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CHAPTER 1

Mike Wilder stood on the sun-deck roof of the Players’ Tea Room and gazed around him at the white-lined tennis courts. From his vantage point twenty-five feet above the ground Mike could see most of the sixteen grass courts, empty now, where the action would begin in three days in the biggest of all tournaments … Wimbledon.

The fussy little man standing next to Mike was an official of the All-England Tennis Club, the organization that ran Wimbledon, and he made no secret of the fact that he was not happy about showing the American journalist around prior to the tournament. He had a hundred other details he should be attending to. However, there was nothing he could do about it. Mike’s name and that of his magazine carried enough clout to get him in almost anywhere but Buckingham Palace.

This visit to Wimbeldon had been a last-minute idea of Mike’s. A message radioed from his transatlantic flight had set it up, and he had come directly here from Heathrow Airport. In addition to the cover story he was doing for Sportsweek, Mike would continue to file his syndicated daily column. He thought there might be a thousand words or so in how the arena looked before the battle.

He sniffed derisively at the word “battle.” Mike’s own sport at the University of Missouri had been boxing, and at forty-one he still had the build of a light-heavyweight and a slightly bent nose to go with it. In his personal ranking of sports for toughness, tennis fell somewhere between needlepoint and squat tag.

The truth was that after twelve years writing about sports, professional and amateur, Mike was having serious doubts as to whether any of them had redeeming social value. In an age when governments toppled, leaders fell, nations starved, and races warred, what excuse was there for grown men to make their living playing games? Closer to home, what excuse was there for a grown man to make his living writing about them?

“What are those flowers they’re planting out there?” Mike asked the fussy man, whose name was Landers.

“They’re hydrangeas. We have them put in every year for the tournament. They’re part of the tradition.”

“I see.” Mike stared without appreciation at the pink and blue flowers. Well, why not? If a football game can associate itself with roses, and a horse race with black-eyed Susans, what was the matter with hydrangeas for a tennis tournament?

Tennis. Mike tried to work up some enthusiasm for the game. There was no denying it had changed dramatically in the past ten or fifteen years. It was a big money sport now like all the rest of them. And the payments were at last above the table, now that the staid old rulers of the game had decided the presence of professionals would not defile their stadiums, and had finally allowed them to play in the hallowed tournaments.

The game itself had changed too. Gone forever were the pittypat days with their ritualistic displays of court etiquette. There were still a few of the old-fashioned gentleman players on the international circuit, but they were usually watching the play from the stands by the quarter-final round. The men who stayed around to collect the big prizes were tough, sun-browned fighters who played the game any way they had to in order to win. Mike had once seen an American player who learned his game on Cleveland playgrounds call his gentle French opponent a name so foul that the Frenchman almost fainted on the court. The American didn’t lose another game for the rest of the match.

Wimbledon, of course, retained more decorum than other courts. Here the serious, knowledgeable crowd in the three-tiered stands around Centre Court would still cry, “Shame!” at a player who displayed bad manners. But the players were just as tough as anywhere else. They had to be.

Mike scribbled some notes on his spiral pad and said to Mr. Landers, “Where does the name ‘Wimbledon’ come from? I couldn’t find it in American reference books.”

“I daresay,” Landers sniffed in a tone that conveyed his low opinion of American reference books. “Wimbledon has been the scene of many an historic battle. Canning and Castlereagh, Tierney and Pitt, Lord Winchelsea against the Duke of Wellington. Ethelbert of Kent fought Ceawlin of the West Saxons here. At that time it was known as Wibbas dune, meaning home of the Saxon, Wibba. Through the years the name has evolved through Wipandune, Wibaldowne, Wymblyton, and finally to Wimbledon.”

I’m sorry I asked, Mike thought, but what he said was, “Interesting. Can we walk down now and take a look at Centre Court?”

“If you wish,” Landers said coolly, miffed at having his history lecture dismissed so abruptly.

They walked down through the glassed-in Players’ Tea Room where the action for the next two weeks would be as furious as out on the courts. This was where the hustlers, the wheeler dealers, the money men would vie for the players’ signatures on deals that would run to six figures for some. Here recruiters for other tournaments, advertising men with endorsement contracts, representatives from sporting goods firms would go after the big names—the winners. What was left over would go to the lesser players for a lesser price. The Players’ Tea Room was sometimes called the meat market of international tennis.

A groundsman watched Mike suspiciously as he walked out onto the smooth, hard surface of Centre Court. The man’s scowl implied that he wouldn’t put it past the American to wear cleats on his shoes.

The grass was not the velvety green described so enthusiastically by the British press; rather, it was brownish in color, but the quality of the surface was excellent. At other tennis clubs Mike had seen grass that was a rich shade of emerald, but which tore away in ugly divots under the players’ feet.

It was here on Centre Court, surrounded by the twelve-sided grandstand that the defending Wimbledon champion, Ron Hopper of Australia, would open the tournament on Monday in his first-round match. And it was here that two weeks later this year’s champion would be crowned. Hopper would play all of his matches on one of the three courts that had a grandstand to accommodate the people who wanted to watch the champion. The other players would open on one of the outlying courts. These were separated from one another by walkways ten feet wide, lined with benches. It was in these courts that most of the doubles, mixed doubles, and women’s singles matches would be played. In spite of Billie Jean King, the big attraction at Wimbledon, as at most international tournaments, was the men’s singles.

