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DEATH in Vegas. Two hopheads pull a heist in a crowded casino, your casino, Kincaid....

	DEATH in the Nevada hills. A wrist twists, a knife strikes, and a beautiful girl lies dead on a movie set—your movie, Kincaid....

	DEATH is something you’ve always lived with if your name’s Tom Kincaid and you’re a professional gambler who’s willing to bet against long odds

	DEATH is something you’ve got to expect, Kincaid—especially when you’ve put up a million to back a movie starring your girl... a movie called “Gun For Sale.”
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Chapter One

	 

	THE BIG, LEFT-HANDED first baseman took a full cut and knocked the ball straight back to the box. I couldn’t get down quick enough. The ball hit me on the shin and bounced clear over behind third.

	The girl on third ran home with the tying run. That damned first baseman went all the way to second. She was a ringer, at that. Before she had taken the job as cocktail waitress at Desert Inn she had been on one of those champion girl softball teams. She sure did have long, pretty legs.

	I got the next hitter—one of their roulette croupiers—to fly out; it was now the end of the seventh, the score 8 to 8, and we had last raps. We were playing behind my place, on a field I had cleared and planted with coarse grass. It was late June, and we were playing the last game of the Las Vegas Strip Baseball League season—-for the title.

	It was early because we had to beat the desert sun. The air was clear and the sky blue as paint. There was a nice breeze off the mountains to the west. Hardin, our catcher, came over with a bat in his hand and said, “Too bad you blew that one. We had ‘em beat.”

	“My corset’s too tight; what’s your excuse?”

	Hardin grinned. He was the parking lot attendant of the White Elephant, a hotel-gambling casino on the Las Vegas Strip which I had sort of inherited. He was a husky man about forty. He had been a Marine in World War II, and then he had been a first-class lush, a drinker of throwing-up wine and vodka, a real bum.

	“Throwing-up wine,” he had explained to me, “is the cheap stuff they buy when they know they can’t keep down the first morning drinks. Saves the more expensive stuff they will start on when they can hold it.” Hardin had been all the way in the gutter when he turned up in Vegas and begged for a chance to start over.

	I liked the way he did it, asked for a chance. He had joined AA, he said, and wasn’t sure he could make it, but the people were just like him, they had a hold on something, and maybe he could grab and stick. He had a twisted nose and a twisted grin, and something made me want to go along with the guy.

	So he went to work for me, parking cars. Then he organized the lot so that the task became simplified, and I put him in charge. He never took a drink.

	Now, in the sunshine, the deep lines had lessened, his face was brown and ugly and friendly. He said, “If Jolie can get on, maybe I’ll get a rap.”

	“You couldn’t hit that guy with a shovel.”

	Their pitcher was a slim stripling from the Inn’s kitchen, fresh out of high school. When the kid got the ball over he was invincible. We had our eight runs because he was wild as a coot and because our players waited him out and then ran the bases on their catcher, a fat dealer with no arm.

	“Someone gets on—I’ll hit,” said Hardin.

	Jolie was a dancer we had in the show. She wore tight shorts and a bra which kept slipping as she waggled the softball bat. The kid pitcher wiped the sweat from his eyes to get a better look at her. You could see he was more interested in sex than the game he was supposed to be playing.

	Jolie walked. It was Jean’s turn at bat. Jean is more of a lover girl than a ball player, but she had rhythm and adorned right field for us. She struck out.

	Las Vegas is the place where everyone can have fun. These softball games were part of it. Each inn owner paid for everything, then threw a big party around the pool. It was a morning affair, so few outsiders were around to watch; tourists can’t resist those late hours and seldom rise before noon. There is nothing like this anywhere in the world outside of Nevada—good, clean outdoor fun, and nightlife indoors which never ceases.

	The Desert Inn crowd, in parked convertibles along the third-base line, was howling for their team. Our bunch was up and down the first-base marker, just as loud if somewhat smaller in numbers.

