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CHAPTER ONE

ODELL WALKED hesitantly up the stairway toward the office. His right hand was plunged into the coat pocket of his brown suit. It clutched the crumpled yellow shape of a telegram.

The barrel of the .32 under his left arm still felt warm.

He halted before the oak-paneled door, teetering back and forth on small feet. Then he knocked. A man’s bass voice rumbled, “Come in.” Odell opened the door and stepped inside, the set of his plump shoulders defensive.

The office was big and leather-fitted, with a huge desk backed up against the plate-glass window that formed most of the east wall. Outside the window were the stucco buildings of Azure. In the distance, the Salton Sea mirrored the last of the afternoon’s sunlight.

“I was wondering what had happened to you,” the man behind the desk rumbled. He was dealing himself poker hands, feeding the cards deftly onto the desk top with meaty hands that had heavy lawns of black hair on their backs.

“Things come up, Mr. Barselou,” Odell said and tried to keep nervousness from breaking out on his smooth fleshy face.

Barselou was massive, even behind the giant leather and brass stud desk. Careful grooming brought out his best points and played down the height and weight and boldness of feature that could have been frightening. His pale blue sports suit was tailored by the best man in Hollywood — a creative artist who was flown to Azure three times a year to outfit him. The forest of jet hair was kept carefully oiled and combed back into a smooth civilized cap with a neat stripe of scalp down the center. Barselou was shaved twice a day and powdered to reduce the dark cloud that hung about his heavy jaw. But his mouth was pleasant and curved and his colorless eyes picked up the blue of his suit. Complemented by any other color, they were no warmer, no friendlier than nailheads.

These eyes transfixed Odell across the office. “Something’s wrong. What’s happened?”

Odell sighed and took his right hand out of his coat pocket. He slid the crumpled telegram across the desk to Barselou. The big man smoothed it flat and read it silently.

MEET ME LAS DUNAS HOTEL PRONTO PER ARRANGEMENT WON POT ON QUEEN HIGH STRAIGHT It was addressed to Mr. and Mrs. John Jones, General Delivery, San Diego.

There was no emotion on the stony face when he finished. “Let’s have it.”

“It’s Anglin. It’s the double cross.”

“How do you know?”

“After he reported to you this morning, he went down to the telegraph office. I found that out by asking around. I didn’t like that story of his, anyway. Sounded like a stall.” Odell shrugged. “Well, that’s the wire he sent. I used my deputy sheriff’s badge to get a copy. And your name.”

With one corded fist, Barselou wadded the paper slowly and dropped the yellow ball into the wastebasket beside the desk. “Then he’s found the Queen — no matter what he said this morning.”

“Looks that way.”

“That’s too bad. I liked Anglin all right.” He asked softly, “Where you holding him?”

Odell shifted uncomfortably. “Well — ”

“At my place?”

“I found him a couple hours ago. And I lost him.”

Barselou stood up quickly. “Lost him? You let him get away from you?”

“He knew I was on his tail. It was up in one of those canyons near the hotel. I tried to stop him. I shot at him but I — ”

Barselou flattened both palms on the desk top and leaned his weight on them. “Odell, if you’d killed Anglin I’d have broken you in two. I’m not going to lose the Queen after all I’ve spent tracking her down. Understand?”

“I know, chief.”

“You did good getting that telegram. But don’t start thinking for yourself. That’s not your job.” Barselou turned and scowled out at the twilight view of Azure. He didn’t have to look at it consciously; he knew it by heart. It was his town. It spread out before him like a map in perspective, sloping away to the east, rapidly at first and then more slowly, till the grayish-brown desert blended into the deep blue of the imprisoned sea. Now the heavy shadows of the Santa Rosa Mountains were darkening the white, buff and lemon of Azure’s uniformly pseudo-Spanish architecture. Barselou had prescribed the building regulations. Here and there the first neon signs of evening were coming to life.

Azure. California’s Playground. The Winter Paradise.

He had picked his office site solicitously, anticipating what was to come, visualizing before its birth the town that now spread out like a gaudy carpet trailed carelessly from the Santa Rosa foothills. Only one site in Azure gave a better view to the looker and that was the Las Dunas Hotel, whose grounds began a block west on slightly higher terrain.