Mike nodded his thanks to the groundsman and walked off the court. The man inspected Mike’s footprints, then lifted his eyes in apparent relief that his turf remained intact.

Mike walked out to the parking area and said goodbye to Mr. Landers, who looked no less relieved than the groundsman at the American’s departure. He climbed into the waiting taxi where the driver studied a racing paper while the meter clicked merrily.

“Regency House,” Mike said.

“Right you are,” came the cheery reply.

No wonder he’s cheery, Mike thought. This trip will add up to a tidy day’s pay for him. Outside, the gathering dusk pulled a curtain across the streets of Greater South London. Mike leaned back in the seat and tried to think of something he could be cheery about. Paula Teal. He would be seeing Paula tonight. For the first time since his plane took off from Kennedy some ten hours before, Mike Wilder smiled.





CHAPTER 2

The man with the knife eased deeper into the shadows. A film of perspiration oiled his face in spite of the chill in the hotel corridor. He wore a loose-fitting camel’s hair jacket. One of his hands was tucked inside the lapel, his fingers gripping the hilt of a heavy hunting knife.

From where he stood the man could see the closed doors to the three lifts that carried guests up from the lobby. Across from him, just before the hallway made a right-angle turn, was room 313. Every little while the man would leave off watching the lifts and turn to stare at the door. He waited.

• • •

“Your room is 313, Mr. Wilder,” the desk clerk said. “I hope you’ll enjoy your stay in London.”

“Thanks.” Mike Wilder tried to pump sincerity into his voice, but without much success. He did not like London. As yet he had no reason for not liking the city, but he didn’t need one. All he had seen so far was Heathrow Airport, Wimbledon, and the inside of his taxi. Nothing specific to dislike, but he would find something. In his mood of general depression there was not a city on earth that would have pleased him.

“You’re here for Wimbledon, I expect,” the clerk said.

“That’s right. Are you a tennis fan?”

“I’m afraid not, sir,” the clerk admitted. He leaned across the desk as though to pass on some slightly scandalous information. “Actually, I’m rather more keen on rugby league. More of a man’s game, it seems to me, than skipping about in shorts and sneakers.”

Mike lowered his voice to match that of the other man. “Actually, I’m inclined to agree with you. But don’t tell my editor.”

The truth was that Mike’s editor at Sportsweek knew all about the writer’s low opinion of tennis as a competitive sport. The whole point in sending Mike to cover Wimbledon was to get one of the biting satiric articles for which he was famous. A Wilder piece that hacked up somebody’s favorite sport or home town always brought a flood of angry letters to the editor, but never failed to increase newsstand sales.

“I’m a bourbon and hamburger man,” Mike had complained in the New York office when he was handed the assignment. “Why would you pick me to go all the way across the ocean and sip pink gin and strawberries while a bunch of inbred Englishmen applaud politely for a couple of glorified Ping-Pong players?”

“I see you’ve already written your lead,” the editor had grinned. “Look at it as a cultural exchange. We let them have you for a couple of weeks in return for sending us the London flu.”

“Funnee.”

Mike had taken the assignment, of course. He made a comfortable living from his column, but these extra commissions were most welcome just now while he was going through a divorce.

“There were two callers for you this afternoon, sir,” the desk clerk said. He took a folded sheet of notepaper from the pigeonhole marked 313 and handed it to Mike.

The message said Paula Teal had phoned, and would he please return her call. Reading it, Mike’s smile returned. It had been a year since he met Paula at a New York publishers’ convention. She was there as an editor representing the London office of Worldwide Publications, Sportsweek’s parent company. The two of them had spent only a short time together, but there was an immediate mutual attraction and an unspoken promise of good things to come. With Paula here to act as his guide, the London trip might not be a total loss.

“You said there were two calls?” Mike asked the clerk.

“Yes, sir. The other was a gentleman who left no name or message. He merely asked if you had checked in yet and what your room number was.”

Probably some promoter, Mike thought. He was used to the wheeler dealers with fistfuls of money and other treats trying to get the name of whatever they were pushing—a brand of golf ball or a ski resort or a jumping-frog tournament—into Mike’s column. Those that tried were wised up in a hurry. Nobody bribed Mike Wilder; his column was not for sale. The sharpshooters might try it once, but never a second time. Mike’s icy ridicule in print had sunk more than one promoter’s pet project without a trace.

The clerk touched a bell on the counter, and a smartly uniformed young porter marched forward and took possession of Mike’s room key and his two traveling bags. Mike followed the boy to the elevator alcove and into one of the waiting cars, which he reminded himself to call a lift. It was not one of the new pushbutton models, but operated with a brass tiller which the boy cranked back and forth. Like the rest of the hotel, the car had been recarpeted and the walls resurfaced, but the architectural style placed it solidly somewhere in the 1920s. Regency House had about it a feel of solid respectability without being stuffy. It was a hotel where a man might be comfortable if he did not detest hotels.

