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Part 1



One

IT WAS SHORTLY AFTER five o’clock in the morning when a young woman got out of a taxi in front of the Hotel Beaumont, paid the driver, and walked through the revolving door into the hotel’s lobby.

The Beaumont is New York’s top luxury hotel, but at five in the morning is caught a little off guard, like a glamorous actress discovered in a beauty salon, her face smeared with creams, her hair done up in curlers. At four-thirty in the morning, an army of cleaners bears down on the lobby, the bars, the restaurants, and the ballroom, with vacuum cleaners, brass- and glass-polishing potions, electrically-driven trash wagons, dusters on long poles for cleaning the magnificent chandeliers, old-fashioned buckets and mops, all propelled by old-fashioned elbow grease. The windows of the swank shops off the lobby, displaying jewels, furs, and extravagant women’s clothing, and a costly nonsense of toys and small gifts, are dark. The mink draped mannequins stare out at the wall-to-wall green carpeting in the entrance halls and lobby, now being curried like a million-dollar race horse.

The young woman who had come in from the street walked straight to the reception desk. She had no luggage. Mr. Karl Nevers, night reservation clerk, gave her his pleasant, professional smile as she approached. Her belted trench coat didn’t completely hide a lush and graceful figure. She had come in out of the gray-darkness of dawn, but she wore dark glasses that made her face, with its high cheekbones and wide scarlet mouth, expressionless.

Hollywood, Karl Nevers thought. Then his professional smile broke into a relaxed grin.

“Miss Standing!” he said, cordially.

“Dorothy Smith,” the girl said.

“Whatever you say,” Nevers said.

“As you see, I have no luggage,” Dorothy Smith said, “and I have no reservation.”

Nevers spun a circular card holder, took out a card, and looked pleased. “We can give you your usual suite, Miss er—Smith. It’s open for another week, and if you plan to stay longer, I think we could do some juggling.”

“I—don’t know how long I’ll be here,” the girl said. She was looking past Nevers at a clock on the far wall. The time was five seventeen. Under the face of the clock was a space that showed the day’s date. “This is the fourteenth?” the girl asked.

“Yes, Miss Smith.”

A nerve twitched high up on her cheek. She looked quickly away from Nevers.

“I’ll have the night bell captain take you up to your suite, Miss Smith,” Nevers said. He pressed a button under the desk. There were no clanging bells in the Beaumont.

Mike Maggio, the night bell captain, appeared and his smile, too, was more than professional.

“Nice to see you back, Miss Standing,” he said.

“Miss Smith,” Nevers said.

“Oh—sure,” Maggio said, and looked around for non-existent luggage.

“If you’ll just sign the register, Miss Smith,” Nevers said, turning the leather-framed registration card the girl’s way, pen in place beside it. The girl wrote “Dorothy Smith” quickly.

“Nine F,” Nevers said, as he held out a key to Maggio.

Maggio led the way across the lobby to the elevators. A scrubwoman, down on her knees, gave Miss Dorothy Smith an indignant look. Guests should not intrude on the manicuring of the hotel.

In the elevator Maggio tried conversation. “Weather must be great out your way, Miss Standing.”

“Smith,” the girl said.

“Ooops—sorry,” Maggio said. “Spring doesn’t seem to want to come here.”

“You’re sure this is the fourteenth of March?” the girl asked.

“One month to income-tax day,” Maggio said.

The elevator door slid open noiselessly. There had been almost no sensation of motion as it had risen to the ninth floor. Maggio led the way to 9F, opened the door, and went in. He went through the routine check of the bathroom, bedroom, and sitting room. The girl stood motionless in the center of the sitting room, almost as if she was unaware of Maggio’s presence. He stood opposite her, smiling, waiting for what should come next.

“Anything else I can do, Miss Smith?” he asked.

She turned her head to look at him, startled. Then she opened her bag and looked in it, as if she wasn’t certain what she’d find. She brought out a crumpled collection of bills and handed one to Maggio. It was a five.

Maggio beamed. “Let me know if there’s anything—”

He didn’t finish, because she walked straight past him into the bedroom. She stood looking around her, and then took off the trench coat and dropped it on a chair, along with the soft-brimmed felt hat she’d been wearing. Her hair was a bright natural red.

Then she turned and threw herself, face down, on the bed. Terrible, agonizing sobs shook her. …

In addition to a regular credit file on guests of the Beaumont there is a special file, filled out on the orders of Pierre Chambrun, the hotel’s resident manager, which tells a great deal more than the name, address, and banking references of a customer. The code-letter A inscribed on a card means that the subject is an alcoholic; W on a man’s card means an undue interest in women, possibly the expensive call girls who appear from time to time in the Trapeze Bar; M on a woman’s card means a man-hunter; O arbitrarily stands for “over his head,” meaning that particular guest can’t afford the Beaumont’s prices and shouldn’t be allowed to get in too deep; in the case of a married couple, the letters MX mean that the man is double-crossing his wife with some other woman, and WX means that the wife is cheating. Pierre Chambrun and his staff know a great deal more about their guests than those guests would like them to know.

