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ONE

The road climbed steeply to the top of the pass, leaving a final stand of wind-stunted pine trees behind like the fading memory of a softer landscape. Ahead loomed wrinkled gray hillsides that resembled the flanks of ponderous old elephants. The road plunged between them toward where a red and yellow Spanish flag was flapping above the border station in the high mountain wind.

Axel Spade turned to me. “This is going to be good,” he said. He slowed the sleek Jaguar XK-E to a stop in front of the border station. A pair of hard-eyed members of the Guardia Civil hanging around outside gave us the once-over from under their patent leather hats. One of them turned a little, the butt of the machine pistol slung over his shoulder catching the sunlight. He looked at the Jag’s license plate. It was Swiss. He looked at Axel Spade and at me. He hooked a thumb under the shoulder strap of the machine pistol.

“I mean,” Axel Spade said, “they may not have got word to the Guardia up here in the mountains. They expected us on the coast road at Irún.”

But in July the coast road had been mobbed with tourist cars heading south. We’d come through the mountains instead.

“And you’re wanted by the police in Spain,” I said. “What do we do, shoot our way across the border?”

Axel Spade chuckled. “Naturally,” he said.

We got out of the Jag and went inside the border station. A gray-haired man in a green uniform stood behind a long counter. A colored photograph of the Caudillo looked down unsmilingly on us. We plunked our passports down on the counter. The gray-haired man thumbed through them.

“How long will you stay in Spain?” he asked in Spanish. He looked bored.

“A week or ten days,” Axel Spade said.

“Have you been to Spain before?”

“Yes,” I said, and Axel Spade nodded.

The gray-haired man turned to a bank of file drawers on the wall behind the counter. He pulled out the drawer marked D and flipped through the cards, looking for one with the name Chester Drum on it. I knew he wouldn’t find one. I’d managed to keep my nose clean on previous trips to Spain, not that it was always easy in my line of work. In Axel Spade’s it was impossible.

The bank of file drawers contained what is called, in a gambling casino, the dirty file. You appear at the reception desk, well-dressed, shoes shined, wallet stuffed with the local currency, and they smile until they find your name on one of those little index cards. You passed a bad check in Monte Carlo. You were noisily drunk in Baden-Baden. You got into a scrap over the dice table in Évian. They all have a card on it. The receptionist’s smile goes away, and so do you.

Spanish border stations come complete with dirty files too. Ordinarily at the bigger frontier posts like Irún or La Junquera they don’t look at them. But here in the mountains, where they get maybe twenty cars a day, they’re curious. There are plenty of reasons for a foreigner to become persona non grata in Spain. Though mellowing, Spain is still a police state.

The gray-haired man smiled at me. I had passed muster. He pulled out the S drawer. Axel Spade nudged me with an elbow. He was a guy who enjoyed trouble, provided he could handle it. The gray-haired man lifted a card. His narrow shoulders stiffened. He turned slowly to face us. His nicotine-stained fingers were trembling.

“You are Axel Spade?” He neither looked nor acted bored now.

“That’s right.”

“Axel Spade of New York and Geneva, Switzerland?”

Spade admitted that too.

“And you are entering Spain of your own free will?”

Spade gave him a hard, tight smile. “Nobody is holding a gun at my back.”

The gray-haired man looked as though he were going to change that. He came around the counter and ducked out the door. In a few moments he was back, leading the two Guardia Civil officers. They had unslung their machine pistols and were holding them at port arms.

The gray-haired man cleared his throat, pointed a finger at Axel Spade and said, “Arrest that man.”

“You were sure we’d save time coming through the mountains,” I said to Axel Spade.

“It would have taken five hours to cross at Irún. Maybe six. You saw the traffic.” Spade didn’t seem worried, even when the two guards advanced on him.

He raised a hand languidly, like a tired traffic cop at an uncrowded intersection. “I suggest you make one telephone call first,” he said.

The gray-haired man said, “What you suggest is of no interest to me.”

“Maybe I don’t understand,” Spade said. “Maybe you’re rich enough to retire without a pension.”

The gray-haired man ignored that. “Put them both in back,” he told the guards, “as they are traveling together. Then call Madrid. His name is—”

“—Axel Spade,” Spade said cheerfully. We were ushered behind the counter to a door. One of the guards unlocked it. I saw a bare room with a single cot, two wooden chairs and a barred window that looked out over the mountains.

Spade turned and said over his shoulder, “Don’t call Madrid. Call Pamplona. It’s closer. The ranch of Don Santiago Sotomayor.”

“Who?” said the gray-haired man.

“Santiago Sotomayor. Tell him you’ve arrested me.”

“Captain General Santiago Sotomayor?” asked the gray-haired man. He looked suddenly nervous. But the door still shut behind us. The lock clicked.

Axel Spade had come to Spain to get married.

That may not sound like much, but for anybody who knew him it was plenty. For anybody doubling as best man and bodyguard it was more than plenty. Spade attracts danger the way a heart-shaped red serge cloth draped on a wooden stick attracts a fighting bull.

Axel Spade gives professional advice to black marketeers and smugglers. His going rates for an interview are a hundred bucks a half hour, and if you need the kind of advice Spade gives, a half hour of his time is the best investment you can make. Spanish taxes on everything from watches to automotive parts being what they are, Spain is a smuggler’s paradise, and Spade had probably schooled half the smugglers who ran contraband from Gibraltar to the Málaga coast.