	Their night manager yelled, “Fifty bucks we win it, Kincaid. Fifty simoleons.”

	“You got a bet,” I said. “Anybody else?”

	They were high on that kid pitcher. They put up maybe a hundred or two more. Everybody was having a big time, and I guess old Tom Kincaid, gambler, was having a vaster time than anyone.

	That brought me to the plate. I must have looked big and dumb up there with a cap perched on my skull, arms bare in the T-shirt emblazoned with a cavorting white pachyderm, dirty duck pants, and sneakers, swinging the little toothpick bat as though I knew what I was doing.

	The kid pitcher wasn’t interested in my avoirdupois. He reached down, took a long step, and chucked one at me. Dick Boyle, the undersheriff, was our umpire. He called it a strike. I never argue with the law, now that it is on my side. Besides, it could have been a strike. I sure as hell never saw it.

	Another one came in, and I swung. I went all the way around, and my feet got twisted. I fell down in the dust. They told me later I only missed the pitch by a foot or so.

	The fat catcher, however, couldn’t find it. The ball bounced to the backstop and Jolie went dancing down to second to the cheers of the first-base gang. Now all I had to do was lash out a stinging single and win the ball game and a flock of dough.

	The kid scowled, reached, came through. The little rascal knew I was overanxious. He hung it up there, a big, fat balloon, a change-of-pace ball.

	I dug in. I grunted. I smashed. I put everything into it that was possible, all my two hundred and ten pounds of magnificent brawn and flab.

	I did not fall down. I merely did strange things standing up. The ball popped into the air, about twenty feet high. The pitcher didn’t move an inch. He could have caught it in his pocket, but he used both hands. He didn’t drop it, either.

	Hardin said, “Nice try, Boss.” He was not laughing. I made a note to raise his pay. He went to bat, loose as a goose, a guy who had fought his way back from no place and loved what it had done for him. I was very fond of my ex-marine.

	The kid wasn’t so cocky now. He took his time. He knew he had better walk Hardin and take his chances on the third out with Kid Feil, a blackjack dealer who was next at bat.

	The ball came in. It was a bit high and on the outside and had plenty of speed on it. Hardin reached out. He didn’t swing hard. He used the speed of the pitch. He met the ball squarely and pushed.

	It went into right field like a shot. Jolie came speeding down the line to third. I yelled at her to keep coming. We were all waving our arms and jumping around, the waiters, the dishwashers, the dealers, and the croupiers, as motley a baseball club as you’d find in a lifetime of hunting, but each and every one as wild to win the game and the championship as any Little Leaguer.

	Hardin held up at first, his work done. He trumpeted his hands and howled, “Slide, Jolie, slide!”

	You wouldn’t believe it. The right fielder was throwing the ball in. Jolie, naked to the high thigh, took off like a gazelle. She hit the dirt and skidded in and around the stout Desert Inn catcher with the skill of Ty Cobb.

	“Safe!” bawled Dick Boyle.

	The ball game was over. We picked up Jolie, and her leg was skinned and bleeding. She kept saying, “I don’t care if it leaves scars. Hardin said slide, and I slud!”

	We all rushed for the pool—and the food which was spread around iced kegs of beer. The Desert Inn crowd was just as noisy and just as full of vim as we were. They paid off with growls of pretended dolor, but they dived into the food and beer and the pool as though there wasn’t anything in the world but fresh air and frolic.

	This is a Las Vegas crowd?

	Well, it could be that way, and it was that way. People are people wherever you find them. It was a day for people, the whole day, all kinds of people.

	In the afternoon, when the hullabaloo had ended and business resumed, there was the man from Hollywood. “I’m a gambler, not a producer,” I told the man. “The terms are synonymous.” Pop Hanley looked more like a football coach than a movie director. He was bulky, and he wore a heavy mustache peppered with gray and an ill-matched jacket and slacks and thick-soled moccasin shoes. He sat across my desk in the office of the White Elephant and went on. “You own this joint. Your girl has a good part in a successful picture, and this could make her a star. If we hit, you stand to make all the money you’ll ever need. It’s a gamble, sure, but the odds are with us.”