As the lift clanked upward Mike pulled off his black-rimmed glasses and slipped them into the breast pocket of his suit coat. Although he had worn glasses since high school, Mike had never lost the habit of yanking them off as soon as he was not required to look at something in detail. A stupid vanity, he knew, for a man of forty-one, but he did it anyway. A couple of years back he had tried a pair of tinted aviator-style glasses with gold rims, but decided they made him look like a pimp or a record company executive. He went back to the old plastic frames, and kept them in his pocket most of the time.

The car gave a shudder in its ascent, and the porter turned, prepared to reassure his passenger that it always did that, then smiled at himself. This man did not look like the type to frighten easily. Despite being a two-pack-a-day smoker and a hearty drinker, Mike made it a point of pride that he kept in shape. He would be embarrassed to be caught at it, but Mike spent fifteen minutes every morning doing situps, pushups, and door-jamb isometrics. There was strength in his face, and a slightly pugnacious look that came from the jutting jaw and the off-center nose.

“Third floor, sir,” the porter said as they clattered to a stop. “If you’ll follow me, please, your room’s just down the corridor.”

Letting the boy lead the way, Mike glanced idly up and down the dim hallway. Much of London was dim these days, a reminder of the late energy crisis. The only other person in the corridor was a man in a camel’s hair coat who kept his back turned.

The porter opened up room 313 and trotted around snapping on lights and opening windows. The room was clean and bright, and the furniture had a solid, permanent look to it that was uncommon in hotels.

“Will there be anything else, sir?” the boy asked.

Mike tipped him and said, “How are chances of getting a bottle of whisky?”

“I’d say chances are quite good, sir. Might I bring you some ice?”

Mike grinned at this recognition of the strange drinking habits of Americans. “Thanks, some ice would be fine.”

The boy backed out of the room closing the door behind him, and Mike yanked off his necktie and dropped into a chair.

• • •

It seemed to the man with the knife that the porter was never going to come out of room 313. When he finally did, the man was perspiring heavily. He turned quickly and walked in the other direction until the lift came and swallowed up the boy behind its sliding door.

The American would be alone in the room now. There was no doubt that he was the right one. The man with the knife knew him from his photograph. Oh, how well he knew and hated that square-jawed face with the thatch of brown hair. He had risked enough of a look when they passed in the corridor to be sure he had the right man. The right Mike Wilder. The Mike Wilder who so casually took what belonged to another man. Now it was time for him to pay the ultimate price.

The man drew the knife from the folds of his jacket and ran his thumb across the cruel blade. He held it low, down by his hip, as he had seen knife fighters do in the cinema. There would be no amateurish hacking, just one straight thrust to the belly and Mike Wilder would be a dead man.

The man with the knife moved toward the door.





CHAPTER 3

Around the corner, in room 321 of the Regency House, Tim Barrett perched on the edge of a settee while his father beamed at him and his mother fussed around the room putting things away in drawers and shaking the wrinkles out of clothes as she hung them up. Tim was a well-built young man with the healthy good looks of Southern California.

“Tim, you really look great,” his father said for the seventh or eighth time. “I mean really great. How do you feel?”

“I feel fine, Dad,” Tim said for the ninth or tenth time. “Hundred percent.”

“Your face looks a little thin, dear,” his mother said. “Are you eating well?”

“I’m eating fine, Mom.”

“Tennis players are supposed to be thin,” Tim’s father put in. “Who ever saw a fat tennis champion? Right, Tim?”

“Sure, right, Dad,” Tim answered, letting his eyes stray toward the door. Being alone with his parents, especially his father, made him acutely uncomfortable. Despite his open-faced, all-American-boy appearance, Tim was not at ease around people. The lone exception was his coach, Vic Goukas, who was father, mother, teacher, and confidant. Tim became inarticulate and evasive in any other personal relationship that was not divided down the middle by a tennis net. This had given him a growing reputation for arrogance, which Tim did not try to deny since it was more acceptable in his world to be arrogant than to be shy.

That afternoon he had been asked by some of the Australian players to come along later when they went out to sample London after dark. Pleased by the unaccustomed invitation, Tim was anxious to break away from his parents’ hotel room. He did not drink himself, but he had always admired the fun-loving Aussies who brought back tales of uproarious adventures as they caroused their way through the cities on the international circuit. Strangely, the oceans of beer they put away never seemed to affect their play.

“It’s a shame you can’t stay here with us, Timmy,” his mother said. She was a plump, pretty woman with soft brown eyes and a sweet smile.

Tim’s father waved away her comment. Jack Barrett, trim and handsome at forty-seven, was an older version of his son. “Now, Fran, Tim’s not a baby any more,” he said. “He’s nineteen. At that age a young man appreciates a little freedom.”

Sure, freedom, Tim thought. Since he had been old enough to look over the top of the net freedom was just a seven-letter word to Tim Barrett. The game of tennis owned him. When other youngsters his age were learning the multiplication tables Tim was learning the five basic strokes of the game. When the other boys in his class were discovering girls Tim was training for the Junior Singles. Which he won. It was his father who had steered Tim into tennis. Jack Barrett had been a good club player himself, and had once been ranked in the top twenty by the U.S. Lawn Tennis Association. However, Jack had never really been tournament class. He determined early that his son would make it. Tim would be a champion if Jack had anything to say about it The boy had the best private coaching available, and his schools were chosen for their tennis facilities rather than scholastic rating. Nominally a freshman at UCLA, Tim had yet to attend a class there. He was given special leave for this year’s world tennis tour. Tim was well aware that he had always been given special considerations. But freedom? What was that?