There were no letters on the outside of the oak-paneled door, but the people who mattered knew whose private office it was. Down the hill in the center of town was the business office, the Azure Development Company. Its assets included Azure’s biggest movie theater, the only department store and a multitude of restaurants, bars and other tourist businesses.

Behind him, Odell stirred uneasily. “What’s the next step?”

Barselou wheeled slowly to face him. His anger was gone and his mind dissected the situation clinically. “Your job is to find Anglin. I mean alive. Obviously, Anglin has found the Queen and he’s holding out. He’s trying to sell her address to somebody else.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Jones, huh?”

“I’m not going to be left whistling. So find Anglin, find him fast and find him first — before he gets to the Joneses, whoever they are.”

“I’ll bring him in — in one piece.” Odell leaned confidently against a corner of the desk. He was padded enough not to feel it. Around town he was called “Little B” — about half the time that meant he was a smaller edition of Barselou. Actually, he bore little resemblance to his employer except in vague outline. But where Barselou was impressive, Odell was as unimposing as an erasure. He blended, and his round unlined face was easy to forget. Except his stoplight eyes set in fat like jelly-centered and unbaked doughnuts. His hair was light brown and thin. What he wore never mattered.

“Make sure you do.”

“How about the Joneses?”

“Don’t worry about that end.” Barselou sat down and drew a scratch pad to him. With a heavy lead pencil he wrote MR. AND MRS. JONES in capital letters. “They don’t know we’ve read Anglin’s wire. A couple from San Diego checking into the Las Dunas this evening shouldn’t be hard to spot.”

Deliberately, he ran a thick black line through the words on the pad.

“Welcome to Azure, sir. And now if you’ll please put your John Henry right here …” The thin desk man spun the registration card around with undertaker’s fingers. Opposite him, he didn’t observe that the chin of the stocky young man had eased forward stubbornly as he gripped the pen. The guest wrote, “Mr. and Mrs. John Henry.” After a pause for effect, he added “Conover.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Conover. San Diego.” The desk man did observe this.

“That’s right,” said John Henry, disappointed. He’d waited years for a setup to his little joke and now it had succeeded like a brick football. “Our reservations were for this noon but we got tied up. I hope it doesn’t matter?” His jaw had retreated to its usual conservative position.

John Henry was no taller than average, with shoulders that were inclined to stoop and a body that was inclined to fat if left alone. Wavy brown hair had begun to retreat along the high forehead. His eyes were mild brown and pleasant. Most of his appearance matched their easygoing, affable gaze. But his chin was strong and moved forward indomitably oftener than John Henry realized.

He was dressed all in brown — sport coat, slacks, loafer shoes, and an open-neck shirt which leaked dark wiry hair at his throat.

Gayner, the assistant manager of the Las Dunas, looked lovingly at the registration card. “Oh, not at all, Mr. Conover. The reservation made by the company was just for Saturday — not specific as to time.”

“Had a flat tire,” John Henry insisted. “Other side of Borego.”

Gayner smiled sympathetically, professionally. He nosed through a register on his side of the desk, then noted a number on the card the young man had filled out. “Your bags, Mr. Conover?”

“They’re in my car. I’ll get them.”

Gayner wouldn’t think of it. Instead, he struck a chime hanging on the stucco wall behind him and drummed a finger obbligato on his polished counter until a boy in a maroon field marshal uniform had emerged from a junior jungle of potted palms.

“Vernon. Mr. Conover’s baggage.” Gayner flipped him the car keys.

“It’s in the first row of your parking lot. ‘41 Chevy. Green sedan. Tudor,” John Henry recounted, pursuing the taciturn bellboy toward the great glass doors in the hotel front. Vernon was a sliver of a youth, barely in his twenties, with a mourning freckled face and repulsed eyes.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he said with a trace of a lisp. And, as he struggled through the heavy doors, “ — if I can find it.”

John Henry watched him make it through to the outdoors and then looked around for St. Clair. She was where he had left her, backed against one of the ornate adobe pillars of the main lobby, nodding her burnished red head engrossedly but wearing a fixed smile as she listened to the woman who held her in conversational captivity. His wife flashed him an appealing look, so John Henry sauntered over to the pair.