If you took a poll of the Guardia Civil, Axel Spade would have been voted the guy they would most like to get in a small, well-lighted room, where they could beat on his head with the butt ends of their machine pistols. Maybe they were going to do it now.

We had time to smoke a couple of Spade’s thin black cigars before the door was unlocked. The gray-haired man stood in the doorway, stiffly at attention. He had put on a visored cap, and he was sweating. Behind him were the two guards, who had removed their patent leather hats. They looked naked without them.

The gray-haired man didn’t quite salute. “Welcome to Spain, Señor Spade,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“A thousand pardons for my ridiculous mistake.”

“No problem,” Spade said magnanimously.

“If you require an escort to Pamplona—”

“We’ll manage without one,” Spade said. He was grinning.

The gray-haired man stamped our passports. The guards flanked us as we walked outside to the Jaguar. They had ditched their machine pistols. They put their hats back on as we climbed into the car, then saluted us and stood in the dust as we zoomed off. Spade took the XK-E to seventy in second gear.


TWO

The gate opened and a black and very angry two-year-old bull charged out into the plaza, skidded to a stop and looked around for something to hit with his horns. They weren’t the horns he’d develop in two more years, but they were wide-spaced and already sharply pointed and could do plenty of damage.

“Diano Segundo,” shouted the vaquero who had opened the toril gate. Even at the age of two years the bull Diano the Second had a formidable hump of muscle running from neck to shoulders, and the black tail shot straight out behind him as he spotted something to attack and lunged into a full gallop again. I began to appreciate the fact that I was seated on a bench behind the protective wooden barrera.

What Diano Segundo had spotted, as he was supposed to, was a group of four horsemen across the plaza, directly under where I was sitting with Axel Spade. One of the horsemen broke away from the others, trotted toward the bull and then set his mount sideways to the line of charge.

“This should really be something to see,” Axel Spade told me. “Old Sotomayor will do the pic-ing himself.”

Captain General Santiago Sotomayor, ex-commander of the Guardia Civil and now a bull breeder, a fighting bull breeder, here in Navarre in the north of Spain, was wearing a picador’s round-crowned and round-brimmed hat, a picador’s embroidered jacket and a picador’s buff-colored trousers, but no protective armor on his right leg. The horse was protected, though, by a thick mattress strapped to his body on the right side.

As Diano Segundo approached, moving very fast now, Sotomayor leaned out of the saddle, horse and horseman looming over the bull, and shot his vara home. It was a lance, eight feet long, and he drove it into the bull’s back just behind the shoulders. Diano tossed his head, trying to reach the horse with those horns. But at two years he wasn’t big enough yet, nor strong enough, not if the lance had been shot home just right, as it had. But nobody had told him that. He tried, the lance holding him off, and after a while they let the steers into the plaza, and they took him away.

“Toro,” called out Captain General Santiago Sotomayor, indicating that Diano Segundo had passed his test by charging bravely and not cringing under the bite of the lance. Had he said “carne” instead, Diano’s career as a fighting bull would have ended before it began, and he would have been castrated, fattened on grain and sent to the slaughterhouse.

When the toril gate had shut behind Diano and the steers, Sotomayor dismounted. That is, two vaqueros helped him from the specially constructed saddle that had made it possible for him to keep his seat astride and settled him into a folding wheelchair which a third vaquero had brought. They rolled it up a ramp to where I was sitting with Axel Spade. Sotomayor was semi-paralyzed from the waist down. Thirty years ago, before the Civil War, he had been a brilliant horseman and a rejoneador—a bullfighter, usually a member of the nobility, who does his fighting on horseback. Now he had enormous chest and shoulder development and sat very straight but could walk only with the aid of canes or crutches. He was sixty years old and had the coldest, most arrogant blue eyes I had ever seen. They looked even colder and more arrogant when his chair had been rolled into the wide aisle next to Axel Spade.

“I thank you for coming to the testing,” he said swiftly and formally in Spanish.

Spade answered in the same language, which I understood and spoke as well as he did. “It was a pleasure watching you work, maestro,” he said.

“That will be much toro, that one,” Sotomayor replied, his eyes briefly going soft. “Could you tell?”

“The way he kept trying to get at the horse,” Spade said.

“Yes, and with his lips clamped and no foolish snorting. They don’t test two-year-olds much nowadays. Only the mothers of fighting bulls. It is a pity.” His blue eyes went hard again. “Did you sleep well?”

Spade said that he had slept well, and I nodded. My nod was a waste of effort. Sotomayor did not like Axel Spade and did not hide his dislike. But I was a hired hand and as such beneath contempt. Sotomayor wouldn’t have asked one of his vaqueros if he’d slept well, nor the over-age picador who was now testing another bull in the plaza. Then why ask a private detective who had come to Spain as Axel Spade’s bodyguard?

“I regret the trouble you had at the border yesterday.”

“It wasn’t your fault. Anyway, you cleared it up fast.”

We had arrived at the ranch outside Pamplona late the afternoon before. Sotomayor hadn’t greeted us. His butler saw that we were fed and tucked into a guest suite in the big ranch house, where we found a note saying we could see Sotomayor at the bull-ring in the morning. The note, written in the third person and unsigned, managed to be patronizing. I didn’t think that was because Spade was an outlaw in more than twenty countries on four continents, until yesterday Spain included.

Spade’s bride-to-be was the niece of Captain General Santiago Sotomayor, which was just a cut or two below being the niece of the Caudillo himself. But that didn’t mean Sotomayor had to like it. His niece would become—count them—Spade’s sixth wife.