Jack Barrett clapped his big hands together, stood up, and walked over to where Tim was sitting. “Boy, this is really something, I don’t mind telling you. Jack Barrett’s son seeded eighth at Wimbledon. You haven’t been home to see the office since I had it redecorated. One wall is nothing but pictures of Tim Barrett, tennis star. A fellow down at the Times gets them for me from the wire services. I’ve had some of them blown up to poster size. You should see the way people react when they find out I’m Tim Barrett’s father. It really impresses clients. If you were to get as far as, say, the semi-finals here at Wimbledon people would be knocking the door down to talk tennis and, incidentally, do a little business. Honestly now, what do you think your chances are, son?”

“I think I just might win it all.”

“You mean … win it?”

Tim’s eyes shifted away from his father’s gaze. “Yeah, win it.”

Jack Barrett moved a step closer to his son. “I mean seriously, Tim. Hell, I know you’re good. Nobody knows that better than I do. But maybe you’re still a couple of years away?”

“Dad, this is my year. I mean it, I can win it all.”

“But what about Ron Hopper? He’s defending champion and top seed. He won the Australian championship, and he’s had plenty of rest.”

“The word is he’s hurting. Something about a leg. That’s the reason he hasn’t played since Melbourne. People who ought to know are saying he might not even make the semis.”

“I’ll be damned,” Jack Barrett said, a light growing in his eyes. “I don’t wish Hopper any bad luck, but that sure would help our chances. What about that crazy Hungarian? He’s given us a lot of trouble.”

“Yuri Zenger? He’s tough, and he threw me off stride in Melbourne, but I know him now. I know his whole bag of tricks. If he can’t get you rattled his own game goes to hell. He’ll never do that to me again.”

“Brian White? I know you’ve beaten him often enough, but he is number four seed.”

“Brian’s the nicest guy on the tour, and you can put his high seeding down to niceness. Oh, he plays well enough, but I can always beat him in the big ones. Brian never wins the big ones.”

Jack Barrett chewed on his trim moustache as he ran the names of the other seeded players across his mind’s screen.

“Ismael Vasquez?”

“He’s playing on his reputation and a big serve. That Latin scowl wins him a lot of points, but the fire isn’t there any more.”

Tim’s father thought that over, then broke into a big smile and shook his head in a that’s-my-boy kind of gesture.

Fran Barrett spoke up, and her son and husband turned toward her in surprise. “What about this British player, this Alan Doughty? There’s been a lot written in the papers about him.”

“Heck, Mom, he’s pushing forty. The only reason the papers are giving him so much space is that he’s the only Englishman with even an outside chance. One of their own hasn’t won at Wimbledon since they wore long white flannels. Alan Doughty’s having his last burst of energy like a light bulb just before it burns out.”

“You’ve changed, Timmy,” his mother said.

“How, Mom?”

“You were always a quiet, modest boy. Confident, yes, sure of yourself, but never boastful. Now you sound so, well, almost cruel.”

Tim reddened in embarrassment. He had become so accustomed to the defensive arrogance he assumed as a shield against the press that he had forgotten to drop the pose here with his parents.

Jack Barrett answered for his son. “That’s not being cruel, Fran, that’s telling it like it is. The boy is good and he knows it. And he knows the weaknesses of his opponents. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

Fran Barrett relaxed into a smile. “I suppose I should be used to the way star athletes talk after living around them all these years. Will you be coming home after the tournament, Timmy?”

“Maybe, but just for a few days. I’ve got to get ready for Forest Hills. I’ll be out in California for the Pacific Southwest, anyway.”

Tim’s mother walked over and smoothed her son’s longish blond hair. “It will be nice to have you home for a while. The house seems so big and empty with no young people around.”

“Look, I really should go,” Tim said suddenly. “I promised to meet some people.”

“I wish you could stay and shoot the breeze for a while, son,” his father said.

“Maybe later.”

“That’s all right, we understand. You need your rest. Are you sharing a room with Vic Goukas again?”

“What else? The coach gets nervous if I’m out of his sight.”

“Well, he does know his tennis. Maybe your mother and I could come over there one evening?”

“Gee, I’d like that, but it might not be a good idea. You know how Vic gets during a tournament.”

“Yes, of course, we understand.”

Sure you understand. They always understood. Always approved. Tim kissed his mother’s cheek, endured a clap on the shoulder from his father, and escaped from the room. If only once in a while they would not be so damned understanding … tell him what to do sometimes instead of always letting him decide. No, it was too late for that. That should have happened a long time ago. Tim shook the thought out of his mind and headed for the elevators.

As he rounded the corner Tim almost collided with a man in a camel’s hair coat who was standing in front of the door to room 313. The man jumped away with a guilty start.

“Excuse me,” Tim said.

The man stared at him, damp, pale hair pasted to his forehead. He was sweating even in the unheated hallway, and there was something about his eyes that made Tim uneasy. At the elevator he turned to look back, but the man was disappearing around the corner.

• • •

The man with the knife swore silently through clenched teeth. The boy had seen him, looked closely at his face. The boy would remember him if Mike Wilder died here tonight, and would describe him to the police. The man with the knife would never allow himself to be locked up again. He would just have to bide his time and wait for another opportunity. This chance was gone, but he still had two weeks to act. Mike Wilder would survive this night, but he would not leave London alive.