“Darling!” St. Clair said in a thank-God-you’re-here tone. “I was beginning to wonder if we were in the wrong town. You took so long.”

“Sorry, Sin,” he said and nodded a smile to the other woman. She was past thirty and imperatively blonde. In places, her figure was beginning to get out of control. Her blue eyes hinted shrewdness; they were out of place in a face that didn’t show much of anything one way or another.

“I’d like to present my husband — John Henry,” Sin said. “This is Mrs. — oh, yes, Loomis.”

“Miss Loomis,” the blonde corrected heavily, almost manfully. “Thelma Loomis.”

“How do you do, Miss Loomis.”

“Just investigating your wife, Mr. Conover. I thought I recognized her. I’m with Fan Fare, Campbell Publications.” She said it as if that settled that.

Sin explained carefully to John Henry, “That’s a movie magazine, darling. Miss Loomis writes for it.”

“Well,” said Conover, his interest undisturbed. He read Newsweek and looked at Life, generally the night before fresh copies came. But he added generously, “That’s nice.”

“Gossip stuff,” Thelma Loomis said in a machine-gun voice. “Features on the stars — marriages, divorces, who’s chasing who, their views on life, love and the atom bomb. How they use up leftovers. What they do in bed.” Sin looked slightly embarrassed. Miss Loomis, it seemed, had made a mistake. “A natural one,” she maintained, “considering how attractive your wife — did you call her Sin? — is.”

“That’s a nickname.” Conover abandoned his covert looking for the bellboy and explained for the thousandth time. “Her name is really St. Clair.” The British pronunciation made it Sinclair and usage made it Sin. Sin listened proudly, never minding hearing it all over again. The nickname fitted her — even in the simple beige traveling suit mussed by the San Diego-Azure ride.

The thick flow of hair to her shoulders was nearly the color of a cherry coke. The undulating cascade started by her sleek locks didn’t stop there; the same curvy theme was reiterated by her slim body right down to her sandaled feet. Sin’s face was piquant, but not so pretty as it was surprising. The red hair called for a pale skin frescoed with freckles, but it wasn’t there. Her flesh was a clear and delicate light bronze hue that contrasted disquietingly with slanting green eyes. Her happy mouth kept Sin from being completely sirenish but she still added up to a picture of lighthearted deviltry.

“I have to be on the qui vive for any of the Hollywood clan,” Thelma Loomis was saying brassily. The actors and actresses had a habit of slipping away without notifying their Boswells. “So I’m a lobby-haunter.”

“You got the wrong people, Miss Loomis. All we did was win a quiz contest.”

Miss Loomis looked blank and Sin began telling her all about it. She had been chosen as one of the contestants on the Thursday night Be Bry-Ter Quiz Show in Hollywood. “The jackpot question was to identify a quotation — and I did.”

“The darn thing had been building up since Bunker Hill,” chuckled John Henry. “So here we are with a free vacation. Rags to riches.”

“I can’t believe it. I’ve never heard of anyone winning on the Be Bry-Ter Quiz Show. And I’ve listened to it for years.” She started noting down facts in a little spiral notebook. “Do you use their tooth paste, Mrs. Conover?”

“For a Bry-Ter Smile?” Sin grinned. “I guess it’s only right I use the stuff, smile or no smile.”

“What was the quotation, by the way?” Thelma Loomis scribbled some things that looked like pidgin shorthand. Sin looked vacant and knitted her heavy eyebrows together in concentration. John Henry chuckled again — he always got a kick out of this.

“I can’t remember,” Sin said plaintively.

Thelma Loomis gave her a come-now sort of smirk and waited, pencil eager.

John Henry came to his wife’s rescue. “She can’t remember now. Honest, Miss Loomis. That’s the way Sin’s memory works.”

Baggage clattered on the red-tiled floor behind them. Vernon panted gloomily, “I’ll show you to your cottage now.”

Sin was ready but the blonde writer was after her. “What does your husband mean about your memory, Mrs. Conover?”

“Oh, it isn’t much.” The redhead was getting annoyed by the woman’s persistence. “A party trick mostly. I remember nearly everything I read, that’s all.”

