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When Johnny Bracket reined
into Field City, he had twenty-one steers, his bay horse, his gun,
and a run of bad luck behind him. He liked the look of the town
and, even better, he liked the land deal Morg Field offered him.
What he didn’t like was the fear he saw in the faces of the
townsfolk and the ruthless greed he began to see in the man who
owned them.
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One

 


The twenty-one steers plodded, head
down, through the snow-covered street of Field City. Johnny Bracket
rode behind them, hat brim drooping. It was a good-sized town, one
of the busiest in the Territory, but this night it was silent and
the steady wind made a moaning sound through leafless
trees.

There was a light at the livery stable.
Johnny fell off his saddle onto feet numb from cold. His wiry bay
pony nickered softly. A man opened the stable door and looked out,
a small man with red hair and the beginning of a red winter beard.
A sign said that Amsy Buchanan ran the place.

Johnny identified himself as he led the
bay into the humid semi-warmth of the big barn-like structure. He
asked, “You got a pen for the beef?”

“Pretty sorry, ain’t
they?”

“They’re all that’s left.
They’re breeders,” said Johnny.

Buchanan nodded. There was a light of
respect in his eyes.

“Reckon there was more of
’em when you left Texas.”

He helped with the unsaddling and
Johnny could feel circulation returning to his extremities as he
moved slowly at the small tasks of arranging the bedding, wiping
down the bay.

“Yep.”

“Bad year, if a man got
started late.”

“Hell, high water, tick and
the pestilence,” Johnny told him. “Lucky to get those Stockers
through.”

“You know where you are?”
Buchanan surveyed him with speculative gaze.

“Yep.”

“No land around here’s any
good except Morg Field land.”

“I heard.”

“Seems like he come from
Texas, years back.”

“I wouldn’t
know.”

“Then you ain’t a friend of
his?”

“Never met the
man.”

Buchanan debated with himself, went to
the door, closed it, returned to stare at Johnny again. “It’d be a
right smart stunt if some lawman run twenty-odd steer in here,
pretendin’ to be a broke-down rancher.”

Johnny asked wonderingly, “Now, why
should a badge wearer be spookin’ around Field City?”

Buchanan sighed, seemed to lose interest. “There’s a pen
out back. You’re welcome to use it—nobody else will, not this time
of year. Be a dollar for the pony.”

There was four hundred dollars in the
money belt, maybe twenty loose in his pants. It wasn’t enough for
the business he had planned, but at least he wasn’t broke. He paid
the man and went out on the street, conscious that Buchanan was
disappointed in him, too cold and weary to wonder why.

The only other light was shining from a saloon called The
Four Aces. He plodded down a boarded walk slippery under the snow.
His jeans were greasy and dirty and his craggy young face sore with
frostbite. His gray eyes were slightly sick with the miles he had
come, but his shoulders were squared.

The Four Aces reeked with the odor of
drying clothes, wet leather and unwashed men. He stood blinking in
the lamplight, then moved past the cherry-red stove to the bar. He
shook water from the flop-brim hat which he meant to replace on the
morrow, then hung it on a peg and gestured at the stout bartender,
a greasy-haired man.

Bottle and glass appeared, but the man
held them until Johnny flipped a coin on the mahogany. It was a
fancy saloon for a frontier town, with a long mirror and a painting
of an overdeveloped naked lady. Johnny poured, turned,
looked.

The men of Field City seemed no
different from others he had seen between here and Texas. Most were
concentrating on a poker game which was set up in a far
corner.

A woman sat in the other corner at a
large, round table. She was alone. Her glance swept over Johnny
with unconcern, returned to contemplation of the game from afar.
She was dark as the night without, and her eyes were larger than
need be, Johnny thought, but she was a beautiful woman, younger
than she appeared at first sight. Saloon girls were like that very
often and he always felt a little sorry for them, even when he was
using them. He was about to go toward this one when she turned the
large brown eyes on him once more. They were like warning beacons,
stopping him in his tracks.

A one-man woman, he thought, being kept
by someone present in The Four Aces. Well, that was another matter.
Later, maybe, after he found out how well she was being kept and by
whom, something might be arranged. She was very lovely, part
Indian, perhaps. Something about her rang a bell with Johnny
Bracket.

He turned back to the bar; the bottle
had been removed. He rapped a sore knuckle. The barkeep said,
“That’ll be another two bits.”