Sotomayor leaned over the barrera and turned his right thumb down like a Roman emperor signaling death for a fallen gladiator. The bull they had just tested, instead of trying to come in under the horse with his horns, had snorted, pawed at the sand with his forehooves, shied away from the first touch of the pic and trotted off. “Carne,” said Sotomayor a little sadly, and the steers came in and led the cowardly bull away.

I got the impression that the Captain General would turn a thumb down as readily on a human being. Maybe, I decided, that was why Axel Spade had hired me.

It took some doing to upstage Santiago Sotomayor, but Axel Spade was the center of attention at the party the old Captain General gave in his honor that night:

The party began late, as most Spanish parties do. It was a big shindig, although smaller than the annual garden party at Buckingham Palace, with maybe three hundred people milling about in the salons of the ranch house drinking Dom Perignon champagne and toasting the groom-to-be, who was present, and the bride-to-be, who was not. Wearing a formal white uniform and a chest full of medals, Sotomayor held court in the grand salon in his wheelchair under the mounted head of a bull he’d fought as a rejoneador thirty years before in the big Plaza de Toros de Madrid. This was Rico, an enormous Miura bull with horns wider around at the base than a man’s biceps, a bull like the one that had killed Manolete, a bull that Sotomayor had killed finally, after dismounting, with a rare and perfect sword-thrust recibiendo that they still talked about after thirty years. That had been the Captain General’s day of glory in a life full of glory, and the toadies surrounding his wheelchair didn’t let him forget that they remembered it.

At about ten o’clock I wandered over to where he was holding court. By then most of the guests had arrived and Axel Spade didn’t seem to need protection from the bevy of Spanish beauties wearing high combs in their hair and black lace mantillas, that surrounded him. Maybe I was jealous. There are no girls more beautiful than upper-class Spanish señoritas.

“Yes, of course I await her arrival with a certain amount of … trepidation,” Sotomayor was saying. “It is like dismounting and waiting on foot for the first rush of a bull that you know can charge straight and true as though he were on railroad tracks.”

“Like the Miura in Madrid, Don Santiago,” a French army colonel, who was his country’s military attaché at the summer capital in San Sebastián, said with an unctuous smile. Sotomayor’s arrogant blue eyes gave him a withering look and he shut up.

“When will Señorita Robles reach the ranch?” someone asked.

“Soon, soon. Her brother José is flying her up from Madrid. They have only met this past week, since he grew up here on the Continent and Luz was raised in Venezuela. I of course have not seen her since she was a child.”

“José,” said the French army colonel, and obviously it wasn’t his night. “That would be the youngest child of your brother Hernando?”

There came one of those sudden, heavy silences. Even people far across the big room were affected by it, looking in Sotomayor’s direction as though he had conveyed his anger telepathically. His deeply lined face had drained white. His big hands clutched the arms of the wheelchair. He said in a low, rasping voice, “You will never mention that name in this house again. It is forbidden. It is absolutely forbidden, señor.”

“I am sorry, Don Santiago,” the French colonel said, flustered. It was a hot night, and his red face was covered with a sheen of sweat. “Naturally I have heard the stories about you and your bro—”

With a quick, flicking motion of both hands Sotomayor propelled his wheelchair in the colonel’s direction. The Frenchman could either stand his ground and risk being run down or skip awkwardly out of the way. He skipped awkwardly out of the way, mopping his brow with a silk handkerchief, and Sotomayor rolled by and called a greeting to someone at the buffet table. The conversation under the mounted head of the Miura bull named Rico was desultory after that. I went outside to the terrace.

Axel Spade was a good enough actor to hide his nervousness. He flashed brilliant white teeth at a quartet of señoritas in mantillas and said, offhandedly, “… cost the French government ten million dollars once it had been decided that the counterfeit coins were nothing more than trinkets.” The mention of that sum brought appropriate oohs and ahs from his audience, and Spade smiled again. Then he glanced at his wristwatch, scowled and pursed his lips. Luz was late and he didn’t like it.

The brilliant white teeth looked like store teeth but weren’t. To go with the teeth, everything about Spade had a slightly artificial or too well-groomed look—the sleek black hair going to white at the temples and splitting his forehead in a sharp widow’s peak, the dark eyes nesting in crow’s feet, the perfectly cut white dinner jacket, and the studs and cuff-links that bore Spade’s hallmark on a silver background, a black ace of spades. He looked a little too much like the Axel Spade that Artzybasheff had caricatured for a Time cover, smiling faintly at you while an assortment of Rube Goldberg machines all around him were busily ingesting and disgorging a dozen different kinds of currency, all earned illegally.

“This is my good friend and best man, Chester Drum,” Spade introduced me, only a little reluctantly. “He is a private detective.”

“A detective?” two of the señoritas said in unison and on a proper note of awe. Their reaction would have been the same had Spade said a certified public accountant or a chimney sweep. Whenever you need some ego-boosting, go to Spain and meet the señoritas.

“But isn’t it odd, Señor Spade, a detective and an international financier, friends?”

Axel Spade and I weren’t really friends. Starting with the time I’d saved the daughter of his first marriage from a homicide rap, I’d handled maybe half a dozen cases for him. It had surprised me when he’d called my Geneva office to invite me down to Spain as best man at his wedding, and he’d sensed that and tempered my surprise by offering me a job as bodyguard as well. I had the notion that there was something besides matrimony up his sleeve. Well, he’d let me know when the time came. Meanwhile I was being paid, and I like Spain.