John Henry seized her elbow and started his wife toward the glass doors which opened out of the west side of the shallow lobby. He put an end to the conversation with an over-the-shoulder, “But as soon as she’s said it aloud — then she forgets it. Sort of like emptying a vacuum cleaner. Glad to have met you, Miss Loomis.”

Miss Loomis let them go.

Gayner tossed a key attached to a plastic arrowhead across to the diminutive bellboy. “Cottage 15, Vernon,” he said in tones as thin as his body. Vernon scowled blackly on general principles and picked up the baggage. The Conovers followed him through the glass doors and down some steps into a grassed and shrubbed sunken patio, crisscrossed with flagstone paths.

Three pairs of eyes watched them depart.

Thelma Loomis closed her little notebook and put it back into the pocket of her yellow linen dress. A quick glance across the lobby and her blue eyes sharpened.

A man in an immaculate white suit was sitting militantly in one of the armchairs. He had been reading a newspaper, but now he watched Sin sway down the steps with interested gray eyes. His hawk face was deeply tanned and in vivid disparity to his silver shock of hair. A white sun helmet perched on the arm of his chair.

And behind his shiny mahogany counter, Gayner gazed after the Conovers until they had wound out of sight along the flagged path that disappeared behind the south wing of the Las Dunas. Only then did he bring his eyes back to his wood and glass cage to stare at the registration card where it lay before him.

Mr. and Mrs. John Henry Conover. San Diego.

He reached out a thin hand and picked up the desk telephone. He spoke politely to the operator, “Give me Mr. Barselou, please.”





CHAPTER TWO

CRICKETS CHIRRUPED like traitors every place but where he stepped. Anglin stopped for a minute to listen, hoping the bugs would shut up. They didn’t, but silence hung behind him like a curtain across the grass and palm trees in the rear of the Las Dunas. Far off, weirdly muted, the sound of the orchestra in the Oasis Room stole out into the surrounding foothills.

His boots were making too much noise on the flagstone path. Better take to the grass, though he was pretty sure he’d shaken them off for a little while, anyway. The wound in his shoulder had opened again. It burned with a steady flame and the blood trickled down over his hand. Odell had been smarter and faster than he looked.

It was dark here in the canyon back of the hotel — a graveyard of shadows because no breeze stirred. He was the only shadow that moved. It was a good thing the cottages were white stucco under their red tile roofs. They strung out in a straight row for him to count. He couldn’t read the numbers because the moon hadn’t shown up yet and he was afraid to use his flashlight.

The seventh cottage. Anglin got dizzy suddenly. He’d probably lost too much blood and then he was tired to start with. Tired and nervous. But his shadow marched along the wet velvet grass, past the regimented hedges and the Moorish type guest cottages, nearly all dark now. This was Saturday night. Most people were still at dinner.

“Nothing better go haywire,” he growled. He wanted to get rid of the whole thing and clear out. The tenth cottage. It was dark, too. He veered over to the opposite side of the walk. Just four more to go and he could deliver the goods and vanish. Be good to rest for a long time.

The thirteenth cottage and the next one ought to — He froze as a bat fanned skittishly by his broad-brimmed hat. God, he was jumpy. But why shouldn’t he be? It wasn’t any piker stunt to play two hands in this game. Both Barselou and — but he knew where the Queen was holed up. That was all that had kept him alive today.

Ah, here it was. He stepped confidently up the flagstone walk to the blue wooden door. From inside came the murmur of voices and a little light seeped through the Venetian window blinds onto his dirty leather jacket. Anglin was a squat man with skin as weather-beaten as his clothes. He braced himself momentarily against the white stucco of the porch and shook his foggy head. His calloused hand left a smear of blood when he withdrew it.

The ornate door handle felt cold to his grip. He squeezed it and stepped into the small living room.

Darkness here. Some light fell in a lopsided rectangle from the open door to the bedroom. Beyond that somewhere, a man was singing in an untrained voice, “Beautiful dreamer, wake unto me …”

An invisible woman spoke from the bedroom. Her voice was startled into a squeak. “Who’s that?”

His clumsy fingers found the night latch and twisted it home. The noise made the woman say again, frightened, “Who’s that? Is somebody in there?”