	“How much will it cost?”

	“In color, maybe a million. I can shave it by shooting most of the stuff at a ranch upstate, near Elko. Friend of mine, Owny Garver, will give us a break. This kind of show, outdoor adventure drama, is big today. A touch of Tennessee Williams against mountains and desert—it’s box office, Kincaid.”

	I looked at the red-covered script, one hundred and thirty-odd pages, shoved it back at him across the top of the desk. “If I had a million, I wouldn’t stick it into a movie. I know the odds in the casino. I’m practically reformed. I work with the Big P.C. A poker game, table stakes—sure. Head and head dice in the back room—why not? Moving pictures—nothing! It’s a racket I don’t dig.” 

	“You own a producing company.”

	“It was an accident. I own a Hawaiian sport shirt, too, but I keep it buried in the bottom of the dresser drawer.” 

	Hanley picked up the script as though it wouldn’t cost anything to put on celluloid. He had a nice grin. “Then the hell with it. Can’t hate me for trying.”

	“Stick around. Be my guest. Have fun.”

	“Will do. This Vegas! If I was ten years younger, it would be heaven. All night, naked broads in the shows, honest dice tables, heated swimming pools—what else can a healthy man ask?”

	Jean Harper gave him his answer by making an entrance. She had been swimming, and she wore a bikini carelessly covered by a towel-serape. I keep wondering why I don’t marry that girl, and then I think how wonderful it is just the way we have been living for rather too long—on a volcano.

	She was tall enough; she had been a high-fashion model, and she had been a low-fashion girl around mobsters, and she had been most recently pretty good in a secondary role in a western motion picture of some merit. She had the classic beauty and she had the warmth that gets over to the audiences and she had me, even now, spinning. She patted Hanley on the head, and he took a good look, closed his eyes, and sighed again for his youth.

	She said, “Isn’t it a great part for me, Tom? Not too demanding for a newcomer, but right. It’s a lovely script by a fine writer.”

	Pop Hanley opened his eyes long enough to slide the red-covered screenplay back across the desk, where it lay between us, an innocent-looking batch of stapled pages giving no aura of a million bucks.

	Jean said, “Carry Cain is still in town for the bad-girl part. Pop thinks we can get Paula Vane for the other woman. Fred Starke is available to costar. Pop is the best outdoor director this side of John Ford. We can’t turn this down, darling.”

	“A million bucks,” I muttered.

	“The banks put up part of it, you know.”

	“If I mortgage the joint.”

	She was leaning over me. Those bikinis should be banned by law. Her eyes were bright and moist with excitement. “Tom, you’ve always been the biggest take-a-chance guy in the country, maybe in the world. This is a good shot for you. It is, after all, the thing you love most—a gamble.”

	Under the desk, where Pop couldn’t see, I touched the velvet flesh of her flank with my fingers. “This is what I love, all right.”

	That’s the way the movie, Gun For Sale, came to be made on a ranch near Elko, Nevada, in that June of a busy year.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	LATER THAT NIGHT I was in the casino checking the action when Peter Van Vliet asked for a tab of a hundred dollars. Peter was a clean-cut guy who didn’t go overboard, a tall, handsome lad about thirty who owned his private plane and seemed prosperous, so I O.K.’d him for the C-note.

	He said, “Thanks, Tom. Remind me to take you for a ride when I get the crate feed.”

	“Trouble?” Maybe I’d been wrong to give him the money.

	“I’m applying for a charter license. Oh, I’m all right.” He didn’t look all right. “I mean, well, to be honest, I’m good for this hundred and a few grand behind it. But the family dough seems to have evaporated.”

	“Anything I can do?”

	He had light eyes and curly hair and a nice grin. “If you make a movie, you might hire the plane.”