CHAPTER 4

Across the Thames in a flat in Lambeth Alan Doughty and his wife Hazel sat before a small black-and-white television set. Doughty was a tall man with a friendly homely face and curly black hair that he clipped much shorter than was fashionable. His eyes were squinted with sun wrinkles, and his body was so lean there was not an extra pinch of flesh anywhere.

Hazel, a plain woman who turned beautiful when she smiled, was not smiling now. And she was not watching the American police show on the telly. She was studying the deep lines of her husband’s face and trying to guess his thoughts.

Alan Doughty’s thoughts were far away from the Lambeth flat and the action taking place on the small screen. His thoughts were some seven miles to the southwest on the grounds of the All-England Tennis Club in the residential borough of Wimbledon. In his mind Alan was already on one of the outlying courts where he would begin play in the most important tournament of his life. It was the most important tournament because it would be the last.

There would be no crowd of spectators and no reporters watching Alan’s opening match, just Hazel and a few friends on the benches. Maybe a few strollers who circulate among the far courts, not having seats in the stands. The real crowds would be at Centre Court and at Courts One and Two where the high-seeded players would be toying with the luckless opponents they drew for the first round. Alan was seeded thirteenth this year, the highest ever for him, but he knew nobody really gave him much of a chance. He had got more publicity than he deserved up till now merely because he was a Briton.

His first-round opponent was a Spaniard with a precise baseline game but little else. Alan knew he could beat the Spaniard without extending himself. It was the later matches he would have to work at to win. And he had to win them. This would be his last chance.

The doctor had written the word out for him when Alan had trouble pronouncing it.

Aneurysm.

“What does it mean, Doc?” Alan had asked.

“Do you ride a bike?”

“Yes.”

“Have you ever had an innertube with a weak spot that pooched out in kind of a bubble? Well, that’s what’s happened to one of your large arteries. The wall’s become weakened at one point and bulged outward with the force of the blood pumping through.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“If it blows out you’re a dead man.”

“What can be done about it?”

“Surgery can be performed and a chunk of plastic tubing put in place of the weakened section of the artery.”

“An operation? How soon would I need to do it?”

“Right away.”

“But next week is Wimbledon.”

“Alan, listen to me. Whether you have the operation or not, you’re going to have to forget about competitive tennis.”

“You’re not serious?”

“Never more so. In any strenuous activity the body tissues need more oxygen. To supply that need the heart pumps the blood all the faster, putting more of a strain on the arterial walls. Once you’ve had the operation you’ll be able to live a normal enough life and be as active as any thirty-eight-year-old man, but extreme exercise will be out of the quesiton.”

“Doc, I’ve been playing tennis since I was fifteen years old. It was tennis got me out of the mines where my old man died and where my three brothers are living dead right now. The game hasn’t made me a lot of money, but it’s given me a far better life than I could ever have had without it. Right now I’m playing the best tennis of my life, and for the first time I’ve got an honest shot at Wimbledon. Do you have any idea what a win at Wimbledon could do for me, Doc?”

“It could kill you, that’s what it could do.”

Alan went on as though the doctor hadn’t spoken. “A Wimbledon champion can get a lifetime job with a sporting goods firm, and never have to worry again about the rentman or the greengrocer. And all you have to do is travel about to schools and the like, signing your autograph and showing the kids how to hold a racket. Your company’s racket, of course. Doc, you just don’t know what that kind of security could mean to me and Hazel.”

“I understand your situation, Alan, and I do sympathize. But that doesn’t change the facts. I can’t order you to have an immediate operation. I can only emphasize that if you don’t have it, and if you continue to play tennis, you will surely die. Quite possibly at Wimbledon.”

“And if I quit now, what would I do? Go back to the mines? I doubt they’d even have me now. I have no trade, no skills except hitting a tennis ball with a racket.”

“Of course, the decision is yours,” said the doctor, “but if it were me I know what I’d do.”

Alan had looked around the doctor’s office at the richly paneled walls, the leaded windows, the Oriental carpet. “It’s not quite the same thing, is it?”

• • •

Now Hazel Doughty reached out and touched her husband lightly on the shoulder. “Are you all right, love? Would you like me to massage your legs?”

Alan pulled his mind back to the present. He grinned at his wife and said, “You can if you’d like, woman, but you’ll risk driving me into a passion.”

“Go along with you,” she smiled. “I’ve lived with you long enough, Alan Doughty, to know there’ll be no bedtime frolics until after the tournament when you can loosen up again. Perhaps you’d fancy a beer. There’s a couple of pints left.”

Alan rose and took hold of his wife’s hands. He drew her up gently to stand facing him. “Damn the beer,” he said. “And damn the tournament. What I want right now is you.” He smiled at her. “Besides, I’ll likely play better than ever afterwards, I shouldn’t be surprised.”

Hazel circled his lean body with her arms and pressed close against him. “I love you, tennis player, do you know that?”

“I suspected as much,” he said. “Now, are you coming to bed with me or do I have to see what I can pick up down at the local?”

Laughing softly, Hazel walked with her husband into the small, neat bedroom. Alan kept his face turned away so she would not see the tears.