She was as jumpy as he was. But whoever she was this trip she ought to be better trained than to yell like that. He told her in a low voice, “Shut up, for the luvva Mike.”

She let out a gasp as he moved into the patch of light on the carpet. Anglin could see her now, standing still as a rock before the imitation ivory dressing table. Her face that watched him with wide green eyes in the mirror didn’t have any more color than the table top. The brush she’d been punishing her red hair with dropped from her hand to bounce softly on the thick shag rug. The haze of dressing gown over lingerie didn’t conceal her long tan legs much and the sight of them made him forget the pain in his shoulder briefly, very briefly.

Well, he hadn’t expected to know her. The big boy used different girls for different operations. This one was a looker like the rest. But why didn’t she catch on? The big boy had funny ideas about the value of women in work like this.

“Get out,” she whispered. “Get out or I’ll scream.”

“Quit it,” he said, leaning wearily against the door jamb. “It’s okay. Where is he? I got it for him.”

“If you don’t get out — right now — I’ll call the police.”

What was she talking about, anyway? “You’re from ‘Dago, ain’t you?”

She nodded.

“Then it’s okay. Now for the luvva Mike get him.”

Her glance went over the white French phone beside the bed. Anglin put his hand in the pocket of his leather jacket, so when she looked back at him, he held the little black automatic carelessly in his horny palm.

“I don’t know what you got in mind, sister. But I ain’t got much time. I want to finish the job and get out.”

Behind the closed bathroom door, the man began to sing again. “Beautiful dreamer, queen of my song …” Anglin looked at the woman and gestured with the gun.

“That him?”

“That’s — my husband,” she said dry-throated, her greenish eyes hypnotized by the weapon.

“Get him.”

“What are you going to do?”

He felt dizzy again as the room swam around under his wide hatbrim. This should have been the easy part and instead — “Get out of my way,” he husked thickly. He smelled her perfume as he brushed the woman aside and rapped the gun muzzle against the door panel.

“Okay, okay,” said the singer inside and switched to, “I’se comin', though mah head is bending low. Ah hear those gentle voices callin' — ”

Anglin couldn’t wait that out, so he threw the bathroom door open and stood staring. The man inside gulped on a drawn out “old” and didn’t sing any more. He was a young fellow, not too big but stocky, and his body was still damp from the shower and faintly pink from a vigorous toweling. He wore blue rayon shorts with an elastic waistband.

“What the heck!” finally said the man in shorts.

“Oh, Johnny, be careful,” the girl quavered. “He might shoot us!”

Something was screwy here. The advance arrangements had been specific about the cottage number. The only unknown had been the when and he’d wired that this morning. He squinted his wind-burned face and did his best to think. It was generally a different girl, but the man should have been … Was this more of Barselou’s bunch? He gave up trying to think.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled and began to back toward the living-room door. “Reckon I made a mistake.”

The stocky young man moved forward as far as his wife’s restraining arm. “What’s this all about? What’s the answer?”

“Never mind, son. I — ”

“Wait a minute — that looks like blood — ”

Anglin ran out of patience. “Whaddya expect me to bleed — milk?” he snarled.

The young fellow looked grim. “I don’t like the looks — ”

“Nobody does, son. My mistake. I’m sorry I scared you and your missus. If you got any bright ideas, let them stop here and now.”

He groped in the dimness behind him and found the night latch, unbolted the door and opened it. The two were staring at him from the lighted bedroom. Anglin started to say something else but couldn’t decide what there was to say, so he closed the door and stumbled off the porch onto the soundless grass.

The shadows were still as tombs, and he was one of them again. The crickets ceased their ominous music at his coming. He didn’t have any particular direction to go any more. What could he do now?

Mr. Trim hung up the bar telephone and came back to his booth. “That was my company long-distance,” he apologized. “Business. I’d never be able to afford a place like this except on business.”

“Oh, is that so?” Thelma Loomis commented. She really should ask the little bore what his business was, but she’d been asking questions all day and she was tired of it. The spell Mr. Trim had spent at the bar phone, she had put in watching Sagmon Robottom.