Johnny grinned. There had been an awful
lot of hard luck, about which he would not complain, and a terrible
lot of lonely nights and tough going. It was nice to be able to
have something at which he could strike back. “I gave you four bits
the first time.”

“Like hell you
did.”

The grin grew wider. “Now, bub, you
wouldn’t he callin’ me a liar, would you?”

“Ain’t you callin’ me a
liar?” The barkeep bristled like a small dog grown fat and
feisty.

“Well, that’s a hoss of an entirely
different color,” said Johnny in his softest Texan voice.
“You are a liar.”

As he spoke he stepped back from the
bar. His Colt hung medium low and was tied around the worn jeans
with a leather thong. His arms and legs were long and strong and
when he looked at the barkeep as he did, grinning, he seemed to
grow a bit in all directions.

There was an embarrassed silence as
small dog reverted to type. The bottle and glass tinkled,
reappearing. The bartender said,

“Uh—well ... maybe you’re right about the four bits, at
that. Man can make a mistake.”

Johnny seemed a bit disappointed. “You
pretty sure you are a liar, then?”

“A mistake.” The bartender
retreated, leaving the bottle and the shot glass.

“A liar,” said
Johnny.

Again there was a pause. Johnny moved a
step. The bartender said quickly, “Okay, okay. Have it your
way.”

Johnny poured the shot glass full, all
four ounces. He said, “Thanks, bub. I really didn’t want to turn
loose.” He carried the whiskey over to the poker game and stood,
watching. Behind him the girl’s big eyes narrowed for just a moment
on his back, then swiveled to the big man sitting at the poker
table whom she had been watching all evening as her mind went
around and around in a circle, getting no place.

The big man was Morgan Field, it
quickly developed, whom his friends called “Morg” rather more often
than necessary. The city was named for him. Johnny marked him in
his mind, a florid man, all solid beef, with a thick neck and a
quick eye. His eyes were set rather far apart and the brows slanted
downward at the outer edges, lion-like. He had long fingers, very
white, slender, out of proportion to the rest of him. His lower jaw
protruded just a bit, not enough to be ugly.

Next to Field was a fattish man.
Johnny’s memory flickered, he knew the fellow. Someone called him
“Calhoun” but that was not the name. He tried to bring it all into
line, remembering El Paso when he had been just a button looking
for a job, playing a little poker to keep alive, milking the saloon
games for eating money.

That was after his mother had died. The
figure of Joe, his tall, leathery father impinged on the scene. It
had been years since he’d seen Joe Bracket or either of his two
brothers. Joe still had the small spread but it wasn’t home any
more. For a moment he was homesick, then he remembered the last hot
quarrel and his abrupt leave-taking and the woman Joe had married,
a young woman, good-looking, nothing wrong with her except she
wasn’t Ma.

Sam and Toole had already left the
place. Sam was the eldest Bracket boy, a marshal in Farwell, a fast
gun, a smooth man, always in the money. Toole was an adventurer,
smart as a whip, some said not above a quick holdup or bank
robbery, but also sometimes an undercover man for Wells Fargo,
Johnny knew.

They were all doing fine but Johnny.
This had been his chance and a series of bad breaks had ruined it.
He had the money in his belt and he had those twenty-one steers and
his gun and the bay, but he had no place called home.

He snapped back to El Paso and then he
had it. “Callahan” was the name. The man had been much thinner and
quicker. He could see the broken veins caused by heavy, now daily
doses of booze; he could see the blinking eyelids. Yes, it was
Callahan, all right, and very interesting it could be to meet him
here.

Next to Callahan-Calhoun sat an elderly
fellow with whiskers and the far-away expression of the prospector
the world over. He had a straight nose and a leathery aspect and he
didn’t say much, but the others called him “Lonely.”

Alongside Lonely was an Englishman with the clipped accent
of his breed, a medium sized man also showing the signs of
alcoholism. His skin was pink and baby-like and he was a loser in
the game and a bad poker player at that, Johnny perceived in the
space of a couple of pots.

The other player was the town law, his
badge pinned to a woolen shirt beneath a leather vest and his name
proved to be Mulloy. There was room for another chair.

The onlookers, odds and ends of
townsmen and three riders who stood against a wall together, stared
critically as Johnny pulled up a chair and raised an eyebrow at
Morgan Field.

“Name of Bracket. Mind if I
squat?”

Field hesitated. His stare was
comprehensive, going over the worn range outfit to the money belt
Johnny was unbuckling, then to the gun in its open holster, then to
Johnny’s countenance. Nobody spoke, awaiting Field’s
decision.