The card on Miss Doris Standing was unique. On the subject of credit the notation read: “Unlimited. The second-richest girl in the world.” There was a special note in Chambrun’s handwriting, distinguished by his little Greek e’s, which read as follows: “When she registers as Doris Standing, batten down the hatches. You can expect her to be quickly followed by what someone has called Doris’ Standing Army—a collection of irresponsible lunatics. When she registers as Dorothy Smith, you can draw a deep and grateful breath of relief. When the ‘Standing Army’ appears on the scene, they must be dealt with firmly but with courtesy. They could buy the hotel out from under us if the owner chose to sell.”

The owner, Mr. George Battle, lived permanently on the French Riviera, apparently doing nothing more than count his money, which came from oil wells and industrial patents. The Beaumont, which operated at what would have seemed a solid profit under Chambrun’s management, was no more than a plaything to Mr. Battle. He liked it for its elegance and for its preservation of a fast-fading way of life in this age of chain management. It was the home-away-from-home of the most important and distinguished people from all over the world. It is possible that Chambrun would have found some way to discourage Miss Doris Standing’s patronage, except for the fact that when she and her maniacal crew were setting Europe on its collective ears, her base of operations was the luxurious château owned and lived in by Mr. George Battle. Mr. Battle, rarely amused by anyone or anything, found Doris Standing to be an “original.” Escapades, which Mr. Battle would have considered unthinkable involving anyone else, were a source of amusement when invented by Doris Standing. It was Chambrun’s theory that Doris Standing’s outrageous behavior was condoned by George Battle because she managed, skillfully, to remind him of something he chose to forget the rest of the time—that he was a man.

Chambrun conceded that Doris Standing had a gift for making men of all ages acutely aware of their desires. Chambrun had looked at her himself and wondered whether, shed of his responsibilities, his performance could match the stirrings this extraordinary girl could create in him, a hardened cynic about such matters.

Miss Standing, in Chambrun’s book, was dynamite.

In Suite 9F, Doris Standing wept like a helpless child.

If you live or work in the Beaumont you can, if you are observant, learn to tell time without a clock. You would come to know that at precisely six-thirty in the morning the newsstand at the far end of the lobby is opened and a corp of bellboys begin to deliver papers to hundreds of rooms and apartments on the twenty-five floors above them. At precisely seven A.M., Mr. Karl Nevers is relieved at the reception desk by an interim clerk who will be in charge until Mr. Atterbury, the day man, comes on at nine. Nevers, carrying a batch of papers, goes to the fourth floor where there is a lounge and locker room for employees. Also on the fourth floor is the hotel’s public relations office. Nevers stops there and drops a sheet of paper in the wire basket on the receptionist’s desk. It is a list of all the check-ins and -outs since five o’clock the preceding day, when PR office closed.

At precisely eight A.M., the store windows in the corridors leading to the lobby from Fifth Avenue and from the side-street boundaries of the hotel, are lighted, even though the stores themselves will not open for another hour and a half. Any suggestion of gloom is unthinkable at the Beaumont.

Long before this, hundreds of phone calls have been made to awaken guests, to order breakfasts from room service. These activities are hidden from anyone not very much on the inside.

At precisely eight-thirty, the night crew of bellmen is relieved by a morning crew. Mike Maggio, the night captain, usually has some kind of wisecrack for Johnny Thacker, the day captain. On this particular morning Mike said:

“Doris Standing checked in at five o’clock.”

“Oh, God!” Johnny said.

Mike grinned. “As Dorothy Smith.”

“You trying to scare me out of six-months’ growth?” Johnny asked.

At precisely a quarter to nine, Miss Betsy Ruysdale crosses the lobby to the reception desk and waits to be handed a packet of letters by the clerk. Miss Ruysdale is Pierre Chambrun’s secretary and the letters are for her boss. Miss Ruysdale is difficult to describe. Chambrun has many requirements in a personal secretary. She must be efficient. She must be prepared to forget the eight-hour day or any regularity of working hours. She must be chic, but not disturbing. Chambrun doesn’t want to be distracted during his working hours—which are roughly twenty hours a day—nor does he want to be offended by anything unattractive. He doesn’t want any of the male members of his staff mooning over some doll in his outer office. Nor must they be repelled by the lady whose job it is to anticipate his needs a dozen times a day. Miss Ruysdale, by some miracle, met all these specifications. Her clothes were quiet but smart and expensive. Her manner toward the staff was friendly, touched by a nice humor, but she’d managed to draw an invisible line over which no one stepped. She was clearly all woman; yet, if she belonged to some man, his identity was a secret no one had penetrated. It couldn’t be Chambrun. Or could it? He neutered her by calling her “Ruysdale”—never Miss Ruysdale or Betsy.

Miss Ruysdale took her letters and special notes to Chambrun’s office suite on the second floor. She invariably arrived there at five minutes to nine. There was a small dressing room off the outer office that was her private domain. She emerged from it at precisely nine A.M., her dark hair drawn severely back from a high forehead. She had nice bones in her face.