“What is it like, being a detective?” one of the señoritas asked.

“Sometimes it’s work,” I said. “But not now. Not that I’m complaining.”

“Oh, you looked so serious when you said that.”

Spade glanced at his watch again, anxiously. “You are right,” he said. “He is a very serious man. He makes a splendid bodyguard.”

“He is your bodyguard?”

“I have many enemies,” Spade said gravely, “even here in your country. Perhaps most of all here in your country. But Señor Drum will do my worrying for me. I came here to get married.”

I said dryly, “I sort of remember the last time you were going to get married.”*

“We won’t talk about that,” Spade said hastily.

“And are you married, Señor Drum?” one of the señoritas asked me, her dark eyes flashing.

“I was. It didn’t work out. I’m divorced.”

“Qué lástima. What a pity—but for you, not for us. Had it been a girl of Spain, who knows how to care for her man.… But in any event I for one like a man who has lived, who has been tempered by a bad marriage, even though the sisters taught us—”

“Carmen,” another señorita said, “I think you have had a little, a very little too much of Don Santiago’s splendid champagne.” She turned to me, masking her red mouth with a fluttering black fan. “Will you remain in Navarre long, señor?”

“A week. Till the wedding.”

“Then you will see the running of the bulls in Pamplona as well,” said Carmen. “How fortunate.”

As though Carmen’s allusion to the running of the bulls were his cue, a big man shouldered his way through the French doors that led out to the terrace. He glanced at me, and at Spade, and back at me. With his crewcut and rugged good looks he might have been an All-American fullback who had managed to keep in shape a few years after the final touchdown. He was my size, which is six-one, and just as wide across the shoulders. He looked mad.

“Which one of your guys is Spade?” he said. Nobody answered right away, but I took a step that brought me between him and Axel Spade.

“Got to be you,” he told me with a sneer. “You’re about the right age and the type Luz would go for. I ought to know,” he shouted.

“Why don’t you kind of calm down?” I suggested.

“I’m MacNeil Hollister, you bastard,” he said by way of calming down.

I said, “I think you have had a little, a very little too much of Don Santiago’s splendid champagne.” Carmen’s black fan fluttered nervously in front of her red lips. She giggled.

“I got only one thing to say to you, you bastard,” MacNeil Hollister said to me.

That gave me the idea that the light approach might not work. “Say that about one more time,” I told him, “and you’ll wake up with a mouthful of loose teeth.”

He said, “Thanks for making it easy,” and swung at me, powerfully but awkwardly and not unexpectedly. I sighed, went in under the big right fist, turned my back on him, clamped a double wristlock on his arm and applied enough pressure to make him groan.

“Tough guy,” he said. “She’d also go for a tough guy. You let go, I’ll show you what tough can be.” He had the good sense, though, not to struggle. There is nothing that can soften a pugnacious type more swiftly than a double wristlock. One wrong move and you can break his arm at the elbow like a thin slat of orange crate. There is nothing more ignominious either. MacNeil Hollister had to do his talking to the back of my neck.

The señoritas had formed a half-circle around us. Their eyes were very big. “This gentleman here is Mr. Spade,” I said mildly. “Mr. Spade, this seems to be a fellow named MacNeil Hollister. He says he has one thing to say to you. I say he can say it and then scram. How does that sound?”

“Let go of him,” Axel Spade said.

That surprised me, but I shrugged and released Hollister’s arm. I stood poised, though, ready for trouble.

Hollister rubbed his right wrist with his left hand. He smirked. “You’re Spade?”

“I’m Spade.”

“You? Hell, I can’t fight with an old guy like you.”

I began to relax. I decided MacNeil Hollister would be a swell guy to play poker with if you wanted to build a bankroll.

“You’re here for the wedding?” Spade said. “In your place I might not have been so—understanding.”

“I had to see you with my own eyes.” Hollister shook his head, as though, now that he had seen Spade with his own eyes, he couldn’t quite believe it. “An old guy like you. I bet you’re loaded.”

Spade smiled a cold, faint copy of the brilliant smile he had flashed at the señoritas. He said nothing.

“I guess Luz wants some of the good life for herself. I guess she realized she couldn’t get that from a light colonel in the army. Even Uncle Sugar’s army,” he added for the benefit of the señoritas.

“Yes, of course, the army,” Spade said. “And you’re stationed in Madrid?” All of a sudden he seemed interested in what MacNeil Hollister had to say.

“No. Zaragoza.”

“But you came here by way of Madrid? Did you see Luz?”

“I drove straight through. How the hell could I see her now?” Hollister asked, his voice going querulous with self-pity.

Spade’s interest waned. “Well, I hope we can be friends.”

“Take care of her,” Hollister said under his breath.

“I intend to.”

“Take care of her.” This time it sounded more like a warning.

“I said I intend to.”

“Take care of her,” MacNeil Hollister said truculently, his face about six inches from Spade’s, “or I’ll break your goddamn back. That’s what I came here to say.”

“Okay,” I told him. “You said it. Now get lost.”

“Yeah, what are you, his keeper or something?”

“Beat it,” I said. It is very easy to dislike a tough guy whose muscles are mostly in his mouth, but I felt a little sorry for MacNeil Hollister.

He left the terrace, grumbling and taking his torch with him. “A colonel,” Axel Spade mused. “In the army. He’s like a little boy.”

“Luz’s old boyfriend?”