The man had a big, booming voice.
“Sure, Bracket. Anybody with money to buy in is
welcome.”

Johnny stacked the worn bills. It was Mulloy’s deal, which
put him under the gun and he passed after a cursory glance at a
busted flush. Mulloy was thin-faced, hard-bitten, about Field’s
age, in his mid-thirties.

From the looks of things, Callahan-Calhoun was the big
winner, the prospector, the Englishman and Mulloy the losers, Field
neither far up nor far down. Mulloy dealt the requests for cards
with painstaking, slow care. He had blunt fingers, stubby, not
clever.

Field won a small pot and it was
Johnny’s deal. He worked the stiffness out of his hands and managed
to shuffle without dropping the deck. Mulloy cut and the cards went
around. Field opened carelessly for two dollars.

Calhoun-Callahan was staring at Johnny. He shook his head
as though to clear his mind and played along for the two-buck
bet.

Lonely found players and Monty, the
Englishman, hesitated, obviously low in funds, then he also stayed.
Mulloy said harshly, in a rasping, annoying voice, “Driver’s seat
rises and raises.”

He put in ten dollars. Johnny looked at
his cards. He had two aces and a pair of treys. Without hesitation
he called the raise. He was in the best position to estimate the
other hands, he had two or three ways to make a play.

Field met the bet, saying in his loud,
confident fashion, “Now it gets interestin’. Maybe you brought life
into it, Bracket.”

“Maybe I’m buyin’ trouble,”
said Johnny, watching Calhoun-Callahan. The fat man counted out
eight dollars with meticulous care. Lonely dropped.

The Englishman fingered his money,
looked at the ceiling, and threw in his cards. The stove gave off
good heat but not enough to make him sweat so much, Johnny
thought.

“Cards, if any,” Johnny
said, laying down his own five smartly edged, a coin atop
them.

“Three,” said
Field.

Johnny dealt the three, aware that
Field had only played in the pot because he was rich and bored, not
underestimating the man.

“Two here,” croaked
Calhoun-Callahan.

Mulloy stood pat, thereby posing a
perplexing decision for Johnny. He looked around the table, edging
out his original five cards. He thought deeply. Against anything
but a pat hand he would have discarded the treys. Against a
possible bluff, or if he knew the players, he might have stood pat
and raised. Now, he thought, he was trapped with a weak hand after
the draw and had to better it. There was really only one thing he
could do.

“One to the dealer,” he
stated flatly. He felt Mulloy move beside him and imagined the
lawman was holding a straight. He wondered now about the fat
gambler across the table. He watched him very closely.

Field said, “Opener checks.”

“Check to raise,” said
Calhoun-Callahan.

Mulloy was ready, surmising he would
have to bet them. “Ten dollars.”

Johnny had not peeked at his draw. He
said, “And fifty.”

Field laughed. “That’s the way to bet
’em, Texas.”

Calhoun was shuffling the five cards,
again staring hard at Johnny. Finally he said, “No bet.”

Mulloy was now doing a bit of sweating on his own. Fifty
dollars was a big bet, especially into a pat hand. Still, Johnny
hadn’t looked ... his straight should be the winning hand. And if
it was the winning hand, he should raise another fifty back into
Johnny’s teeth. On the other side, if Johnny was one of those wild
men who played a four flush as though he had it made ... he may
have made it, in which case the straight was no good. Mulloy’s mind
was not quick, but it was thorough. His trouble was that he had
never been a very good poker player.

He said, “Call, damn it.”

Johnny dealt the cards face up, ace, ace, three, three ...
and another three. “Well, what do you know? I filled.”

He took in the money. Field roared with
amusement.

“You got the look of a man
that’s been fresh outa luck. Maybe you busted the streak, huh,
Texas?”

“Johnny Bracket,” he said.
“Men that get called ‘Texas’ generally don’t pull their weight,
somehow or other.”

“Gimme the cards, Johnny,
and let’s have a real game.”

The big man dealt with dexterity, but his hands were honest
enough. Monty looked hungrily at Johnny, as if wishing he could
borrow some luck. Lonely just sat, saying nothing. Mulloy tapped
the table, angry at himself for losing the pot, yet knowing that he
had been helpless against a lucky draw, disliking Johnny for having
been the instrument of defeat. It was like almost any other poker
game up and down the western frontier except for one factor ...
Calhoun-Callahan.

