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Fred Wallis came to Davidson, California,
with a big, crooked plan in mind. Then he just … disappeared.
Fred’s brother hired Larry Kent to go west and find out what had
become of him—a job Larry was glad to accept, since Fred had been a
childhood friend of his.

But the minute he started asking around, he
became a target. Someone wanted Fred’s secret plan to remain just
that. But who was behind the attempts on Larry’s life? Carl
Esposito, the oily little manager of the Carousel Club? C. R.
Partridge, whose bonhomie seemed too good to be true … or the
enigmatic Johnathon Sebastian Everard, the Senior Elder of a
mysterious cult known as Astral Quest, who believed that he was
descended from aliens …?
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Chapter 1 ... the quest ...

 


The Rand Hotel had a long,
narrow lobby. Near the far end was an elevator cage and, just
beyond it, a flight of stairs. The rugs that covered most of
the floor
showed degrees of wear. Five lumpy looking chairs discouraged
lobby-loitering. I walked to the desk. The clerk sat on a swivel
chair reading a paperback. I dropped my bag and he looked up,
marked his place in the book, tossed it on top of a filing cabinet.
I saw a lurid cover and the title Hot Hips.

“Good
afternoon,” he said, showing yellow, uneven teeth. “Can I help
you?”

“I
hope so,” I said. “A friend of mine stayed here not long ago. He
recommended the Rand.”

“Oh?”
The clerk looked surprised for a moment. But he was equal to the
occasion: “Well, that’s how we get most of our custom. We don’t
have the fanciest hotel in the world, but we try to make our guests
comfortable.”

“Maybe
you remember my friend,” I said. “His name is Fred
Wallis.”

“Wallis!” The clerk’s face went tight. “I remember him, all
right! He skipped out owing us two days’ rent!”

“That
doesn’t sound like Fred. Are you sure about this?”

“Check up at the police station
if you don’t believe me. The owner put in a complaint about
him.”

“When
was the last time you saw him?”

“Friday night. When I came on duty Saturday night, the day
man told me all about it. The maid went up to clean your friend’s
room and he was gone—bag and baggage! He must’ve sneaked out the
back way.”

I shook my head.
“I still can’t
believe it. Tell me, when did Fred arrive here?”

“Monday night.”

“Then
he was here four days?”

“That’s right.”

“But
you said he owed only two days’ rent.”

“Sure,
but I got some money out of him in advance.”

I said, “Look, I’ve known Fred Wallis
for a long time. I’m sure he must have had a good reason for
leaving in such a hurry.”

“You
tell that to Mr. Partridge, the owner, and he’ll give you the reason: to get out of paying
ten dollars and twenty cents, that’s what.”

“Is
that what Fred owes?” I took out my wallet.

The clerk eyed me with
disbelief. “You’re going to pay?”

“Of
course. Make out the bill.”

“Won’t
take a minute!”

Soon I was looking at a bill
for two days’ rent at five dollars a day plus two local phone calls at
ten cents each.

“About
these phone calls,” I said. “Do you have a record of
them?”

“Sure,
we have to; nothing goes down on a bill unless it can be
checked.”

“So
check,” I said. “I want the numbers he called.”

“But
...”

“Is
there any reason why I shouldn’t have them?”

“Well,
no, it’s just a funny thing to ask for, that’s all.” Now there was
a shrewd look in the clerk’s face. “Tell you what, Mr.—er
...”

“Kent.”

“We’ll
just cut off the twenty cents, eh? I’m sure Mr. Partridge’ll be
glad to settle for an even ten bucks. Twenty cents isn’t going to
break him.”

“Get
me the numbers,” I said. I dropped a ten-dollar bill on the desk,
fished some change from my pocket, added two dimes. “It’s none of
your business,” I said, “but I’ll tell you why I want the numbers
Fred called. You say he skipped out. All right, I want to know why.
Maybe the people he called might know where he is.”

“Say!”
The clerk seemed impressed. “That’s sharp thinking. Why didn’t Mr.
Partridge figure that out?”

“Maybe
I’ll ask him—and soon, if you don’t move your butt.”

