

His desk buzzer sounded and he picked up the phone as he flipped his other hand to me. He started arguing with the phone as I walked closer. He broke off suddenly and leaned across his desk to shake my hand, and went back to eating out somebody. His grip wouldn’t have been improved with steel pliers. A thick hard layer of callus ridged his palm and fingers. He didn’t look like a workingman.

He indicated a chair for me and leaned back in his swivel chair and I saw the bronze statuette behind his head. There are trophies and trophies. You have to be more than a good athlete to get the Heisman.

You might get it if you’re good enough and lucky enough to gain over a thousand yards in one football season, and do a few other things well, like pulling a team to the top spot. Then I remembered Mr. Leland Sanders.

He was the big fast brainy quarterback who had made the Golden Bears of California the most feared team in the country. He threw more completed passes, gained more yardage, and galloped for more touchdowns than any gridiron hero within the bounds of memory.

My mind was jogging back twenty years, giving me other little pieces to fit into place. I remembered the other man, whose ferocious blocking had torn open the big holes for Sanders to romp through. He got some newspaper attention because the sports writers knew he was the man behind it all but one doomed typically to be the unknown, unsung hero. The screaming crowds never saw the spine-shattering savage blocks. They had eyes only for the swivel-hipped big handsome back in the blue and gold uniform with the ball tucked under his arm.

He wasn’t swivel-hipped any more, but men of that heroic background don’t lose it all. They put on a little flab when they stop working out regularly. They put away too much rich food or booze too much and let themselves get out of shape. But the core always remains. The hard core of heroes, of winners.

Looking at Leland Sanders in the sunlight of his office, I could see he was still playing a game he liked. The arrogance of the spoiled was etched on his features and every line fitted. He made being a success look good. The keen brain that had called so many daring and successful plays in the past evidently had found more challenging pastures to gambol in. It was like switching from playing marbles to chess.

His high-pitched voice broke the spell and I saw he had hung up his phone and was addressing himself to me. His tone was unpleasant and nasal. You might call it snotty. “If you’re through sizing me up, maybe we can talk.”

“Sorry,” I said. “Looking at that trophy got me carried away. I was remembering how good you were.”

“Oh, that!” he said, putting on a wry face of loathing. “That’s all over.”

Maybe it was, but he still had the impressive gilded bronze statuette behind him that said it wasn’t. I pointed my chin at the Heisman and nodded. “Okay, it’s over. But that says you were a pretty good quarterback, Mr. Sanders.”

He made little snake patterns with his lips again. Whatever his reasons, he was playing it cool with football associations.

He drummed a pencil on his desk top and frowned. He looked out the window and showed me his handsome profile. Then he swung around in his big chair to show me the cold auger bits he used for eyes. “I just found out my own security broke the news to you people about my daughter’s disappearance.” A spasmodic jerk of his big hands snapped the pencil in half. He stared morosely at the pieces. “I always figured the bugging was for the hired help.”

I nodded. “It usually is. But you’ve got a nervous government agency to deal with. You’re in a sensitive top-security spot. Possibly a couple of million jumpy government dollars riding on your operation. They’re very cost-conscious these days.”

“Ten million,” he said, smiling almost guiltily. Suddenly his features softened, the shrewish look faded, and I had a shot at another side of him. “I guess I can’t blame them for worrying a little. I know something like this makes me a legitimate target for some smart operator.” He hunched his big shoulders, cracked his knuckles, and looked at me almost contritely. “I just thought it was something I could handle myself. Dumb play, I guess.”

The quick changeover from snottiness to a charming friendly candor was surprising. He sounded like a schoolboy explaining away a late-to-class rap. He must have conned a lot of profs in the old days. “Only natural,” I was surprised to hear myself mumbling.

He stayed with the soft smile. “Thanks for understanding,” he said. Then his eyes went bleak again and his face tightened. “Her name is Janet. She’s nineteen. Five six. Blond hair, blue eyes. Tall and slender. Small-boned. About one twenty-five. You might call her pretty.”

“That gives me a lot to go on,” I said. “Do you have a picture of her?”

He just happened to have one on his desk, facing him. He picked it up and showed it to me. I leaned over and looked. He didn’t feel like letting it get out of his hands.

“You’re right. She’s pretty.”

He jerked it back and set it where it had been. He found another pencil and scribbled an address. “My wife has one at home she can spare. I like this one here.”