The first thing Miss Ruysdale looked at was a copy of the check-ins and -outs that Karl Nevers had already left in the PR office. On this occasion she picked up a red pencil from her desk, circled the name “Dorothy Smith,” and carried the list into Chambrun’s private office. Chambrun’s office was not furnished like an office. The Oriental rug on the floor was priceless, a gift from an Indian maharaja who had been rescued from an embarrassing involvement with a lady—about whom he’d been mistaken—by the Beaumont’s manager. The desk was Florentine, exquisitely carved. The chairs were of the same period and locale, high-backed, beautiful to look at, and surprisingly comfortable. There was a sideboard by a far wall, on which rested the paraphernalia of a coffee service and a Turkish coffeemaker. There were no signs of office, no files, no visible safe; only the little intercom box on the desk that connected with Ruysdale’s desk, and two telephones, one a private line and one connected to the hotel switchboard.

Miss Ruysdale checked the lacquered box on the desk to make certain there was an ample supply of the Egyptian cigarettes Chambrun chain-smoked all day. Satisfied, she went to the sideboard and prepared the first pot of Turkish coffee, which would be followed by a half-dozen others before the day had ended.

Miss Ruysdale looked around the office, walked to the wall facing the big desk, and straightened the blue-period Picasso which hung there, and then went briskly out to her own domain. She glanced at her wrist watch. Chambrun would be arriving for breakfast in exactly fourteen minutes. She checked an impulse to prod the kitchen. They were never late.

Upstairs in Suite 9F, sunlight streamed through the bedroom windows onto the figure of a girl who slept, fully clothed, on the bed. Her pale face looked exhausted in sleep. …

Pierre Chambrun, resident manager of the Beaumont, was a small, dark man, stocky in build, with heavy pouches under dark eyes that could turn hard as a hanging judge’s, or unexpectedly twinkle with humor. Chambrun had been in the hotel business for thirty-five years and had risen to the top of the field. He ran the hotel without interference from Mr. George Battle, the owner. French by birth, Chambrun had come to this country as a small boy, and now he thought like an American. His training in the hotel business had often taken him back to Europe; he spoke several languages fluently; he could adopt a Continental manner to suit an occasion, but the Beaumont is an American institution and Chambrun kept its atmosphere strictly American.

Chambrun never ate lunch. As resident manager, his busiest time was between the hours of eleven and three—people with complaints, people with special problems, members of the staff confronted by one difficulty or another, outside interests using the hotel for parties, fashion shows, special conferences. The arrivals and departures of celebrities, notables, and the just plain rich required his personal attention. Though there were special departments and department heads for handling the intricacies of travel arrangements, publicity tie-ins, and general bowings and scrapings, Chambrun was always close at hand for the emergencies. He had a gift for delegating authority, but he was always ready to take the full responsibility for touchy decisions. He could make such decisions on the instant, and after thirty-five years in the business he could tell himself, without vanity, that he’d never made a delicate decision he felt later had been an error. A few of them had proved wrong or unworkable, but faced with the same facts again, he would make the same judgement.

Chambrun’s breakfast each morning, served at precisely nine-thirty, consisted of juice or fresh fruit in season, lamb chops or a small steak or brook trout or a Dover sole, toast in large quantities with sweet butter and strawberry preserve. And coffee—coffee which he went on drinking all day; American coffee for breakfast, followed by Turkish coffee, sipped in a demitasse until bedtime. At seven o’clock in the evening he ate an elaborate dinner specially prepared to meet the requirements of a gourmet’s palate.

Chambrun never looked at the mail or memoranda left on his desk by Ruysdale until he came to his second cup of coffee and his first Egyptian cigarette of the day. The memoranda from the night staff usually involved familiar problems requiring tact as well as iron discipline. Despite its reputation as the top luxury hotel in America, the Beaumont was confronted with many of the same problems as lesser establishments. There were always the drunks, the deadbeats, the call girls—the most expensive in New York but nonetheless call girls—the endless cantankerous guests, the suicides, the heart attacks suffered by elderly gentlemen in the rooms of young ladies not their wives, the whims of elderly dowagers with far more money than they could count, the petty thefts committed by amateurs who were almost always caught, and the professional jobs done by experts who were rarely caught once they had been inadvertently admitted to the hotel.

On the particular morning after the luggageless arrival of Doris Standing at the Beaumont, Chambrun sipped his second cup of coffee, inhaled deeply and contentedly on his first cigarette, and glanced at the list of check-ins. His eye caught the red circle surrounding the name of “Dorothy Smith.” He touched the button on his desk and Miss Ruysdale appeared promptly, carrying a stenographic pad and a thin manila folder. Behind her was a room-service waiter who moved silently toward Chambrun’s breakfast things.

“My compliments to Monsieur Fresney and tell him the Dover sole was particularly delicious this morning,” Chambrun said. The waiter grinned and wheeled out the breakfast table noiselessly. “Extraordinary man, Fresney,” Chambrun said, without looking at Miss Ruysdale. “You’d think there’d be a morning when he’d serve me fish when I couldn’t abide the thought of fish. But he’s never wrong. How do you suppose he knew that fish was exactly what I wanted today, particularly a Dover sole?”

“I think you’re attributing psychic powers to Monsieur Fresney which he doesn’t have,” Ruysdale said. “It’s just that he is an artist at his job, and when you take the cover off your breakfast dish, what he has prepared looks so delicious you assume you have been dreaming of it.”