CHAPTER 5

Mike Wilder opened the door and stepped out to look up and down the hallway. He thought he had heard someone moving out there, but the hall was empty now, the door of the elevator just sliding shut. Mike went back into his room and closed the door. He sat down at the small desk and picked up the telephone. He gave the hotel switchboard operator the number Paula Teal had left. He heard the number being dialed, then the series of rapid bips that signaled a busy line on London telephones.

Mike replaced the phone and doodled on a sheet of Regency House stationery while he waited to call again. He smiled at himself when he noticed that he had sketched a lopsided valentine heart.

He thought about the gathering in New York a year ago when he had met Paula. As a rule Mike hated conventions—the tasteless dinners, the interminable speeches, the mandatory guest politician. Whenever he could he avoided them like poison ivy. This time, however, Worldwide made it clear to Mike that as the star of their most successful book, he was expected to be there. His assignment, frankly, was to romance the news dealers, those anonymous people who can make or break a magazine, depending on what kind of display they give it on their stands.

By the final day of the convention Mike was sure he had permanently distorted his face from the constant smiling, and his right hand was bent with candidate’s cramps. At an afternoon seminar on postal regulations he decided he could stand it no longer, and chose a moment when no one was looking to slip out the side door. Paula Teal had picked the same emergency exit, and they nearly bumped into each other on their way out. Mike had seen the pert, auburn-haired English girl earlier at various meetings, but had never really noticed her. Now they felt like co-conspirators.

Mike suggested hiding out at a small, quiet bar he knew on Third Avenue, and Paula happily agreed. They had sipped cocktails and talked easily together long past the end of the seminar, and returned to the convention hotel rather embarrassedly just in time for the evening’s closing ceremonies.

The following night, Paula’s last in town, they had gone out on an official date—dinner, a show, dancing afterward. They had talked constantly … about writing, about places they’d been or wanted to go, about old movies, about the ironies of life … but little about themselves. Mike was going through the early stages of a divorce at the time, and didn’t much want to talk about it. Paula, whose marriage had also ended in divorce, said only that there were emotional scars that had not yet had time to heal.

There came a point in the evening when Mike felt it was time to make the standard pitch for sex.

“Listen, how would you like to see the view of the park from my room?”

“Do you really think it’s better than the view from mine?”

“No, but I thought as an opening remark it wasn’t too bad.”

“We don’t have to play word games, do we, Mike?”

“No, I guess we don’t. Maybe I’ve seen too many old Rock Hudson-Doris Day movies.”

“Let’s start again, and this time you be Mike instead of Rock.”

“Okay. Would you like to go to bed with me?”

“I might like to very much, but I’m not going to. Not this time.”

“What is it, am I using the wrong toothpaste?”

“There you go again being light and amusing and utterly false.”

“I’m sorry. Let me put it another way. What’s wrong with two people who like each other and have no outside obligations going to bed together?”

“Nothing’s wrong with it. Nothing at all. I rather approve of sex, as a matter of fact. It just happens that I’ve had some rather ugly experiences in that line not very long ago, and I’m still a little bit afraid of it, that’s all. I need some time to get over it. Do you mind awfully?”

Mike gave her a mock scowl. “Hell yes, I mind. What do you think I spent all that money on you for, lady, to shake your hand?”

Paula picked up her cue and sighed dramatically. “It’s just as dear mother told me, you men are after only one thing. Seriously, Mike, am I being awfully stuffy?”

“Sure you are, but that’s the way with all you English, isn’t it?”

Paula relaxed and laughed with him. “You have us pegged, all right, though I’m surprised you Americans have the time to learn these things what with constantly chewing gum and getting into fist fights with each other.”

The tension was broken for good then, and the evening wound up relaxed and comfortable as Mike walked Paula to the door of her hotel room.

“How about if I write to you?” he said.

“Do you want to?”

“Yes, I do, for some unaccountable reason. I haven’t written letters to a girl since I was in high school, but I’d like to write to you. I don’t want us to lose track of each other, Paula.”

She had looked up at him for a long moment, her eyes moist and bright. He kissed her. It was a long, warm kiss that promised there would be more to come. Much more. Paula had written the address of her London flat on the back of her business card and pressed it into his hand. She had touched his cheek lightly with her fingertips and disappeared into the room.

• • •

Mike smiled now, remembering the coolness of her touch, the elusive flower scent of her rich auburn hair. He had written her half a dozen letters in the past year, and she had answered each of them promptly. Their intimacy had grown steadily from letter to letter, and seeing Paula again had given Mike something to look forward to on this trip to London.

He picked up the telephone and gave her number to the switchboard operator again. This time he heard the beep-beep signal that meant the other phone was ringing.

“Hello?”

“Paula, this is Mike.”

“Mike, how good to hear your voice. Are you at the hotel?”

“Yes. I just got your message. How soon can we get together?”

“About that, there’s been a bit of a hitch.”

“Oh?” Mike was surprised at the depth of his disappointment.

“Nothing serious, I’ll just be a bit late. They’ve changed some page layouts on me, and I’m fighting a deadline that will keep me in the office another hour or so. You ought to know how that goes.”