“Yes. He was the American military attaché in Caracas, Venezuela. They were never officially engaged, and he’d already been transferred to Spain when I went to Venezuela on business. Where I met Luz.” He looked at his watch and scowled. “What time do you have?”

“Almost eleven-thirty.”

“They’re very late, Luz and her brother.”

I looked up at the star-filled sky. “Perfect flying weather. Relax. You know the Spaniards. Punctuality isn’t exactly a virtue with them.”

“I suppose you are right,” Spade said. For the first time that evening his middle-European accent was pronounced, a sure sign that Axel Spade was worried.

It was a party like any other jet-set party in Spain or elsewhere until two-thirty in the morning. An Englishwoman named Tyson, a wealthy widow who lived on Mallorca with a retired gigolo, collapsed dead drunk at the buffet table and was carried upstairs by a couple of flunkies who managed it as effortlessly as a maid sweeping dust under a corner of the carpet. An American remittance-man couple up from Torremolinos had one of those cold-eyed and harsh-whispered fights where you think they’re going to start swinging or pulling knives any second and the next minute they were dancing plastered against each other from knee to cheek. The band played a paso doble and a bullfighter’s lady got a muleta somewhere and did the pass of death, using a somewhat more drunken MacNeil Hollister as her bull. A sallow-faced old man predicted that the Prince of Bourbon-Parma would be sitting on the throne in Madrid, with Franco’s blessings, before Franco was laid to rest in the Valley of the Fallen. A fat Guardia Civil colonel told the joke about the Russian astronaut who landed on the moon only to find that a Spaniard, a member of the Falange, had beaten him there by building a stairway across a quarter of a million miles of space, using crouching soldiers as risers and prone priests as steps. Four Germans held a long and earnest discussion as to whether bullfighting should be regarded as an art or a sport. They came to no definite conclusion. An American oilman named Perry toppled from the terrace outside the grand salon, had his fall broken by a chirimoya tree and wound up with a badly sprained knee. Three matadors who would fight in Pamplona next week prowled the salons restlessly, giving hot-eyed appraisal to every woman under forty, most of whom liked it.

At two-thirty, back on the terrace, I heard the drone of a plane. Sotomayor’s vaqueros must have heard it too. In a few moments two long lines of blue landing lights winked on beyond the bull ring. It was quite a ranch.

Axel Spade poked his head out the French doors. He flashed his brilliant smile, all the worry gone from his face now. “Come on. They’re picking her up in the station wagon.”

It was a big, four-door Chrysler wagon. Sotomayor was already seated in back, the wheelchair folded on the floor at his feet. Spade joined him. I climbed in front with the chauffeur. That left the middle seat for Luz and her brother José. We went bouncing along the unpaved road past the bull ring.

The plane, a small two-engine job, was just taxiing up when we got there. The chauffeur unfolded Sotomayor’s wheelchair and the Captain General rolled toward the runway, Axel Spade and I flanking him on either side a couple of paces back.

The door of the plane opened, and a man got out. He was wearing a light leather jumper and a crash helmet. He stepped down onto the wing and from the wing to the ground. He posed there, holding the wing tip with one hand. A white silk scarf, draped carelessly around his neck, fluttered in the slight breeze.

We all looked at the gaping door of the plane. We waited. No one else came through it.

“Good evening, nephew,” Sotomayor said formally. “A good flight?”

“A good flight, uncle.”

Axel Spade was still looking at the door of the plane.

José kept staring at his uncle.

“Well?” demanded Santiago Sotomayor. He was also looking up at the door.

“Isn’t she here?” José asked. “Clearly, she must be here.”

“I beg your pardon?” Sotomayor said in a very soft voice. “If you mean your sister Luz, she is not here. How could she be here, when you were supposed to bring her? Is this some joke? Where is she?”

“I don’t know, uncle.” José clutched at the white silk scarf, like a man at a funeral conscious of the fact that he cut too dashing a figure for the solemnity of the occasion. “We met in Madrid at the Ritz bar at noon. She had some shopping to do, she said. We were to meet later at the airport. I waited. She did not come. Still I waited. And then, at last, she sent a note saying she was afraid to fly with, her señorito of a brother and had decided to take the train to Pamplona instead. I flew here alone.”

“She took no train. She never reached Pamplona. Or the ranch.”

“I don’t get it,” Axel Spade said in English.

“Señorito. Señorito is right,” said Sotomayor contemptuously. “You will come closer.”

José took two steps and stood in front of the wheelchair. “Can you do nothing right?” Sotomayor asked him.

“I am sorry, uncle,” José said.

The old man’s muscular torso seemed to expand upward. Sotomayor raised his right hand and struck his nephew, hard, on both cheeks. José lurched back, knuckling at a smear of blood on his upper lip.

“She sent a note,” Sotomayor said. “So you flew here by yourself. No call to me. Nothing. You just flew here. She sent a note.”

José clamped his lips tight. “I regret that I have displeased you, uncle.”

“You regret. She sent a note.”

The other note, the ransom note, reached the ranch in the morning.

* See Francesca by Stephen Marlowe


THREE

Kidnaping, like baseball, is a particularly American pastime. It is a rare crime in Europe and almost unheard of in Spain. Which means that European and Spanish police don’t know how to handle a kidnaping. Which means that the odds against the victim returning alive are increased, and they are bad enough to begin with.