“I employ you for your amazing wisdom, Ruysdale,” Chambrun said. The quick smile he gave her suggested genuine appreciation. “I wonder if you’d bring me the file on Miss Doris Standing.”

“I have it here,” Ruysdale said, and handed him the folder.

“Miraculous woman. Thank you, Ruysdale.”

Miss Ruysdale left him alone with the folder. There was nothing miraculous about her having brought the folder. Chambrun had trained her to anticipate.

And in Suite 9F, Doris Standing opened her gray-green eyes and looked up at the ceiling. Those eyes instantly squinted against the bright sunlight. She reached out, automatically, for the black glasses on the bedside table. After a moment she sat up and reached for the telephone.

“Mr. Atterbury, please,” she said.

Atterbury, the day receptionist, sounded delighted to hear from her. “Good morning, Miss—Smith,” he said. “Happy to have you with us. How can I help you?”

“I don’t know who to ask for what I want,” Doris Standing said.

“Whatever it is, I’m sure we have someone who can serve you, Miss Smith.”

“I want copies of the last three weeks of the Los Angeles Examiner and The New York Times,” Doris Standing said.



Two

ON THAT MORNING OF March fourteenth, I had been in charge of public relations at the Beaumont for a little more than a year. I owed my position to romance and a hunch.

The romance had developed between a wonderfully efficient and attractive girl named Alison Barnwell, who held the PR job, and a young man named John Wills. I had been Alison’s rather green assistant. When Alison gave Chambrun her notice, it seemed logical he’d go outside the office to find an experienced person to take her place. Instead, he offered me the chance.

“You know just enough, Haskell, to keep from making a botch of it,” Chambrun told me, “and not enough to tell me how the job should be done. You have to remember just one thing. The Beaumont is not only a hotel, it is a way of life.”

I was delighted, and scared, and moderately confident. Very shortly I found that Chambrun, by some personal magic, had changed my way of life without asking me to do any such thing. I gave up my apartment and moved into the hotel. At the end of the day’s work I found I didn’t run off into my old private life. There really was no end to the day’s work. After five, when my office closed, I’d have a drink or two in one of the bars, then go to my room to change into a dinner jacket, and spend the evening moving about the hotel, from the various bars, to the Blue Room night club, to the private banquet rooms where special events were in progress. I was a little like an old-time Western marshal checking out the town for the night.

The Beaumont had become my town, with its own mayor, its own police force, its own public services, its cooperatively-owned apartments, its facilities for transients, its night clubs, its cafés, its restaurants, its quality shops opening off the lobby, its telephone switchboards, its complex human relationships. It was my town, and I felt possessive about it and jealous of its reputation. I guess that was exactly the way Chambrun felt, which is why it runs with the smoothness of an expertly engineered Swiss watch. Others felt as I did, I knew. There was Jerry Dodd, the security officer, who could smell trouble before it developed. There were Miss Ruysdale, and Atterbury and Karl Nevers, the reservation clerks, and Mike Maggio and Johnny Thacker, the bell captains, and the army of bartenders, and captains who presided over the various special rooms, and the chief telephone operators, and the housekeepers, and the banquet manager, and on and on. At any time of day or night, Pierre Chambrun could lift the telephone on his desk and have the answer to any question almost before it was out of his mouth. Of course he knew exactly whom to ask.

I’d been in my office for about a half hour that morning, checking out the details of a fashion show that was to be held in the ballroom that afternoon, when the phone on my desk rang. It was Atterbury.

“I take it you know Doris Standing checked in last night,” he said.

“Dorothy Smith,” I said, smiling to myself.

“Let’s hope,” Atterbury said. “She’s just called in, asking for back issues of the Los Angeles Examiner and The New York Times for the last three weeks. Can do?”

“I suppose so,” I said. “The Times is simple. We keep a monthly file. The Examiner may take some digging.”

“Hop to it, dad,” Atterbury said, “before Smith turns into Standing.”

“Yes, master,” I said.

I had only just put down the phone when it rang again. It was Miss Ruysdale.

“Will you drop by at your convenience,” she asked. There was the faintest note of amusement in her voice. She was quoting Chambrun. What he meant was “Now!”

One of the only problems in my job at the Beaumont was my secretary. Shelda Mason had been Alison Barnwell’s secretary and I’d inherited her. She was disconcerting because she was so damned beautiful. She belonged on a magazine cover and not shut away in a fourth-floor office. She had kept me at a distance for a long time, obviously uncertain whether she approved of me or not. I felt I should be dating her and not giving orders. I had the feeling there was some never-seen boy friend in the background who would clobber me if I raised so much as a flirtatious eyebrow. Men attached to girls like Shelda are inclined to be violently possessive. Then, unexpectedly, she had made up her mind about me. Her decision was favorable. It was making it very hard for me to keep my mind on the Beaumont.

Shelda was at her desk in my reception room as I started out in reply to Chambrun’s summons. She gave me one of her special smiles that acted on me like power brakes.

“You know, don’t you, that mine is natural?” she asked.

“Your what is natural?” I asked.

“My hair!” she said. “Hers isn’t.”

“Who her?”

“Doris Standing, dope. You know she checked in this morning, don’t you? Or haven’t you been tending to your knitting.”

“I know.”