“Sure. Don’t worry about me, I’ll just settle in here and try to recover somewhat from the jet lag until you can make it.”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” Paula said. “This is your first night in London, and I won’t have you wasting any of it sitting around an old hotel room. Now, subject to your approval, I’m sending along a substitute to start you off until I’m able to join you.”

“Substitute? What kind of a substitute?”

“Ahem, well, her name is Christy Noone, and she’s something of a knockout. A photographers’ model. I suppose I am taking rather a chance on losing you before I even get my innings, but this way at least I’ll know where, you are. It was all Christy’s idea, actually. She has the flat above mine, and I was telling her how badly I felt about not being able to meet you until later. She suggested that she fill in for me until I can get there.”

“You said something about all this being subject to my approval.”

Paula laughed deep in her throat. “You would be the first man, to my knowledge, ever to disapprove of Christy. Unless, that is, you don’t like cute little blue-eyed blondes with figures like early Bardot.”

“My preference is for brown-eyed ladies with hair that smells like flowers,” Mike said, “but I’ll try to make do with the blonde doll until one shows up.”

“Just hold that thought, mister. I should be out of here by ten. I told Christy we’d all meet at Caesar’s.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a discotheque. Don’t worry, Christy knows how to get there.”

“She does, eh? Don’t get there too late or I can’t answer for my behavior with your blonde neighbor.”

Paula laughed again. A good laugh, Mike decided. He liked a woman with a good laugh.

“Christy will be there in about an hour. I’ll make it as soon as I can, darling. Be strong.”

Mike hung up and grinned at the telephone. He felt like a high school kid going on his first date with the prom queen. Since his split with Lorraine Mike’s contacts with women had been of the hello-goodbye type, with the sex perfunctory and non-involving. He was not sorry that he and Paula had not gone to bed last year in New York, but he was damn sure they were going to make it this time. Who could tell, it might even lead to something.

The bellhop arrived with a bottle of good Glasgow Scotch and a bowl of ice cubes the size of Las Vegas dice. Mike dropped a handful of ice into a glass, filled it with Scotch, and took it into the bathroom to sip on while he soaked away the ache of jet travel.

Fifteen minutes later there was a knock at the door. Mike climbed out of the tub, wrapped a hotel towel around his middle, and padded out through the room.

He opened the door and looked down at a girl with fluffy blonde hair and sparkly eyes. She wore dressy black pants that stretched satiny smooth across her trim rounded hips, and a top of light blue silk with a neckline that plunged toward her navel.

“I’m Christy Noone,” the girl said. She ran her eyes down Mike’s body, letting her gaze linger at the towel that was his only covering.

“I seem to be early,” she said, smiling brightly up at him. “Or did you have something special in mind?”





CHAPTER 6

Having sex with Geneva Sundstrum, thought J. J. Kaiser, was like sailing on a golden sea of flesh. Make that a magnificent golden sea, he amended as he plunged into her depths. A magnificent sea of firm, buttery, beautifully apportioned flesh.

Geneva’s exquisite, endless legs rode up and crossed behind his shoulders, drawing J. J. deeper into the vortex between her thighs.

“Oh, Lord, honey,” she cried, “don’t stop! Don’t ever stop!”

For several more beats J. J. concentrated his will on holding back, then he gave up and let himself whirl down into the wet slippery womanness of her.

They lay on the bed cleaved together, their bodies slick with sweat. Six feet three inches of blonde sumptuous Geneva, and five-feet-six of dark wiry J. J. Kaiser. Gradually their harsh, open-mouth breathing slowed to normal. J. J. eased his arm out from under Geneva’s broad, smooth back and stole a look at his wristwatch.

“We’d better get going, we have work to do.”

“Can’t we just lay here a while longer?” the big girl asked. Her voice was soft and breathy, almost a whisper; not at all the booming contralto one would expect to issue from those splendid lungs.

J. J. rolled his body off of Geneva’s and gave her a businesslike slap on the rump. “‘Lie here’ is what you mean,” he said, “but laying or lying, we’ve done enough for one evening. Go take a bath and get yourself all sweet and sexy smelling.”

“Don’t I smell sexy now?”

“To me, yes, but the tennis players are the ones we want to pay attention. Put on something to titillate. Maybe that metallic gray number, the one cut down to here that shows off the boobs.”

“If I do, will you bite them?” she teased.

“Later, woman, later. Good Christ, you just took all the starch out of me, or didn’t you notice?”

Mmm, I noticed. Bet I could put some of that starch back in.”

He gave her a shove toward the edge of the bed. “Up, up, dammit.”

“Oh, all right.” Geneva stood up and stretched to her full luxurious length. She raised her arms in the classic woman’s gesture to fluff out her thick blonde hair, and smiled down at J. J. She leaned down to kiss him on the mouth, letting the pale melons of her breasts squash lightly against his chest. She glanced down at his reviving organ and stood up again with a giggle of triumph. Before he could protest, she marched away from him toward the bathroom.

J. J. tried to think up a sarcastic remark to toss after the girl, but he gave it up and smiled instead at her retreating buttocks, round and firm as a matched pair of moons. Damn, if he weren’t careful he was going to get hung up on the big broad, and wouldn’t that be a fine how-do-you-do.