“Okay,
okay.” He opened the top drawer in the filing cabinet, lifted out a
ledger, placed the book on the desk. “We enter all phone calls from
guests in here,” he explained. “Let’s see now. I think it was
around last Thursday when he ... Ah, here we are. I’ll jot them
down for you. Here ... we ... are.”

He handed me a slip of paper
with two phone numbers scrawled on it, then he put away the ledger
and smiled at me. “Satisfied, Mr. Kent?”

“Sign
the bill paid,” I said.

“Sure
thing.” He signed with a flourish.

I folded the bill, placed it in my
wallet.

“Will
you be staying with us, Mr. Kent?”

“Yes.
I’ll sign in now.” I took a pen from his hand, signed my name,
filled in my home address. Then I went back a few pages, found
Fred’s signature. He had been given room number 27.

“I’ll
take twenty-seven,” I said.

“But
that was—”

“Twenty-seven is my lucky number. Here.” I let a
twenty-dollar bill fall to the desk. “In case I decide to leave in
a hurry.”

“I’ll
give you a receipt.” He made out the receipt and said, “I’ll take
you up to the room.”

“I’d
rather make some phone calls first.”

“Okay
... the pay phone is just over there.”

I went to the phone, dialed the first
of the two numbers on the slip of paper. The phone at the other end
buzzed twice and then a man’s voice said:

“Carousel Club here.”

“Did
you say the Carousel Club?”

“That’s right.”

“I may
have the wrong number. Is your number
six-nine-three-eight-seven-four-six?”

“That’s our number all right.”

“I
don’t understand this at—Oh. My mistake. It’s not a six at the end,
it’s an eight. Sorry.”

I pushed down the receiver hook,
inserted another dime, dialed the second number. This time a woman
spoke:

“Hello? ... Who’s this?”

“Who’s
this?” I countered.

A pause, then:
“I asked you
first.”

“My
name is Mason.”

“I’ve
never heard of you.”

“Until
now. But—”

“I
think you have the wrong number, Mr. Mason.”

“I
don’t see how I could. Fred repeated it twice.”

“...
Fred?”

“Fred
Wallis.”

“I’ve
never heard of him either. Goodbye.”

Click! I thought: A little too fast, honey.
I dialed the number again. This time no one answered. She didn’t
want to admit knowing Fred. Why? Why, indeed.

I went back to the desk. The
clerk took the key for room 27 from its peg on the wall, lifted a
panel in the desk, came onto my side, picked up my bag and led me to the
elevator. Inside the cage, he said:

“I
hope you had some luck with your calls. And I hope you find your
friend.”

“Thanks.”

“I see
by the register that you’re both New Yorkers. From New York to
southern California is a long way to come to look up a
friend.”

“I
didn’t say I came here to look him up.”

“Didn’t you? Oh, I thought you did. My mistake.”

The elevator doors slid open and we
got out. Room 27 was at the end of a long, narrow hallway. The
clerk unlocked the door, flicked on the wall switch and followed me
into a small room that had a high bed, a dressing table, two chairs
and a small telephone table.

The clerk opened the bathroom
door and went through the usual routine of opening the window,
adjusting the shade and curtains and so forth. I found a dollar bill, held it
out to him.

“That’s fine,” I said.

He made an expert grab at the
dollar. “Thank you, Mr. Kent. Just pick up the phone if there’s
anything I can get for you.”

“Maybe
you can suggest a good eating place.”

“Well,
there’s the Steer and Chicken Restaurant. That’s in the middle of
town. You’d have to get a cab.”

“How
about the Carousel Club?”

“That’s a night club. You can get a steak there.”

“That’s what I want.”

“But
it doesn’t open until about nine. You’d have to wait almost two
hours.”

“Perfect. I feel like a nap. Where is the club?”

“You
just turn left outside the hotel and walk about six blocks. You
can’t miss it.”

“Thanks.” I held the door open. He started to go, stopped in
the doorway. “Yes?” I said.

“If
you want me to wake you up—”

“I
have an alarm clock.” I swung the door shut and he had to skip out
of the way.