“She dyes her hair. International beauty my foot,” Shelda said. “I suppose you’ll be dancing attendance and telling me its part of your job!”

“You’ll do the first dancing, my sweet,” I said. “The lady has already expressed desires.”

“Slut!” Shelda said.

I conveyed the information about the need for back issues of the newspapers. “Your job,” I said. “With all your built-in charm when you deliver. See you!”

“Stinker!” she shouted after me as I went down the hall.

Miss Ruysdale gave me her cool smile and gestured, without speaking, toward Chambrun’s office.

“Trouble?” I asked.

“On the horizon,” she said, “which is the time to tackle it.”

You’ve probably heard the old gag about the banker who was so mean that the only way you could tell the difference between his good eye and his glass eye was that the glass eye had a little more warmth in it. Chambrun could look that cold when there was trouble. This time he seemed relaxed and generally satisfied with the state of his world.

“Morning, Mark,” he said. “ ‘Red in the morning, sailor take warning.’ ”

“What’s up, sir?” I asked.

“The last visitation of what Jerry Dodd calls ‘Doris’ Standing Army’ took place before your association with us, Mark,” he said.

“I’ve already sensed a little tension in the atmosphere,” I said. “But aren’t we safe? She’s here as Dorothy Smith.”

“Had any extensive dealings with chameleons?” Chambrun asked. He reached out and lit one of his thin, flat cigarettes. “She arrived without luggage. Suggest anything to you?”

I shrugged. “Stayed in town for a party and decided not to go home,” I suggested.

“Home is in Beverly Hills, California,” he said.

“Well—,” I said, and let it hang there.

“Sit down while I give you a history lesson,” Chambrun said.

I sat down in one of the big, high-backed Florentine chairs. The Great Man’s pouchy eyes had a faraway look in them, and his smile had lost much of its warmth.

“The stuffed shirt, as a member of society, is a pain in the neck,” Chambrun said. “I think most of us rather enjoy the spectacle of a really Grade-A stuffed shirt taking a good solid pratfall in public. Doris Standing and her army make a crusade of staging public pratfalls for the overstuffed.” Chambrun glanced at me. “I can see you have a tendency to applaud rather than hiss,” he said. “On the surface I would be with you. But there is an extra element to this that you must understand. Doris’ army are like cats after tunafish. They must have it! If there isn’t a genuine Grade-A stuffed shirt handy, they’ll take the next-best thing. They must have their sardonic laughter. They are unconcerned with who else beside the stuffed shirt gets hurt. An idol may have feet of clay and topple over from a good hard push. But it isn’t just the idol which is destroyed; a whole population of worshipers is left rudderless on a stormy sea. These people dig up unpleasant truths and expose them. They aren’t blackmailers. They are so rich that money is meaningless. They do what they do simply for the pleasure of inflicting pain.”

“I’m beginning to feel a little queasy,” I said.

“It began a few years back when a prominent member of a reform party was running for governor of a certain state,” Chambrun said. “Toward the end of his campaign, during which our reformer had blasted all of the crooked politicians, gamblers, bribe-takers and whatnot in his state, a document was circulated to a huge mailing list showing the candidate jumping out a window, carrying his pants in his hand. It turned out to be a perfectly legitimate photograph. The candidate had been staying in a motel somewhere away from home. There had been a fire. He’d gotten out of his unit fast, because the flames were already licking at his door. The implication in the picture, circulated without comment, suggested something far less moral. It seems it had been taken by an amateur photographer, also a guest at the motel, who had no idea who the gentleman without pants was. A bystander bought the film from him. A man was destroyed politically, despite his protests of innocence. His wife of twenty years divorced him some months later. So much for fun and games.”

“Sophomoric,” I said.

“Does it help to know it’s a sophomore who just kicked you in the groin?” Chambrun asked. “They play games like children, Mark, vicious games. They laugh at honest sentiment. But it goes a lot deeper than this. They destroy genuine human relationships. They drive people out of important jobs, out of government posts. The people have to be consequential so that the audience will be large and wide. When they appear on the scene, you can know that someone is about to be burned. They don’t act on impulse. Their plans are elaborate and detailed. They travel the whole world looking for important victims. People laugh when they see them coming, but if they’re sensible they run for the nearest exit.”

“And you think they’re coming here?”

“We have three United Nations delegations housed under our roof,” Chambrun said. “We have a half-dozen top stars in the entertainment world. We have the representatives of great wealth and great power. One of them could be the target for a game—Game spelled with a capital G.” Chambrun’s face was bleak. “Their one venture here had to do with the late Julie Frazer. You remember her?”

“Of course,” I said. “Singer, movie star. The original Cinderella girl.”

Chambrun nodded. “Millions of people loved her from the days of that Cinderella movie. She was a great chanteuse. She packed them in all over this country and abroad. She had her problems—liquor and eventually drugs. She went completely to pieces. But she made a heroic effort to get herself in hand. I was approached to give her a chance for a comeback, here in the Blue Lagoon Room. That,” Chambrun said, and his face went stony, “was when I first met Emlyn Teague.”

“Who is Emlyn Teague?” I asked.