He swung his legs out of bed and stood up, using a towel he had thoughtfully placed there beforehand to blot the perspiration from his compact body. He walked naked to the far side of the room where one entire corner was filled with new tennis rackets, cans of balls, eye shades, sweat bands, and other equipment associated with the game of tennis. Each item bore the script “G” that was the trademark of the Gilfillan Sporting Equipment Company, the current employer of J. J. Kaiser.

The reason J. J. was in London for Wimbledon this year was that the Gilfillan “G” was not nearly the familiar symbol the company officers and stockholders wanted it to be. It had nowhere near the recognition factor of the block “S” of Spalding or the “W” of Wilson. It was J. J.’s mission to get Gilfillan equipment into the hands and hearts of some of the top-ranked tennis players. Much depended on how well he succeeded, J. J.’s job, for one thing.

• • •

It was twenty-seven years ago, at the tender age of twelve, that J. J. Kaiser embarked on his first promotional hustle. He had picked up a box of slightly damaged candy bars at a discount from a burned-out market and carried them from door to door representing himself as being from Father Flanagan’s Boys’ Town. It took a cold heart indeed to say no to the skinny little kid with the huge sad eyes behind the magnifying lenses. In less than four city blocks his supply of candy was gone and his pockets were heavy with the inflated prices he charged in the name of charity. It was then that J. J. Kaiser had the first vague notions of what his future vocation would be.

Hustling was something he could do better than his bigger, more attractive classmates. Maybe he couldn’t make any of the teams, and maybe the popular girls wouldn’t go out with him, but J. J. had a quick mind and a quicker tongue to compensate.

Unfortunately, not all of J. J.’s promotional ventures had gone as well as the Boys’ Town candy bar caper. In fact, he had hardly done as well in the intervening twenty-seven years. There had been the pyramid-type marketing scheme for an obscure line of health food products. That one almost landed him in jail. Then there was the “wilderness resort” real estate that turned out to be unreachable except by helicopter. There was the discount travel club that never seemed to get its airplane and its passengers together at the same airport on the same date. Finally, there was the Hollywood “acting school” that held its classes in an empty warehouse. One by one these promotions, none of them quite on the up and up, but none strictly illegal, folded. After that J. J. had done some flackery for the movie studios in California and hired out as a p.r. consultant to political candidates and a number of shaky sports ventures.

The specter of final failure was close on his footsteps when J. J. talked his way into a job with Gilfillan by claiming close personal friendship with dozens of athletes who didn’t know him from Rumpelstiltskin. It was made clear to J. J. before he left the country that his future with the company depended on how well he did signing up endorsements of the product at Wimbledon. A good showing at Wimbledon meant a player was newsworthy for at least a year, and the company would be most pleased if whenever the player was photographed he displayed the script “G” somewhere. One such casual news photo was worth more than a full-page ad in Sportsweek.

• • •

J. J. leaned down now and retrieved an attaché case from among the stacked tennis rackets. He zipped it open and took out a sheet of paper with the typewritten names of the seeded players. Although he had the list, memorized by now, he ran his eye down the names once again.

Ron Hopper, the defending champion and number one seed, could be ruled out. Every product he used or wore or drank or sprayed on his hair was tied up in long-term contracts. That’s the way it was with most of the really big names, and it was not going to be easy for Gilfillan, a relative newcomer to athletic equipment, to get a foot in the door.

Tim Barrett, the kid from California, was a hot prospect this year. He was only eighth seed, but he was given a good chance to make the semi-finals. That was the cutoff point for the big-money endorsement contracts. If you finished lower than fourth your name wouldn’t sell beer at a teamsters’ picnic. J. J. made a mental note to get on the good side of the Barrett kid early. He had the good looks and the crowd appeal to be a blond Mark Spitz, and if he did make the semis the other promoters would swarm down on him like flies on a gumdrop.

The number four seed, Brian White, was always well up in the rankings, but there was little interest in signing him to a contract. He did not have the charisma that the wheeler dealers were looking for. None of this mattered to Brian White, since he was the son of wealthy parents, and had all the money he would ever need. He had never signed up with any of the competing professional groups, and just went amiably along winning his share of the smaller tournaments. They called him the last of the gentleman tennis players. Brian White would never win the big ones because he wasn’t hungry enough.

The hungriest player of all a few years back was Milo Vasquez, the Mexican-American from Los Angeles. He exploded on the tennis scene like an angry Latin skyrocket and won everything worth winning, including Wimbledon. Then three years ago the rocket fizzled. Nobody could explain what happened to his game, but suddenly it was gone. The trademark scowl was still in place, but without the howitzer serve and the ferocious net game it no longer intimidated opponents. For commercial purposes Vasquez was all washed up. Still, it was always possible he might regain his old form, so J. J. Kaiser resolved to keep an eye on him. Maybe he would drop a few friendly words early on to let the Mex know who his friends were, just in case.

J. J. returned to the name that topped his personal list of prospects: Yuri Zenger. Until very recently players from the Communist countries had stayed well away from any actions that might be construed back home as cozying up to capitalism. A Russian player who was photographed drinking Coca-Cola, say, between sets would have some heavy explaining to do to the beefy “trainers” who accompanied them everywhere. This year, however, things were loosening up, what with the détente and all. Furthermore, some of the so-called Iron Curtain countries were looking for little, safe ways to be just a tiny bit independent of the Big Bear. The word was out that Yuri Zenger could be had.
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