Storm warnings flashed on my personal radarscope. Sanders looked sound enough but apparently there was some patchwork under that glowing façade.

“Your daughter is a student at Berkeley?”

“She was. She came down here over a month ago to spend a weekend with us. I understand she’s left her apartment and not returned to classes.”

“Does she live on campus?”

“Close enough.”

“Alone?”

“No. She has a roommate. Tina Ramos. I suppose you’ll be needing the Berkeley address.” He wrote it out on a separate slip of paper. His mind did not exclude details.

“Any particular reason you can offer for your daughter’s disappearance?”

He showed me his teeth inside the wry look. “Who knows what goes on in kids’ heads these days?”

“Okay. Forgetting that, anything specific?”

“Specific like what?” He was becoming annoyed.

“The usuals. Home life. Family life. Love life. She’s nine-een, you said. That’s a specific, too.”

He was staring out the window. “We’ve always been able to get along. Of course, for my sake, Janet has always felt guilty about being a girl.”

I could understand that. The athlete always had dreams of rearing the new super-athlete. “Any other problems?” I asked.

The gimlet eyes shifted to mine again. “Lately she’s had this thing about money. You know, like some of the kids do. They hate it. She hated it, too.”

“Does she get a good allowance?”

“Of course.”

“Good wardrobe?”

“Yes.”

“Have her own wheels?”

“Yes. Austin-Healey. Convertible.”

“With all that going for her, she can afford to hate money.”

He nodded, satisfied. When I agreed with him, we got along great.

“Do you know her license number? And what color Healey?”

“White.” He wrote the number down.

“Now we come to the sex life, if you can stand it,” I said.

His face lost a little color and his shoulders swung around, but he didn’t throw a punch at me. “What makes you think I can’t stand it?”

I looked down at my shoes. They needed a shine. “Studs make lousy fathers for girls. They become prudes.”

He laughed. “And I’m a stud?”

“Name me an ail-American who wasn’t?”

He surprised me by a derisive chuckle. “All right. I’ll let that one go. But I could give you some answers you’d be surprised to hear.”

“Some other time then. Now, the other question.”

He shrugged. “Nothing much that I know of. Janet has a mild romance going for her here with a fellow named Jacuzzi. They’ve been blowing hot and cold for a year or so.”

“College kid?”

“No. I think he’s some kind of an actor. Does TV things.”

“All right. You think he’s some kind of an actor. How come you don’t know?”

He looked a little shamefaced. “I guess I took a dislike to the fellow. So I more or less tuned out when she spoke about him.” He snickered. “That’s because I became a stud prude.” He liked this and stretched it into a big laugh.

“Anybody else you object to in your daughter’s life?”

He stopped laughing. “She goes with some guy up there, the student-leader type, you know.” His tone was cutting and derisive. “Harangues the kids into riots, sit-downs, draft-card burning — the usual Commie line.”

“What’s his name?”

He knew it right away. “Martin Kazan.”

“Did you ever meet him?”

“A couple of times.”

“Your house or up at Berkeley?”

“Both. Janet had him down once to a party. It was a bigger deal at our house than he was used to, I guess, and he wasn’t happy. Wound up making some speeches and we had some words. Another time I picked up the tab for Janet and him at a restaurant in San Francisco. Eddie’s, I think. No speeches this time but we still didn’t get along. Kid couldn’t hold his liquor.”

“Are you talking about his bladder or his head?”

Sanders grinned. “I couldn’t tell the difference.”

“Anybody you know that your daughter likes that you like?”

He thought and thought. “Can’t say that I do,” he said finally. “Lately, anyway. When she was a kid just growing up, it didn’t seem to matter. Maybe it’s natural for her to be showing some independence now.” He brooded about it. “But that doesn’t mean I’ve got to like the kind of kooks she goes with.”

I nodded and started to get up. I wasn’t there to give him a course in bringing up children.

“You don’t think she’s been kidnapped, do you, Roper?”

“You would have heard by now,” I said. Then I had another thought. “How good is your security here?”

“Top grade, of course. We handle defense contracts.”

“What kind of security, how tight, how secret?” I persisted.

“Tight enough. All documents classified. Restricted Data, Confidential, Secret, and Top Secret. That’s standard for all DOD procedure. ID’s and colored badges. Personnel restricted according to project.” He smiled. “There’s something going on right now behind the Green Door. I can’t even get in myself.”

“Green Door is your Top Secret?”