“Doris Standing’s alter ego—her game-twin, you might call him. But I didn’t know, then. He posed as Julie Frazer’s friend. His personal charm sold me completely. He wanted the comeback chance for her, and he would underwrite a two-week contract for her. He didn’t mean just her salary, but what the Beaumont had to take to break even for two weeks in the Blue Lagoon Room. I was magnanimous. I refused the underwriting. I’d take a chance on Julie, I told him.” Chambrun’s lips were a thin, straight line. “Bastard,” he said quietly. I’d never seen him quite so stirred. “It was decided there’d be no hullabaloo about Julie. It was to be staged as something quite casual as far as the public was concerned. We gave a dinner that night for all the columnists. The regular floor show was to go on, and in the middle of it the MC was to spot Julie at a corner table. He would introduce her, beg her to sing. She would hesitate, and then come forward and put on a performance. Teague said he would spread the word, enough to guarantee a full house. He was as good as his word. Julie Frazer sat at her corner table with Emlyn Teague, and Doris Standing, and a young man named Jeremy Slade, and another girl named Barbara Towers. The big moment came, and the MC went into his spiel that would lead into the introduction of Julie. Suddenly, Jeremy Slade projected himself into the middle of the floor. He had a gun in his hand. Women screamed. The MC, who was a cowardly twerp, backed away from him instead of trying to stop him from what he had in mind. Before I could reach him, or Cardoza, the Blue Lagoon’s captain, could reach Slade, he waved for silence. He shouted a jumble of words to the effect that we live in a crazy world, threatened by the atom bomb, our lives in danger in the city’s subways and parks, the air we breath polluted, our water supply dwindling. Every moment of every day we risked death. Well, he wasn’t going to let other people threaten him. He’d create his own risks. Then he spun the cylinder on his gun. ‘I do this every day,’ he shouted, ‘and I thought I’d give you the pleasure of watching a game of Russian roulette.’

“The place was bedlam, women screaming. Cardoza and I were fighting our way toward Slade when he put the gun to his forehead and pulled the trigger. Of course nothing happened but a dull click. We got to him and dragged him away.

“That wasn’t the moment for Julie to appear with her nostalgic, sentimental ballads. Teague professed to be horrified. Slade, he said, was a casual acquaintance. He suggested that we wait until the second show to introduce Julie. And so we waited.”

Chambrun sighed.

“I remember,” I said. “It didn’t come off.”

“It didn’t come off,” Chambrun said, grimly. “When the MC introduced Julie to a delighted audience, she came out onto the floor, dead, staggering drunk. She sang one number—a horrible caricature of herself. We took her away as gently as we could. Teague professed himself to be heartbroken. She had been so shaken by Slade’s performance that she’d needed a drink. She’d been close to fainting, he said. He hadn’t dreamed that a drink or two would have the effect it did have.

“The columnists were as decent about it as you could expect, except for one of the most important ones whose stuff is syndicated all over the world. I’ve since come to know that he was a member of Doris’ Standing Army. He very effectively ended any chance of a comeback for Julie. She gave up trying and really went off the deep end. She wound up in an institution for alcoholics, where her heart stopped beating one cold, rainy day.”

Chambrun got up and went over to the sideboard for a fresh cup of Turkish coffee. He seemed to need a moment to control a long-smoldering anger.

“They made me an accessory to what happened to Julie Frazer. Innocent, but an accessory.” Chambrun walked back to his desk and sat down, balancing his demitasse in the palm of his left hand. “I have a list of names here, Mark.” He shoved a slip of paper across the desktop. I picked it up and read:


	Emlyn Teague

	Jeremy Slade

	Oscar Maxwell

	Barbara (“Bobby”) Towers

	Van Delaney

	Ivor Jerningham



“You might call those people the high command of Doris’ Standing Army,” Chambrun said. “I want them watched for. The reception desk has been alerted. Jerry Dodd in security knows each one of them by sight. I want you and your staff alert around the clock.”

“Right,” I said. I hesitated. “You seemed to place some significance in the fact that La Standing arrived without luggage.”

Chambrun shrugged. “Anything unusual about any of these people suggests trouble in the wind.”

The house phone on Chambrun’s desk rang. He answered and listened. Then he said, “Thank you, Jerry,” and hung up.

“Jerry Dodd reports that Doris Standing has just ordered about three thousand dollars’ worth of clothes from Marinelli’s. Daytime stuff, evening gowns, negligees, lingerie.”

Marinelli’s was the very chic women’s shop in the lobby.

“It would seem she plans to stay,” I said.

Part of my job as public relations man for the Beaumont is to keep society columnists and the Broadway boys posted on arrivals and departures that have any news value. My judgement on what is news is important to the hotel. There’s an old chestnut in the business about one of the first PR men in the trade. He conceived the idea of sending items back to the home-town newspapers of guests: “Mr. and Mrs. Tom Jones of X-ville are spending the weekend at the Waldorf.” This would work for the hotel when other prominent citizens of X-ville came to New York. It did work—for about four days. And then the hotel received an irate call from a lady in X-ville. “I am Mrs. Tom Jones and I am in X-ville. I would like to know who the blankety blank the woman is who’s spending the weekend with my husband in your hotel!”