I opened my bag on the bed and
took out a fifth of Teacher’s scotch. I poured three fingers into a water
glass, sat down and turned the situation over in my mind. Why had
Fred left the hotel without paying his bill? My client in New
York—Fred’s brother, Tom—was certain Fred was carrying plenty of
cash when he flew out from Kennedy Airport a week ago. If he ran
out of money, there was a substantial bank account to draw from.
Another thing: Why did Fred decide to stay in a third-rate hotel
like the Rand? As a Commander in the U.S. Navy until a month back,
Fred did a lot of travelling on a generous per diem allowance and
was accustomed to first-class treatment all the way. And he was an
easy man with a buck; there was nothing cheap about Fred
Wallis.

I finished the drink, put away
my things, set the alarm clock for eight-forty, fell back on the
bed. Air travel always makes me tired. I had no trouble going to
sleep. But it wasn’t the insistent buzz of the alarm clock that awakened me;
it was someone rapping on the door.

“Who
is it?” I asked.

“Police,” was the answer.

“Just
a minute.”

The clock said it was twenty minutes
after eight. I pushed in the alarm button, unlocked and opened the
door. Gray eyes looked into mine, measuring me. The eyes were set
deep in a craggy face.

“My
name’s Carnaby,” my visitor said, opening his wallet to show me a
badge and warrant card. “Lieutenant Leo Carnaby.”

“Come
in, Lieutenant.”

His movements were surprisingly
catlike for so big a man. He stood a few inches over my six feet,
was thick through the chest, wide across the shoulders, slim at the
hips. He weighed about two hundred and thirty, I figured, and not
much of it would come off if he went into serious training. He
glanced around the room briefly, smiled at me.

“Having a nap, were you?”

“That’s right.”

“Sorry
I woke you up.”

“I
don’t mind. What’s up. Lieutenant?”

“This
is just a friendly visit.”

“Oh?
How nice. Do all strangers in town get the same
treatment?”

Carnaby chuckled.
“Hardly. Davidson
is a pretty big town.”

“What makes me so
special?”

“In
the first place, you say Fred Wallis is a friend of
yours.”

“A very good friend.” I lit a
cigarette as Carnaby studied me. “With all due respect, Lieutenant,
I don’t see how that rates a visit from the police.”

“It’s merely routine, Mr. Kent.
Mr. Partridge, the owner of this hotel, registered a complaint
concerning your friend. A short time ago, I had a call from Mr.
Partridge. He was withdrawing the complaint. It seems his clerk
downstairs informed him that you’d paid your friend’s bill. I’m
just checking on it.”

“Pardon my skepticism, Lieutenant, but the bill was for only
ten dollars and twenty cents. There can’t be much crime in Davidson
if a police lieutenant gets involved in petty cases like
this.”

Carnaby nodded in
agreement. “It is petty ... on the surface. But sometimes there’s a
lot more to a thing when you dig under the surface. That’s why I’m here. I
thought you might need my help.”

“In
what way?”

“Well,
if your friend is missing ...”

“Is he?”

“I’m
asking you, Mr. Kent.”

I laughed. “Well, he’s missing in the
respect that I thought I’d meet him here at the hotel and we’d have
some fun together.”

“You’re on vacation?”

“So’s
Fred. He got out of the navy about a month ago. When the clerk told
me that he skipped from the hotel without paying his bill, I just
couldn’t believe it. But I’m not particularly worried about it. Not
now. You see, I figured it out. The way I see it, Fred met a woman
who took his fancy and they decided to go somewhere else, maybe to
Mexico.”

“That’s possible of course. But it doesn’t explain why he
left without paying his bill.”

“He
just forgot. Women affect him that way.”

“Did
your friend know you were coming here?”

“No.”

“I
see. Then you don’t want to report him as missing?”

“Why
would I want to do a thing like that? Fred’s a big boy now,
Lieutenant.”

“If
you have any reason to change your mind, Mr. Kent, just come along
to the station. Ask for me.”

“I’ll remember that. And thanks for dropping by.”

“My
pleasure. Oh ... One more thing. You don’t have to answer this
question if you’d rather not, but ... do you mind telling me what
you do for a living in New York City?”

“This’ll kill you, Lieutenant. I’m a private
investigator.”

“Really?”

We smiled at each other.