	“I’ll talk to Hanley and my production man.” We would probably need a plane, at that.

	“I swapped, you know. For a cabin plane, which will be a lulu when I’m through with her. Safe old boat, and with new engines she’ll ride out anything.”

	“I’m sorry about the income. Tough to go to work.” 

	“A man always works at something, even enjoying life,” he said seriously. “Hell, I’m kinda glad. I was getting to be an aviation bum.”

	“Don’t break me with that hundred, will you?”

	“I’m no gambler,” he said. “Thanks again.” He moved to the dice table and began betting two dollars on the line. He would neither win or lose a lot of money; he wasn’t that kind. Maybe he would be happier with a charter plane—he seemed a nice, solid guy.

	I was at the bandstand, listening as Susan Brand played ‘Stompin at the Savoy,’ when the fireworks went off.

	It’s a funny thing about Vegas. Despite the all-night gambling and the bare-chested girl performers, there is a strictly legal air about everything. Nothing much happens most of the time, except the continual routine of fun and games. People adjust to Vegas. They behave. There are police everywhere. We hire our own uniformed deputies to patrol the casino and the grounds of the White Elephant, as do the other proprietors on the Strip. It gets so you never expect any trouble, and when it does explode you’re somewhat taken aback.

	The first thing I heard was this high, whining, strained voice: “All right, everybody. Hold still. Don’t make a move. Nobody’ll get hurt.”

	There were three of them. One was behind me, I knew from Susan’s quick reaction and warning glance. The other pair were at the front of the place with submachine guns. It was like a scene from The Untouchables on television. It was just as unbelievable.

	There were at least two hundred people in the White Elephant. There were four armed deputies on duty, and at a guess at least one of them would not be in direct line of fire. There was a gun beneath every gambling table and device where the dealer could reach it. Dick Boyle, the undersheriff, might pop in any moment on his round of duty. Only one road divides the Strip, there is no place to run except into the air or across the desert, and this was June and the temperature stood at 100 degrees outside. Yet these three kooks were trying to hold up the joint.

	I said, “Let them have the money, folks. Do just what they tell you.”

	“Up against the walls,” the leader said in that odd voice. He was shaking all over except in the hands which held the gun. “You—pit boss. Gather up the dough.”

	He was wearing a cap pulled over his eyes, a wild red cap with a long visor. I wormed around so that I could see the other two at opposite ends of the long room. Each wore identical caps, which was a good idea, since it would make identification confusing. It was the only half-smart thing about the whole messy affair.

	Gilhooley, who ran the casino, a tough, balding, husky little Celt, was growling as he began collecting from the tables.

	I said, “Take it easy, Gil.”

	“Punks,” he muttered. “How dizzy can you get?”

	“Bring the loot to me,” the leader sang out. He had a paper shopping bag with handles. I was afraid Gilhooley might take a crack at him, but nothing happened. The stacks of bills went into the bag, and Gil backed off, his florid face contemptuous. “Get the rest of it,” the voice went on. “All the tables.”

	One of the other two men croaked, “Better lam now!”

	“All of it,” insisted the leader.

	Gil pulled out the trap door which led to the cache below the nearest dice table, where the bills were dropped through a slot by our bankers. He was taking his time. The boss holdup man didn’t seem to care about time. They were kooks, all right, I thought.

	And then it occurred to me that they had something going for them, something real big. It was like the atomic war standoff.

	If one of our guys opened up and nailed one of them, the others could turn loose their chatter-guns. People would get hurt. It shows how a swift maneuver will blunt your perception—I should have thought of that at once. They had.

	Even if Boyle walked in, what could he do, start a holocaust?

	Imagine what would happen to the White Elephant if blood became part of the decor.

	I said, “Take it easy, Gil. Money isn’t everything.”

	The rough little pit boss nodded. He knew the score. He poured money into the paper sack until it bulged. The leader looked around. He was a pale-faced man, slight of build. He didn’t look like a strong-arm; he had more the aspect
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