Axel Spade knew that, and I knew it, and there wasn’t a damn thing we could do about it. By eleven o’clock the next morning we had worn a pair of grooves in the carpeting of our suite at Santiago Sotomayor’s ranch. The old Captain General had shown Spade the ransom note, but after that we were out of it. The note was the usual thing, individual letters from various newspapers and magazines pasted on a sheet of coarse yellow paper.

“They want three million pesetas,” Spade told me. “That’s fifty thousand dollars. Christ, Sotomayor could pay it out of petty cash, or I could. But the important thing is not to scare them, isn’t it?”

I nodded. “They’re probably watching the ranch.”

“Of course they are,” Spade said. “And the ranch looks like a command post before a major battle.”

If anything he had understated it. The ranch looked like a command post before one of the fifteen decisive battles of history. The old Captain General had turned for help to his friends in the Guardia Civil, which he had once commanded. Gray-green uniforms, patent leather hats and machine pistols were all over the place. Fresh squadrons of the Guardia kept roaring up on motorcycles. The sudden appearance of a battalion of heavy tanks wouldn’t have surprised me. The lack of cooperation of the kidnapers and the death of their victim would have surprised me less.

Spade was chain-smoking small black cigars. He turned from the window and blew a cloud of smoke and said through it, “What would you do?”

“Two things. Seem to cooperate here at the ranch. I wouldn’t have a man in uniform within fifty miles of here.”

“That’s what I thought,” Spade said glumly.

“And retrace Luz’s footsteps in Madrid yesterday. Quietly.”

“Quietly,” Spade said with bitterness just as a pair of motorcycles came roaring up outside. “But how do you mean cooperate here at the ranch?”

“They’ll get in touch with Sotomayor again. They have to, to set up the delivery of the money. Unless the Guardia scares them off.”

“And then what?”

“You already said it. Sotomayor can afford the ransom. Then I’d pay it.”

“Is that what the FBI would have recommended?” Spade knew I’d served a two-year hitch in the bureau before hanging out my shingle and going private.

I shrugged. “They leave that to the family of the victim. They’d probably want to mark the money to show up in cold light, and take the serial numbers too. But they sure as hell wouldn’t go wandering all over the map like an army on bivouac.”

Spade bared his teeth, more in a grimace than a smile. He headed for the door. “I’m going to see Sotomayor. If I tell him you were FBI, maybe he’ll let you take over.”

I didn’t point out that it was probably too late for that.

Spade returned in ten minutes. His face looked gray.

“Well?”

“He wouldn’t see me. He’s in his office, with a couple of guards outside. They wouldn’t let me in.”

We waited through the long, hot afternoon. The household still functioned efficiently. Lunch was brought at two-thirty. Spade picked at his food. I ate hungrily. “Hold it,” Spade told the maid in English when she had finished piling our dishes on a tray. She gave him a blank look and in Spanish he said, almost snarling at her, “Wait a minute. I have something for Don Santiago.”

He scrawled a note and showed it to me. It briefly outlined my background and urged the Captain General to take me into his confidence. It pointed out humbly, almost with hat in hand, that Spade loved Luz too. The maid took the note and left.

She returned with cocktail fixings at five o’clock.

“Did you deliver it?”

“What, señor?”

“My letter. To Don Santiago.”

“Sí, señor.”

The maid looked frightened. There had been no answer. I mixed us each a martini. Spade just looked at his. “Go on and drink it. Do you good.”

Spade’s hand shook when he raised the glass. I had never seen him lose his composure before. “That son of a bitch is going to get her killed,” he said. He drank the martini down in two quick gulps. I had made it on-the-rocks and he poured straight gin over the ice in his glass and drank that too. Then he left our suite again. This time he was gone just five minutes.

“They almost threw me out. Don Santiago wants no interference, they said.”

The evening shadows lengthened. I stretched out on my bed and smoked and stared at the ceiling and wondered, for the fifth time, if maybe I ought to take off for Madrid now, in Axel Spade’s Jaguar. But I wouldn’t get very far retracing Luz’s steps in the capital without Sotomayor’s blessing. Madrid wasn’t Washington.

At dusk Spade called me to the window. Our suite was in the front of the ranch house. “Take a look at this.”
 
With the aid of his canes, Sotomayor was climbing into the rear seat of the big station wagon. His chauffeur was just getting in front. A couple of other guys held down the middle seat. At least they weren’t wearing uniforms.

“You think this is it?” Spade asked.

“Maybe.”

The station wagon took off, without a motorcycle escort.

It was back an hour and a half later. They got the old man out and he rolled his wheelchair into the house. In a few minutes a dozen motorcycles raced off into the darkness.

Ten o’clock. Eleven. The maid brought dinner, a cold Spanish soup called gazpacho and a tureen of paella. There was a small envelope on the tray. Spade opened it, took out a sheet of paper folded once, read it and handed it over.

Neatly typed and perfectly centered was the simple sentence: Don Santiago wishes to see Señor Spade and Señor Drum in his office at once. There was no signature.

The old Captain General sat behind a large mahogany desk with all but the arms of the wheelchair hidden. His powerful hands were toying with a bronze paperweight in the shape of a fighting bull. He wore absolutely no expression on his face, but his usually cold and arrogant blue eyes were lidded. He wouldn’t look up at us when we came in. Maybe that was as close as Santiago Sotomayor came to eating crow.

“Do me the favor of being seated,” he said in what for him was a somewhat subdued voice. “Whiskey, or perhaps an after-dinner sherry?” With a small movement of his hand he indicated the bar built into the wall to the left of the desk. The rest of the wall was lined with leather-bound books.