When the fat gambler opened for five
dollars, Johnny thought he felt the building of it. Lonely played,
so did Monty, without his usual hesitation. Mulloy couldn’t wait to
get his money in.

A cold deck? Johnny wondered. He
thought he would have detected a run-in, but sad experience in the
past bade him beware. He looked at his cards. He had a pair of
tens. It probably was not a cold deck because six hands are as easy
to set up as five. He folded, shaking his head. He sat back in his
chair, watching from beneath lowered lids.

Field raised ten dollars. Everybody
played. It was, Johnny thought, just one of those pots, as he had
first intuitively suspected. Poker is an exciting game because of
such go-arounds, when everybody is holding good cards.

Calhoun-Callahan took two cards. Lonely
took one. Monty took one, Mulloy did likewise. Field dealt himself
two.

El Paso, thought Johnny, years back.
Harry Hatt, the gambling fool who was shot by one of the Duke
twins, was in the game, both the Dukes and another man. From the
sidelines it had been easy to see the play. Nobody had caught on,
either, and Johnny had known better than to open his mouth, him an
unknown kid without a gun on him among those hot shots.

Now Calhoun-Callahan had dirty shirt cuffs, flaring wide,
and the sleeves of his coat were built loose. It was an ill-lighted
room and the players were intent upon their cards.

The fat man said, “My turn to bet
fifty.”

Lonely tipped money into the pot with a
horny, curved forefinger. Monty swallowed hard, then put his last
bills into the pot. Mulloy choked, picked up a wad.

“I raise fifty.”

Field said, “By God, I’ll raise another fifty.”

Calhoun-Callahan had added a lot of
weight since El Paso. He had lost other things, thought Johnny. He
wasn’t so fast. Maybe his nerve was gone. His fingers shook just a
little as he went for a hundred dollars to re-raise the pot. Johnny
imperceptibly cleared his chair.

Lonely was looking at his cards, inscrutable behind his
gray whiskers. He finally shook his head and deposited his cards in
the center of the table. Monty gasped, then followed
suit.

Field said, “And fifty to you,
gambler.”

The fat man said, “And a hundred more,
Morg.”

Mulloy said, “I’m in the middle, damn
it.” But he saw the raises.

“And I’m bettin’ into the
raise,” Field said, laughing, not caring very much. “I call you,
gambler.”

Calhoun-Callahan laid them down. “Four
fat ones.”

The four aces caught the light,
reflecting it. The fat man made a subtle move while the others
gaped. Johnny went clear across the table.

He pinned the thick wrist. He twisted hard and a holdout
slid clumsily out of the frayed, dirty cuff. From it fell
Calhoun-Callahan’s original hand, five unmatched, useless
cards.

“Better count the deck,
gents,” said Johnny.

There were exclamations, curses, cries
of amazement. Chairs crashed, men milled. Johnny held tight to the
wrist, looking down at the cornered gambler, feeling a little sick,
a little sorry at what he saw in the agonized eyes.

“By God,” roared Morgan Field. “We been nursin’ a viper.
Empty his damn pockets, Mulloy. Split his take back accordin’ to
who put in what. Then stick him in the hoosegow and let him
rot.”

Johnny was watching the eyes, set deep
in fat but glowing like coals. “You should know better, Callahan.
You lost your quick some place.”

He meant it as a warning. He had to let
go and slide back across the table and he sensed the rat coming out
in the fat man and he didn’t want the trouble. Even as he moved he
knew the message did not get through, that Calhoun-Callahan had
passed the line of reason and was hell bent. Perhaps he had been in
western jails before, perhaps he knew Morg Field’s jail would be
worse than most.

The fat man’s derringer was up the other sleeve. It came
out with very nice speed. Men fell away yelling. It was a nasty
little double-barreled gun that would make a terrible hole at close
quarters.

Johnny sidestepped as he cleared the Colt. The derringer
went off and men dived for the floor. It was necessary to be very
careful lest a bystander be hurt.

Johnny aimed, then pulled the trigger.
Calhoun-Callahan’s head jerked, his face vanished beneath a mask of
sudden blood. He went to his back on the floor, dead before his
body struck and the silence in the room was profound.

The woman in the corner had not
stirred, Johnny noted. There was a wine glass in front of her. She
raised it, looked at him as she sipped, but gave no further
sign.



 


Two

 


Morgan Field led the way to the table
in the corner. The girl looked up at Johnny and he was sure now
that she had Indian blood, probably Navajo, because of the slant of
her brows, her coloring and the control she continued to
show.