The man in the white suit sat morosely on one of the upholstered bar stools of the Palm Room and nursed his second Martini of the evening. His white sun helmet lay on the stool beside him. Robottom was a tall man and his athletic figure was almost painfully erect. Even his silver hair stood up like cropped and frosty grass. Thelma Loomis thought, he’s too well-preserved to be true. She chuckled inwardly at that.

Robottom’s hard gray eyes brightened in the mirror as a blonde youngster with upswept hair slowly cruised the length of the Palm Room behind him. His sun-browned skin pulled tightly over his distinguished features; apparently there was none to spare for wrinkles. But a faint frown worked somehow onto his patrician face as Robottom lowered his big head and began to play again with the stem of his Martini glass.

Was he waiting to meet somebody? Thelma Loomis wondered. She looked around at the roomful of people. The fashionably dressed clientele clashed with the more primitive setting of a palm grove. Exits were roughly outlined by pineapple-skinned tree trunks. The roof, the walls and the front of the bar were all woven of tough fronds. Three live palm trees grew painfully out of the center of the tile floor, their drooping frills swaying listlessly in the breeze from concealed fans.

Thelma Loomis drooped a little, too, as she remembered her companion. She wished she could decently desert him, but he had bought her the Scotch and water. Then she saw Mr. Trim’s watery brown eyes across the booth table, also welling curiosity and waiting.

‘Oh, I’m sorry — I beg your pardon — what were you saying, Mr. Trim?”

“I was saying that you must have quite a fascinating job, Miss Loomis.”

She elaborated. “It’s all right.”

“Of course, it wouldn’t appeal to me, but lots of folks probably envy you the chance to mingle with movie people.” Mr. Trim pulled an ivory toothpick from his inside coat pocket and manipulated it dexterously. The Hollywood woman sized him up again. Yes, same grisly teeth as the last time she’d looked — discolored, broken, uneven. He certainly wasn’t much on the outside, either. Small, nearly bald, a pug nose that made her think of a doorknob on a tan prune — what was she doing talking to this character, anyway?

“I really should have stayed in Palm Springs this week end,” she said. “I just had a hunch that someone important might pop up here.”

“And they haven’t?”

Miss Loomis snorted. “The usual bunch of creeps. The only interesting people here are that cute couple in Cottage 15 — and, of course, Sagmon Robottom down the bar there.”

Mr. Trim tracked her glance down to the man by the sun helmet. “Robottom? Isn’t he — ”

“Yes — the Prince Charming of archaeology. You probably read his book.” Thelma Loomis was scornful. “He popularized archaeology — made it just like golf. Robottom’s the All-American Boy grown up.”

“He looks like a gay dashing fellow,” said Mr. Trim just as the archaeologist scowled darkly in their general direction. “Worried right now,” Trim added hastily. “But what’s so unusual about the couple in Cottage 15?”

The blonde writer explained grudgingly. “It seems the wife has a peculiar type memory. Remembers everything she’s read until she says it, then it’s gone for good. And that won them a quiz contest. You know the one, Bry-Ter Tooth Paste. They got a — ”

Miss Loomis stared. Mr. Trim, forehead pleated, had sprung to his feet. Their drinks sloshed back and forth alarmingly. “Holy smoke!” said Trim. “Are they here already? Cottage 15, you said?”

From way below her eyebrows, she watched the wrinkled back of his black suit navigate swiftly around the palm trees toward an exit. Then she shrugged and went back to the business of studying Sagmon Robottom’s perturbed face.

“It beats me what happened,” John Henry said. “I was just singing a song — surely it wasn’t that bad.”

Sin still wore the filmy dressing gown she’d bought especially for this year’s vacation. She faced the open closet challengingly, rapping at her teeth with a knuckle. “Johnny, which dress shall I wear tonight — the green or the gray?”

“The gray.” John Henry frowned. Now he’d gone too far in reassuring his wife about the innocuousness of the gunman’s visit. Sin didn’t even think it worthwhile discussing. He wished he’d left her a little frightened. “That gun looked pretty real. Why’d he bust in here?”

“Wouldn’t you rather I wore my green?”

“Huh-uh.” John Henry bent over and started lacing his shoes. “What do you think, Sin?”

“I think I’ll wear the green.”

“No, I mean about the guy with the gun.”