Spade said, “We’ve wasted enough time already. What do you want?”

Sotomayor took that. He bowed his head a little lower. “They telephoned. From Madrid. The call was traced to a café near the Plaza Mayor. I was given explicit instructions as to where the money should be delivered.”

“When was that?” I asked. I was surprised that they had bothered to make the second contact with all the activity going on at the ranch.

“At about noon. Shortly after the ransom note arrived. The caller specified the hour of dusk and an arroyo twelve miles west of here.” Sotomayor looked up for the first time. His eyes were just blue eyes punched deeply into the lined face of an old man. “They never came for the money. They still have Luz. I have the feeling that they will not contact me again.”

“You have the feeling,” Spade said caustically. “Why didn’t you have the feeling to get some professional help before it was too late?”

“I had the Guardia,” Sotomayor said, but his voice was still subdued.

“That’s right, you did. You had the Guardia all over the place.”

Sotomayor shook his head slowly. “This is not the United States. You do not understand my country. Here, people live in fear of a uniform, particularly the Guardia uniform. What I did was intentional. I wanted to frighten them. It was my feeling that fear would assure the safe return of my niece.”

“What do you think now? What kind of feeling do you have now?” Spade asked.

Sotomayor leaned across the desk. “I will not have you talking to me like that.” His blue eyes, all of a sudden, were cold and arrogant again.

“You earned it,” Spade said flatly.

“It was a mistake sending for you.”

“The trouble with you,” Spade said, “is that you’re all the way up there and everybody else fortunate enough to breathe the same air you breathe is way down here.”

“You will leave this office. You will leave my ranch.”

“That suits me. Let’s go,” Spade told me, getting up.

“Hold your horses,” I said in English.

“What’s the use? He’s an arrogant, egotistical—”

“And you,” Sotomayor said in English, “are a parvenu and a criminal.”

“At any rate I wouldn’t have—”

“You have no right—”

I said, “The kidnapers are three people named Sancho Panza, Y.A. Tittle and Alice B. Toklas.”

There was a silence. Spade looked at me. He sat down and began to smile shamefacedly.

“Señor?” Sotomayor said.

“When two grown men start behaving like a couple of kids, saying something senseless usually lets you get a word in edgewise. Is it okay if I get a word in edgewise?”

Neither one of them said anything. Sotomayor was studying the desktop again.

“Don Santiago,” I said, “you made a mistake this afternoon and you know it. Otherwise you wouldn’t have called us in here. Right?”

“I am listening,” Sotomayor said.

I turned to face Spade. “Will running off at the mouth about how stupid he was help us find Luz?”

Spade shook his head.

Sotomayor asked, “You believe there is a chance we can still find her?”

“I don’t know,” I said truthfully. “Ordinarily I’d say no. Put a scare in kidnapers like that and they usually kill off their victim and hightail it into the next state. In this case, into the next country.”

“All the border stations are being watched,” Sotomayor said, not quite smugly. “At least that much of my authority remains.”

“But it could be we’re missing a bet if we think this is an ordinary kidnaping,” I went on, ignoring the sop Sotomayor had fed his own ego.

“There is something I do not know?” he asked. “Something perhaps in which Señor Spade is involved?”

“How much money are you worth, Don Santiago?”

He misinterpreted the question. “I assure you that you will be rewarded handsomely for anything you—”

“I’m working for Axel Spade,” I said. “I don’t want your money, I want your cooperation. How much are you worth?”

“I am afraid I cannot answer that question. A man in my position, a former commander of the Guardia—”

“More than a million dollars?”

“Well—yes.”

“More than five million?”

A small nod and a defiant look.

“Shall we try for ten?” I said.

“My net worth is more than ten million dollars.”

I sighed. My own net worth was a few thousand hard-earned bucks the last time I’d remembered to balance my checking account back in Washington. “Well, that doesn’t put you in J. Paul Getty’s class, but I guess you don’t have to worry about where your next buck is coming from.”

“I am not a poor man, no,” Sotomayor said defensively.

“The kidnapers would know that. Don’t you think it kind of strange that all they asked for was fifty thousand dollars?”

“There is a point beyond which no man will pay,” Sotomayor said sententiously.

“Is fifty thousand dollars that point for you, to get Luz back?”

“No, of course not.”

“But it is a lot of money,” Spade told me. “To a Spaniard it’s a fortune.”

“That’s not the point,” I said. “The point is that the figure should have been more commensurate with Don Santiago’s ability to pay—or else far lower than it is. Either a well-organized job where all of Don Santiago’s assets are known, or a hit-and-run snatch where a guy wants a few thousand quick bucks to get out of debt.”

“And?” Sotomayor asked.

“And this is neither. It’s too low for the first and too high for the second.”

“I don’t understand,” Sotomayor said.

“Maybe there’s another reason they kidnaped Luz,” I said. “Maybe it isn’t money they’re after at all. Maybe they only want you to think it is.”

“What other reason?” Spade asked.

“Hell, I don’t know. I was hoping one of you would enlighten me.”

“Luz was brought up in Venezuela and San Francisco,” Spade said. “Her foster father was in the import-export business. As far as I know her life was routinely upper-middle-class. There’s nothing.”

“What about some typical Axel Spade financial hanky-panky? Could anybody here in Spain want to get at you through Luz?”

But Spade could think of nothing.