“Johnny Bracket, this here
is Susan Carter.”

“An honor, Miss.”

She nodded and again raised the wine
glass, not speaking. Field sat down beside her, sprawling, motioned
to the barkeep. “Calhoun’s been around, not winnin’ much, for a
month. Reckon you about saved us from a good trimmin’. You say you
recognized him? From where?”

“El Paso,” said Johnny. “Years back.”

“You an El Paso boy?”

“No. I was young and
hungry.”

“Didn’t know anybody down
there?”

“Got to know Harry Hatt and
the Duke boys later on.”

“The twins?” Morg Field
chuckled. “I mind the twins, all right. No wonder you play a good
hand of poker.”

“Never worked at it. I’m a
cattleman.”

“I see.” The bottle
appeared, a special one with a label. The whiskey was aromatic. The
girl drank wine from a carafe. The surly barkeep was all fawning
smiles and useless little brushing gestures.

Johnny said, “Got twenty-one Stockers
left, down at the stable. Got about five hundred dollars. You know
where I can lease with option to buy?”

“You know who I am?” asked
the big man.

“It’s your town. Field
City.”

“By God, it is, at that. Had less than you got when I came
here. This was supposed to be minin’ country. I brought in the
first steer.”

“Sure. I heard.”

“You got any special reason for comin’ here?”

Johnny’s cracked hands lay on the
table. He turned them up, showing the calluses. The heat was
irritating them. “Where else would I go?”

“That’s right. Must’ve been
rough, gettin’ here.”

“Late start, bad
ending.”

There was a small silence. The girl was looking past him,
at where the men were still doing what had to be done for
Calhoun-Callahan. There was a bumping sound as they staggered,
hitting the doorjamb as they carried him out on a shutter, but the
girl’s expression did not change.

Morgan Field said, “You need more’n a
lease. You need land you got title to.”

“I’m a few thousand short of
cash.”

“And I’m a banker. I lend
money and get back interest,” said Field. “What you need is
credit.”

“Take the cash and let the
credit go, my Pa always says. But then, Pa never was much of a
businessman.”

“Credit. That’s the secret. My bank lends on a man’s head
and it don’t foreclose unless the man goes bad. We need cattlemen
around here. I like Texans with guts. So ... there’s the Jenkins
place.”

Johnny sipped the good whiskey. “Mr.
Field, let’s get something straight. Right now I had to kill a man.
That ain’t my way to go. It just happened. Only other man I ever
shot was a horse thief. I don’t like shooting people.”

“I need a killer, I hire
him,” said Field. His eyes shifted and he grinned faintly, without
mirth.

The three riders he had noted earlier,
Johnny saw, following Field’s glance, were still against the wall.
They had made no move to help with the dead gambler. They stood
hip-shot and at ease, drinking beer out of bottles, only now they
twisted torsos so that they faced toward the corner
table.

“My boys. They work the
ranch. Rag Shade, Goober Halliday and Arnie Frey. Top hands, but
they ain’t much at handling cattle,” said Field. “They would’ve
blasted Calhoun all to hell and gone if he’d pointed that derringer
at me.”

Johnny nodded. “Like I say. It’s your
town.”

“My Circle F runs north of
the Jenkins place to the Padre range. Tom Mulloy’s got some beef
grazes the lower pastures, you and him can make a deal with your
Stockers. There’s enough pasture if everybody agrees to get along.
Man with guts could get rich in five, ten years.”

“What’s the deal?” asked
Johnny.

“The house needs work. Bein’
wintertime, you can rebuild. Fences, barns, everything got run
down. The bank loans the cash, takes back a mortgage of five
thousand dollars. That’s to buy more cattle, get you started
good.”

“It’s mighty generous,” said
Johnny.

“No country’s any good
without manpower. The right kind. I ain’t Santy Claus. I’m a
businessman. You want land, I’ll give you the chance to own
it.”

Johnny said, “Why, if it’s a business
deal and you think I’m good for it, then I’ll be
grateful.”

“The winters are hard here
but we can survive ’em. It’s rail end here, the cattle weighs out,
we get the best price. We work together here in the country. Cuts
costs.” He waved a big hand, grinned. “Tonight you can sleep at the
hotel, just mention my name. The Chink’ll rustle you a bath, you
can see the barber tomorrow. Them hands need attention. Noonish,
you and me can take dinner. Okay?”

Johnny recognized dismissal. He didn’t blame the big man;
Susan Carter was the best-looking woman he had seen in many a moon.
He got up and said, “Okay. Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me, thank
Calhoun.”