“Yes. But no secret gizmos that will destroy the world. Right now we’re doing helicopter engines, for the most part, for SEAOR. Southeast Asia Project.”

“Anything else?”

He shrugged. “The kind of hardware we started with. Components. Little electronic devices we dream up that check the big ones, keep them on course, relay info.”

“You make it sound unimportant. Isn’t that how you made your fortune? You’re big, Mr. Sanders. Or didn’t you know?”

“Sure,” he said, his nasal tone whining harsher. “We started small and caught on. But it wasn’t easy. Having something isn’t always the end. You’ve got to sell it.”

All of a sudden he hated money, too. I got the idea things were rough, at first.

I got up. “For a fast replay, then, we have your daughter missing. She came to see you for a weekend holiday; there were no major or minor incidents you can recall to account for any new behavior pattern; she returned to campus and you haven’t heard from her since.”

“Correct.”

“How do you know she returned to campus?”

He flushed. “She called.”

“The call might have come from any place.”

His jawline tightened. “She called from Berkeley, all right. She wanted money for something. To be sent there. Proof enough?”

I shrugged. “Not nearly, but we can let it ride. Did you send it?”

His answer surprised me. “No.” He came out from behind his desk. “I figured she hates money so goddamn much, let her want it for a while.”

“Not a bad idea,” I said. “Then, after about a week, you called her to find out how badly she needed it, and that’s how you found out she wasn’t there.”

He stroked his smooth blond hair. “Some detective.”

“We guess our way around,” I said.

We came together to shake hands and he looked at me appraisingly and said, “Say, we’re exactly the same size.”

“Nope,” I said. “You’ve got about a half inch on me.”

“No, I don’t,” he said. He came up to me and stood close, eye level. “Same size,” he repeated, satisfied.

“Except for that half inch,” I said.

He whirled me by the arm and pointed to a full-length mirror on a closet door. I looked at us in there. We appeared the same size but I was stubborn.

“You got a little on me,” I said.

“Okay, we’ll measure,” he said, surprising me again. He turned me around and stepped sideways and we stood there back to back, like kids measuring each other’s heights. We both looked at the mirror. Finally he nodded his head. “You’re right. I got a shade on you.”

“A half-inch shade,” I said.

“Okay,” he said, grinning. “A half inch, if it makes you feel any better.” There wasn’t any question about its making him feel better. Even after forty million, Leland Sanders needed to have an edge.

He took a couple of long strides and beat me to the door. He had his hand on the knob when something that had been pestering me suddenly bobbed to the top.

“I’ve been trying to think,” I told him apologetically, “of the name of that great blocking back you had on your team. You know, the one that tore open those big holes for you and nailed anybody within length of you. Seeing that trophy got me going.”

I smiled and waved my hands and looked grave and concerned because I knew how he hated to be reminded of those days when he was the greatest in the land.

He remembered. “I guess you mean Frank Marsh,” he said curtly. “Yes, Frank was certainly a great blocking back.”

“Any idea what he’s doing now? I mean, do you keep in touch? You two were quite a team.”

“We keep in touch,” he said with a thin smile. “You saw him yourself not ten minutes ago, walking out of this office.”

“That was Marsh?”

He nodded and held the door open. “That was Marsh. He works for me.”

I remembered the big black-haired man who had come steaming out and the heavy cutting words that hung in the air. Evidently Leland Sanders after twenty years was still calling the plays.

I turned east on Sunset and drove along admiring the palms and palmettos and yucca of Brentwood and Bel Air, and then I was in Beverly Hills looking for the Sanders residence in Treesdale Estates. There were no trees or dales, but a bronze plaque set in a stone wall spelled it out for me and I couldn’t argue with it.

This was a new development carved out of one of the few remaining mountains in the Beverly Hills area. It housed the new rich. It didn’t have the stately charm of old Santa Monica or the class of Beverly Hills. It didn’t have a chance and knew it. And for want of those intangibles it could never have, it substituted its own kind of architecture.

O. J. Burr, my boss and mentor in historical trifles, had once informed me that Persian architecture was a witches’ brew of all the architecture of the ancient Orient seasoned with Greek and Western elements. I’d forgotten what I had done to draw this unnecessary summary from him, but seeing Treesdale brought it all back again. California architects are notoriously wild but here they had surpassed even themselves. You couldn’t buy a house in Treesdale for less than half a million and they wanted to make certain you and your neighbors knew it.
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