“Goodnight, Mr. Kent.”

“Goodnight. Lieutenant.”

I closed the door behind
him.


Chapter 2 ... the wrong number …

 


The Carousel Club boasted a
striped canopy that stretched from the entrance to the
curb. Silvery discs
on the canopy spelled out the name of the club. A uniformed doorman
waited to help customers from cars and to open the front door for
guys like me. He gave me a salute and a bright “Good evening,
sir.”

Inside, the club was like
hundreds of its type from coast to coast. At the back was a small
curtained stage and, beside it, an orchestra dais. A few couples
danced. There were about forty tables; only a dozen or so of them
were occupied—and at three of these tables were an even dozen girls in
evening dresses, four ladies to a table. House hostesses, of
course.

A short, square fellow in
evening clothes stepped out of nowhere, smiled at me.
“If you’d like a
nice table, sir ...”

I said, “I think I’ll have a drink or
two at the bar first.”

“Just
as you like, sir ...” And he returned to the darkness.

I slid onto a stool at the bar
and ordered a scotch on the rocks. When the bartender brought me
the drink, I said, “You might know a friend of mine.”

“Who’s
that, sir?”

“Fred
Wallis. You must know Freddy. He comes in here quite
often.”

He moved his head back and
forth. “Sorry, sir. We get a lot of transients here. I just call
them ‘Sir’ and let it go at that.”

I folded a five-dollar bill
lengthwise, aimed it at him. “Maybe you know him by sight.”

“Maybe,” he said to Lincoln’s face on the bill.

“Freddy’s about six feet tall, slim, black hair, good
looking. The thing you notice first about him is the cleft in the
middle of his chin.”

“Sorry.” he said to Lincoln. Then, to me: “But Carl might be
able to help you.”

“Who’s
Carl?”

“The
fellow who greeted you. Carl Esposito. He’s the manager of the
club.”

“Well,
it’s not important. I guess I’ll run into Freddy sooner or later.”
I let go of the five-dollar bill. “Buy yourself some drinks with
the change.”

“Thank
you, sir.”

I finished my drink, dropped
another five dollar bill on the bar, slid off the stool.
“Be right back,” I
said to the bartender. “Nature calls.”

“Straight ahead and to your right,” the bartender
smiled.

When I got back to the bar,
Carl Esposito was perched on a stool beside mine. There was a drink
in front of him. A man and a woman entered the club; a substitute
greeter stepped forward to look after them. My second five-dollar
bill, I
noticed, was still on the bar.

“On
the house,” Carl said.

I lifted my drink.
“Cheers.”

“Drink
hearty.”

We drank. The bartender was at the
other end of the bar, polishing glasses.

“You’ve got a swinging place here,” I said.

“Glad
you like it, Mr.—uh …”

“Larry
Kent is my name.”

We shook
hands. “I’m
Carl Esposito, club manager. Sam tells me you’re looking for a
friend.”

“That’s right.”

“Fred
something or other, according to Sam.”

“Fred
Wallis.”

Carl swirled the ice cubes
around in his drink. “Fred Wallis. Can’t say the name is familiar to
me. What does he look like?”

I described Fred.

“Sorry, Mr. Kent. I don’t remember anyone like that. Was he
here recently?”

“At
least one night last week, I think.”

“Do
you know of any night in particular?”

“I
can’t tell you that.”

“Look,
if it’s important, I’ll ask some of—”

“No,
it’s not that important. Like I told the bartender, I’ll probably
run into him one of these days.”

“Well,
if he comes in, where can he get in touch with you?”

“I’m
staying at the Rand Hotel.”

“The
Rand, eh? All right. I’ll tell him if he happens to drop
in.”

“Thanks.”

The dance music stopped. There were
some heavy chords on the piano.

“That’s the start of the floor show,” Carl said. “Uh-uh.
We’re getting busy. If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Kent—”

“Sure
thing. And thanks again.”

Carl smiled and went to help
with a batch of newly arrived customers. Down on the floor, someone
blew into a microphone and then a raspy voice came through the
loudspeakers: “Laz’n’gen’men, the management bids you a hearty welcome to
the Carousel Club!”

There were a few cheers and
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