“Oh, him!” Sin was more interested in pursuing a wrinkle on the green dress. “I guess he just made a mistake, like he said.” Now that all the inside lights and the porch light of the cottage were blazing away and the windows were fastened and all doors locked, Sin wasn’t afraid any more. Besides, it had all happened so fast and Johnny said forget it. “Why don’t we forget it? I want dinner. You hungry?”

“Starved. Okay, honey, we’ll forget it.” John Henry straightened up and stamped his feet. After he found his soft white shirt, “What was that he said about a message?”

Sin chuckled throatily. “In the first place, dopey, we were going to drop it. In the second place, all the fellow said was that he had ‘it’ for you — or whoever he thought you were.”

After a while, John Henry expressed all his thoughts. “H’m.”

Sin had put on her nylons, straightening the seams carefully before the long dressing-table mirror. She was adjusting her garter belt when the rap came on the cottage door. John Henry was still pants-less. Clutching the dressing gown tight around her, Sin headed for the front door. Then she stopped and asked him, “What?”

“Nothing,” he lied. John Henry had started to say, “Watch it!” but had given the whole thing up rather than make a fool of himself. “It’s probably somebody from the hotel — the manager, maybe.” Not that they’d report their incident — both of them had voted against any fuss. But Conover wished somebody would show up with a notarized explanation.

He found he was holding the heavy glass ash tray from the bureau. Sheepishly, he put it back.

Sin finally managed to release the night latch and the door handle at the same time. Vernon, the freckled bellhop, stood somberly grasping an envelope in both hands.

“Evening,” he lisped. “You sure got this place lit up.”

From the bedroom, John Henry called, “Who is it?”

“It’s all right,” Sin told him. “Someone from the hotel, like you said.” To Vernon: “Is something wrong?”

Vernon looked at the envelope moodily. “I guess not. Here.” He thrust the envelope toward Sin. “I’m supposed to deliver this.”

“What is it?”

“Invitation.”

John Henry came up, hastily buckling the belt on his gray gabardine slacks. “Invitation? Where we going, Vernon?”

The freckled youth was pained. “From the hotel. They’re throwing a big costume brawl tomorrow night. Everybody gets invited.”

“Oh, honey!” Sin’s eyes sparkled. “It’ll be fun! I love costume parties.”

Vernon’s expression signified disbelief. John Henry wanted to know what he had against costume parties.

“Can’t see much use for them, Mr. Conover. This one you’re supposed to come as what you’d most like to be. Now isn’t that something?”

“It’ll be fun,” Sin said stoutly.

“Maybe,” Vernon doubted. “But I’ll give you odds. Now, if I were running this place …”

After he’d gone away with twenty-five cents, Sin repeated, mostly to herself, “It’ll be fun.” Her husband laughed and put his arms over her shoulders.

“Right.” He pushed a kiss against the tip of her unpowdered nose. “I’ll bet if Vernon shows up, he’ll come as a wet blanket.” He spun her around and spanked her dressing gown once affectionately. “Let’s get us fed.”

Sin vanished into the bedroom, peeling off the misty garment en route. Her voice floated back to him. “I’d most like to be a woman who’s completely dressed.”

“Barselou speaking.”

“Odell.”

“About time you checked in. What’s the good word?”

“Isn’t any, chief.”

“Where’d you see Anglin last?”

“He was trying to crack the hotel from Andreas Street.”

“Then keep that Las Dunas sewed up.”

“We are, we are. Incidentally, our Mr. and Mrs. Jones have checked in.”

“Gayner told me that already. There was only one couple from San Diego today. Now listen, Odell — tonight may mean whether or not we ever see the Queen. Anglin’s got to be found and found quick. Get me?”

“Sure, I got you.”

“Above all, keep him in the open. If he contacts anybody at all — ”

“I’ll call you back.”

“You tighten up your boys and check over here. There may be some other angles. And get this through your thick skull. This is one time when it’s smart to keep up with the Joneses.”

John Henry had a red knitted tie wound around his finger and the collar of his white shirt buttoned and the wings turned up around his neck. The knock sounded again.

“Oh, no!” Sin said firmly. “I’m not going this time. I intend to get my clothes on.”