“His name was Callahan in El
Paso,” said Johnny. “Maybe they better put both names on the
headboard.”

He bowed to the girl in the best Bracket manner—all the men
in the family were woman-conscious, woman-wise. He wrapped his
sheepskin-lined coat around him and went out into the frigid
night.

Morgan Field leaned back, looking
around the room. He caught Tom Mulloy’s eye and beckoned to him.
The Marshal came to the table with some money and a wallet. He sat
down and Field poured whiskey for him.

“Miss Carter,” said Mulloy,
nodding to the girl. He pushed the money toward Field. “Too bad the
Texas dude had to spoil it. There ain’t much profit, way it is
now.”

“The fat man was too dumb.
We couldn’t have used him much longer. Booze got him
down.”

“It was a good idea, though.
One of your best. We coulda milked the town.”

Field shrugged. “There’ll be another
tinhorn along one of these days.”

Mulloy asked, “What about the
Texan?”

“You ever know any Brackets
around El Paso?”

Mulloy thought a moment, his brow deeply furrowed. Then he
said, “I’d know if there was a family—a ranch—anything like that.
Can’t remember any.”

“After our time. That’s what
I thought. But check it out, Tom. I’m putting him on the Jenkins
place.”

Mulloy’s face darkened. He protested,
“A stranger next door to me? I dunno about that.”

“You had Jenkins, he wasn’t
a stranger.”

“The double-crossin’
bastard!” Mulloy spread his hands. “Yeah, I guess. If we watch
him.”

“We help him, Tom. We let him build. You know that breed.
Quick gun, strong back, weak mind. They work outa pride and
ambition. He’ll build an operation we’ll be happy to own ... when
we want to take it.”

“Guess I’m too cautious,”
said Mulloy. “I always figure on bein’ plenty careful.”

“Careful didn’t get me where I am,” said Field flatly, with
pride. “By God, this Territory is about all of it going to be mine,
or close enough to me to be like my own. It only takes brains and
guts and ambition. You only got to know what you want and to look
ahead a bit.”

“And hire the right people,”
said Mulloy.

“Not you, Tom. You ain’t no
hired hand. You come up with me and you’re going to stay with me.”
Field’s voice was warm and friendly.

“We sure come a ways
together.”

“You durn betcha we did.
Now, you wanta go and start telegraphin’ about that
Texan?”

“I sure do.” He finished his
drink. “Miss Carter.” He bowed stiffly as he departed. The girl
looked after him with complete indifference.

Field asked, “What do you think,
Susan?”

Her voice was surprisingly light and
tinkling, like music. “The Texan, yes. Tom, as I’ve often said,
absolutely no.”

“He did miss it with the
gambler. He should have butted in there, stopped Bracket from
killing him. But Tom goes away back. That gun of his saved me
more’n once.”

“Back-shooting,” she
said.

“I wasn’t
particular.”

She finished her drink. “Yes. That’s
probably it.”

He frowned at her. “I’m not about to
kill anybody. Never. Don’t ever worry about that.”

“No. You won’t kill
anybody.”

Rare unease stirred him. “Nobody will
ever get anything on me. I can’t afford it. I know it.”

She said, “I understand.”

“You’re safe, you know that,
too.”

She didn’t reply, turning the glass
around in her shapely, brown hands.

He said, “You and me, we make a
team.”

Still she did not answer him, her eyes
going across the barroom to a table where Lonely Jones sat with
Monty.

“All right, we can’t get
married. You knew that all along.” His voice was low,
brutal.

“I knew it. That doesn’t
make it any easier.”

“You got to be tough, Susan.
That’s what got you here, with money in the bank and diamonds in
your bureau drawer.”

“I’m tough.”

He sloshed a good four fingers of
whiskey into his glass and downed it. “Mebbe you better go
upstairs. See you in a little while.”

She arose obediently, not looking at
anyone in the room, walking slowly, with catlike grace, to the door
through which she had entered. He heard her heels clicking on the
steps leading to the upstairs apartment he had built when he
brought Susan to Field City. The unease stayed with him. It was not
pleasant to think that something had to be done about the girl. He
was very fond of her.

He had caught her picking his pocket in a clip joint on the
Barbary Coast when on one of his San Francisco flings. She was
ragged and filthy but she spoke better English than he. She had
been convent-educated at the behest of her Yankee father, who had
then wandered off, leaving her Navajo mother to die of privation.
The rest was
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