Doris Standing was news, wherever she went. But since she had registered as Dorothy Smith, I chose to ignore her presence in our midst. The situation wasn’t unique. Dozens of famous movie stars have registered under phoney names, with our full knowledge, to keep autograph hunters and salesmen and other nuts out of their hair. We always check with a famous name before we release any publicity on his presence.

I had routine things to do that morning. Ormanski, the famous couturier, was showing his new spring line of fashions in the ballroom that afternoon. It involved special arrangements for fashion writers, buyers, a select list of prominent ladies on the “best-dressed” lists, television people, models, and God knows what else. These are high-strung people with a tendency toward hysteria. Let one small item in the arrangements go wrong, and the foundations of the hotel would begin to shake. I spent the balance of the morning after my chat with Chambrun, checking out each detail of the arrangements personally.

At a quarter to one, I went up to the Trapeze Bar to keep a prearranged appointment with Ormanski’s business manager. The Trapeze Bar is suspended in space, like a birdcage, over the foyer to the Grand Ballroom. Its walls are an elaborate Florentine grillwork. An artist of the Calder school has decorated it with mobiles of circus performers working on trapezes. They sway slightly in the draft from a concealed air-freshening system. They create the illusion that the whole place sways gently.

I was on time, and Mr. Del Greco, the captain in the Trapeze, led me to a table where the Ormanski party waited. I found myself being treated like an incompetent small boy. I had to report on every detail of the afternoon’s performance and how well we were prepared to cope. I was getting irritated—and thirsty—when I heard a woman scream. The quiet hum of conversation in the Trapeze rose to an excited babble. People were standing, and I had to stand to see what on earth was happening.

A young man with dark hair, cut long, was standing at the bar. He was holding a dry martini in his left hand and a revolver in his right. He was shouting something I couldn’t distinguish over the crowd noise. He waved the gun threateningly at Mr. Del Greco and a small army of waiters who had started to close in on him. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Eddie, the head bartender, talking urgently on the phone behind the bar. Then the young man held the revolver to his head.

The woman screamed again.

I could see the man’s finger squeeze the trigger.

And nothing happened.

The young man threw back his head and began to laugh. Del Greco and his men moved in. Instantly, the young man sprang onto the bar. He ran along it, kicking glasses right and left, sprang past a stunned drinker at the far end, and raced out the door. He didn’t take the stairway to the foyer, but ducked out a fire exit. That way he could go up or down.

I left the Ormanski crowd and joined Eddie behind the bar. Eddie had been trying to locate Jerry Dodd. I called Chambrun’s office.

“We have with us Jeremy Slade,” I told him. …

The Russian-roulette player vanished into thin air. By the time Jerry Dodd reached the Trapeze and organized a search, there was no immediate trail to follow. Slade could have gone up into any one of more than a thousand rooms, or down into the labyrinth of kitchens, laundries, utility spaces, storage areas. There were a good fifty exits that would have taken him to one of the half-dozen ways to the street. No doorman had seen anything suspicious. But there had been no time to alert doormen if Slade had gone directly out to the street.

There was one specific place to go, and Chambrun went there, accompanied by Jerry Dodd and me.

Suite 9F.

I had seen pictures of Doris Standing but never the lady herself. Pictures can be misleading. Except for candid shots, they’re apt to be very much to the advantage of the subject. This was not so in Doris Standing’s case. I knew I could never tell my glamorous secretary what I really thought about Miss Standing. Shelda might be right about the red hair, but if so, the Standing hairdresser was a genius. I was reminded of the breathtaking beauty of the young Maureen O’Hara. The door to Suite 9F had been opened to us by Madame Marinelli from the dress shop. Her intention to give us a haughty “be off” was abruptly changed when she saw Chambrun.

“Miss Standing is trying on clothes,” Marinelli said. “I don’t think—”

“It’s an emergency,” Chambrun said, and walked into the sitting room.

Madame Marinelli, a black-gowned duenna, disappeared into the bedroom and, a few moments later, Doris Standing appeared, wearing a housecoat she’d evidently been trying on. I could see the price tag on its gold, quilted sleeve.

“Hello, Mr. Chambrun,” she said. “Miss Standing.” He gave her a stiff little bow. “Are you and Madame Marinelli the only people in this suite?”

“One of my girls—” Marinelli said from the doorway, indicating the bedroom with a nod. “No one else?” Chambrun asked. “Would that be any of your business, Mr. Chambrun?” Doris asked. She stood very straight, her head held high. The gold housecoat fitted her as if it had been tailored for her. The gray-green eyes were very bright, a little angry, a little amused. Her voice was low, pleasant, but used to giving orders.

“Twenty minutes ago, a friend of yours played his familiar game of Russian roulette in the Trapeze Bar,” Chambrun said. “I want him, because I want him placed under arrest for creating a disturbance.”

Just for an instant her wide scarlet mouth seemed to tighten, and then it relaxed into a completely charming smile.

“Really, Mr. Chambrun, I’m not Jeremy’s keeper,” the girl said. She looked at me. “I know Dodd,” she said, “but this one—?”

“Mr. Haskell, my public relations man.”

“Ah, so you’re going to make a field day out of Jeremy?” Doris Standing said. “The hotel must live, I suppose.”