“All right, all right,” Conover muttered to his tie and the front door. “I never saw anything like — ” He let his voice trail off into unspoken comparisons and went into the living room. He remembered the first visitor in time to open the door only a crack and say gruffly, “Yeah?”

It was a wizened little man in a black serge suit and his late fifties. He had a big smile on his face and his hand was outstretched. “Mr. Conover?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Mr. Conover, my name is Trim. On behalf of the Bry-Ter Tooth-Paste Company may I welcome you — and Mrs. Conover — to Azure.”

“Well, thanks,” said John Henry uncertainly and opened the door the rest of the way. “Won’t you come in, Mr. Trim?” The representative stepped in and stood blinking in the living room. John Henry finally shook his hand and they eyed each other awkwardly. Conover could see no suspicious bulge under Trim’s left armpit. Surreptitiously, he switched his gaze to the other armpit in case the man were left-handed. Trim squirmed.

“Who was it, honey?” Sin demanded from the bedroom. It broke the stern silence.

Mr. Trim cleared his throat. “Mrs. Conover — ” He cast a questioning look at John Henry and the younger man nodded. “Mrs. Conover — I represent the Bry-Ter Tooth-Paste Company. For a Bry-Ter Future. You know.”

“Oh, how thoughtful,” Sin threw out to him but she didn’t appear.

John Henry waited. The bedroom doorway stayed empty. Mr. Trim shuttled his glances between them. “Well — I’ve been commissioned by the Company to sort of look after you — you know, see if I can do anything to help — ”

“Cigarette?” asked Conover.

“Uh-no. That’s what I mean.” Mr. Trim’s bad teeth showed in a grin. “I should have offered you a cigarette. The Bry-Ter people want to make sure you enjoy your stay here. We want to be positive you have a good time and — uh — enjoy your stay here.”

“Fine. We want to keep the Bry-Ter people happy.” Pointedly, John Henry lifted his dark-blue sport coat from the back of a chair and slipped into it.

“I’m glad they gave you a cottage,” Mr. Trim groped for conversational subjects. “Much nicer for a young couple, it seems to me. I’m sure that you’ll — ”

“Enjoy our stay here,” the younger man finished.

“That’s it! That’s what I’m getting paid for, you know.” No arrangements would be too titanic for the representative to handle. A ride up the Santa Rosa Mountains where the beach line of an ancient inland sea striped the slope like a traffic marker. A trip to the grove of thousand-year-old trees in Palm Valley, just two miles northwest. “Many of these palms show traces of fire due to the Cahuilla Indian custom of burning the family tree upon the death of the family head. It’s inspiring, Mr. Conover.” Or perhaps a horseback ride in the opposite direction to see the Badlands …

Mr. Trim paused here, ready to go saddle the horses. “Are you staying here at the hotel, too, Mr. Trim?” was John Henry’s question. The black-suited man blinked and nodded. “Then we’ll know where to get in touch with you — if we have to.”

“That’s right!” Mr. Trim nodded his old head with its scant horseshoe of hair vigorously. “Please feel free to call on me.” He massaged the door handle wistfully. “I’m always available — day or night.” His laugh was forced. “Well — this is good night, Mr. and — uh — Mrs. Conover.”

In the momentary silence, Sin said, “Johnny, what was he carrying on about, anyway?” She appeared in the doorway, tugging the green dress about her. “He’s gone, hasn’t he?”

“No,” said John Henry.

“Oh,” Sin turned fire-engine red and went back where she’d come from. John Henry and the tooth-paste representative went back to looking at each other. Surely, thought Conover, this fellow can read the longing for food in my eyes.

“Well — ” Mr. Trim made his final attempt to carry the whole thing off on a gay plane. “Welcome to Azure.”

He stepped out onto the brightly lit porch of the cottage. “Thank you,” said his host. But the Bry-Ter agent wasn’t gone yet. He peered at the cottage wall beside the doorway and turned back. “Say! That looks like blood!”

John Henry sighed, “It certainly does,” and closed the blue door.



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
PROLOGUE!






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
E PROLOGUE BOOKS sz

Muwrdege
QUEEN
HIGH

Did Sin Meet Her
Match...

Bob WADE & 5





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo1.png