“Politics?” I said, looking at Sotomayor. “What about your brother? He was Luz’s father, wasn’t he?”

The old Captain General gave me a hard and almost vicious look. I remembered the scene last night at the party. “There is no need to discuss my brother. He is dead.”

“Sure, and from the look of it he left some scars.”

“It is forbidden to talk of—”

“I’m no French military attaché making a blunder at a fancy party,” I said. “We’re trying to get a line on Luz. How about swallowing your pride long enough to try?”

Sotomayor rolled back from his desk and banged both his big fists on his blanket-covered legs. “My brother Hernando was with the Loyalists. They did this to me. He did this to me.”

“During the Civil War?”

“Of course during the war. He was captured and executed.”

“Thanks to you?”

Sotomayor’s face darkened. “Well, in a manner of speaking.”

“Go ahead and speak in that manner,” I suggested.

“It was not known he was a secret Loyalist sympathizer. Most members of the upper classes were not.”

I knew something was wrong, and suddenly it came to me. Axel Spade had shown me Luz’s picture often enough. She couldn’t have been out of her early twenties.

“But you knew he was a secret Loyalist sympathizer?” I asked.

“I learned it.”

“And turned him in?”

“It was my duty.”

“When was it your duty?”

“When I found out.” Sotomayor swung his wheelchair around, turning his back to me.

“When was that?”

“I don’t remember exactly when.”

“Try to remember.”

“Well, in the late forties. In 1947.”

“Almost ten years after the Civil War ended,” I said.

“I told you it was my duty.”

“It took you one hell of a long time to discover what your duty was.”

“You have no right to say that.”

I ignored his anger. “You never married, did you?”

“No.”

“Why is Luz so important to you?” I asked. “You haven’t seen her since she was a little girl.”

“She is my brother’s daughter.”

“Sure she is. But you hated your brother.”

“She—in her pictures she reminded me of someone.”

“Her mother?”

The old Captain General said, very softly, “Yes. Of her mother.”

“Your brother Hernando’s wife. Is she still alive?”

“She died in Venezuela.”

The wheelchair swung again. “Your questions, they come at me like machine gun bullets. You are confusing me.” But his eyes were clear and icy cold. They didn’t look confused.

He waited, almost anxiously, for another question. I let him stew. Axel Spade looked at me and lit one of his small black cigars. I played a hunch and asked abruptly, “How long were you in love with your brother’s wife?”

Sotomayor’s hands stiffened on the arms of the wheelchair. “Get out of here. You are lucky, señor. I should have my vaqueros take you out and beat you.”

“Listen,” I said, “when two brothers hate each other, as apparently you and Hernando did, there can be a lot of reasons. But usually it’s money or a woman. You didn’t inherit this ranch from your brother, did you?”

“No,” he said, relaxing visibly, liking that line of questioning better. “We each had our own holdings: His were confiscated by the government after his death.”

“All right. Then that leaves a woman.”

“I warned you to stop.”

“Warn me after we find Luz. Are there any other brothers or sisters, besides José?”

“What difference does that make?”

“Your brother was a rich man, but his holdings were confiscated. Who provided for his children?”

“I have always taken care of José. Luz, as you know, grew up in Venezuela. There is another brother, the oldest, adopted and raised by a norteamericano, a journalist who was my brother’s closest friend and the child’s godfather. The child was called Ramón. He goes by his godfather’s surname now,” the old man said distastefully. “He calls himself Ray Moyers.”

“Where is he now?”

“In the American Army. Here in Spain. He is a friend of Luz’s former novio.”

“They were never novios. They were never sweethearts,” Axel Spade said, first in Spanish, then unnecessarily in English for my benefit.

“I have heard differently,” the old man said.
 
I surprised him by asking no more questions. “What I’ll need from you,” I said, “is a recent photograph of Luz and some kind of letter saying I’m investigating the disappearance of your niece on your behalf.”

“And why should I give them to you?”

“I was under the impression you wanted to find Luz,” I said, not modestly.

“You are an insolent man,” Sotomayor said.
 
“I don’t sell insurance. I’m a detective. She’s your niece, not mine. Do I get the letter?”

“You are a man I could come to hate, señor.”

“You’d have to stand in line, General. Nobody likes a private detective, not even his clients. Having to go to him is admitting a certain amount of failure on their parts. And they still run the risk he’s going to uncover some skeletons in the family closet.”

“Do I run that risk?”

“What do you think we’ve been talking about for the past fifteen minutes?”

Sotomayor wheeled his chair to the desk, found pen and paper, scrawled a few lines and said, “I think that, if she can be found, you will find her.” It was my turn to be surprised.

Axel Spade let out a long breath and smiled faintly while I took the letter. It said what I wanted it to say.

“One word of advice, señor.”

I looked at the old man, waiting.

He gave me a small, glossy color photograph of his niece. Luz Robles was a haughty auburn-haired beauty wearing a black mantilla and one of those flashing, provocative señorita smiles that help explain why Spaniards and Latin Americans rarely take foreign wives.

“You said I ran a risk, Señor Drum?”

“Maybe you do.”

“Then perhaps you do as well. I am a man of much pride, señor. What is best hidden is best hidden. Do you understand?”

I just went on waiting.

“And you still wish to work for me?”

“I’m working for Mr. Spade,” I said. “He wants Luz found.”

Our eyes met across the desk. The old man’s torso seemed to expand forward and upward, the way it had when he had struck José. “You have the letter. You have the photograph. Now go.”

This time I did.
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