I think it was the first and only time I ever saw Chambrun dismissed as a management stooge. He’s respected by real kings and tycoons and political powers, by movie stars and great ladies in the social world, and by busboys and washroom attendants and call girls and headwaiters, and by that most temperamental of all human beings—chefs. I had come to understand that his genius lay in his ability to show deference to the important, the famous, and the very rich without being servile, and to be friendly to people in the lower social echelons without being patronizing.

He had broken one of his fundamental rules in the case of this golden girl. He had allowed his own emotions to play a part in the moment. His anger showed and she was prepared to laugh at him. That was her way. Expose some genuine feeling, and Doris’ Standing Army would indulge in derisive mirth.

“I do wish you’d tell me what the reaction was,” Doris said. “In the Trapeze Bar at the height of the lunch hour? Did the ladies scream? That always tickles Jeremy. One good scream is worth the performance.”

“I won’t describe it to you, Miss Standing, because I wasn’t there,” Chambrun said. I gave him a quick look. His voice had changed. Quick footwork, I thought. He’d recognized his mistake as fast as I had. “But I will describe something I did witness. I was with Julie Frazer when she died. It should be the icing on that particular cake for you.”

The smile on that lovely face seemed to freeze. She wasn’t supposed to have feelings about such things, but I could swear Chambrun had drawn blood.

“What is it you really want, Mr. Chambrun?” she asked. “Permission to search my suite?”

“I want your word that Slade isn’t here and that you don’t know where he is,” Chambrun said.

“He is not. I do not,” Doris said.

“Thank you,” Chambrun said. “I’d like to say one thing to you, Miss Standing. A man who allows himself to be twice burned by the same fire is a fool.”

“Meaning?”

“You’ll have to judge for yourself whether or not I’m a fool,” Chambrun said. “Thank you again.”

He turned and walked briskly out of 9F. …

About four o’clock of what seemed a long afternoon, Shelda Mason, my fabulous secretary, and I were sitting in the Grand Ballroom watching Ormanski’s equally fabulous models parade in Ormanski’s fabulous designs for spring. Shelda and I had had a brief and comically heated debate about Doris Standing’s hair; I on the side of God, and she on the side of Clairol. It had left Shelda snappish about Ormanski’s models and Ormanski’s designs.

“It appears women are to be men again next summer,” Shelda muttered, as a collection of beach pajamas and slacks took their place on the runways. “These pansy designers are about to turn the world sexless.”

I said something about designs being unimportant. Women, I told her, were at their best taking off and putting on. She kicked me very solidly in the shins just as Johnny Thacker, the day bell captain, touched me on the shoulder.

“Boss wants you on the run,” he said. “Suite 9F.”

“What’s up?” I asked.

“A suicide,” Johnny said, and was gone.

My gut did a flip-flop. I felt Shelda’s hand close tightly over mine.

“Oh, no!” she whispered.

Whatever Shelda might have said about Doris Standing, when it came to realities she’s very genuine with very uncomplicated emotions. She and I were both thinking the same thing. Doris Standing was so young, so alive, so lovely. A good solid paddling by a good solid man could have put her on the rails toward a life which, with all her assets, offered everything.

I tried to be practical as I headed across the lobby toward the elevators. I knew my job would be to deal with the press and the radio and TV boys the minute this story broke. Doris Standing would make headlines. I’d have to do what I could to soft-pedal the Beaumont’s part in it. There wasn’t going to be much we could do except ask for favors in return for the many we had handed out to the news media in the past.

I asked myself if we shouldn’t have guessed something like this was in the wind. She had arrived without luggage. She’d signed in as Dorothy Smith. And the newspapers! Shelda had gotten the back issues for three weeks of both The Times and the Examiner for Doris, and delivered them in person.

“She looks pretty terrible when she isn’t done up like a circus horse,” Shelda had told me.

But why the new clothes if she meant to kill herself? I had an unpleasant vision of her, stretched out on her bed in that gold housecoat. Poison? Wrists cut?

I commandeered an elevator and was whisked up to the ninth floor. The elevator operator hadn’t heard anything but the simple fact of suicide. The hotel had already begun to buzz.

One of Jerry Dodd’s men was standing outside the door of 9F.

“You’re to go in, Mr. Haskell,” he said. “Only take a good, deep breath. It isn’t pretty.”

I didn’t want to go in, but I went in.

Jerry Dodd was there, and on the floor was a body covered with a sheet. Jerry is a thin, wiry little man in his late forties, with a professional smile that does nothing to hide the fact that his pale eyes are sharp, penetrating, and able to see and read a great deal at a moment’s glance. He is one of a half-dozen people on the staff whom Chambrun trusts and counts on without reservation.

“Where’s the boss?” I asked him, in a funeral-parlor whisper.

He nodded toward the bedroom. “In there with her,” he said.

I felt the small hairs rising on the back of my neck. “Her?” I said.

“Doris Standing,” Jerry said.

“But—?” I pointed at the sheet. “I thought—”

Jerry’s mouth was a grim slit. He bent down and pulled aside one end of the sheet.

“I thought it was an act,” Jerry said, “but it seems there may have been a loaded shell in that gun after all.”

I wouldn’t have recognized Jeremy Slade if I hadn’t been forewarned. The top of his head was blown away.
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