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	The Home of Great 

	Crime Fiction!

	 


They’d hurt a lot of innocent people. They’d tortured women, stolen money for dope, committed rape and murder.

	And, like everyone else, Tom Kincaid, a freelance gambler,  had ignored them, figuring it was up to the cops or the syndicate to settle the score.

	But, this time, it was different. That was Sally lying there in the rabble heap, her twisted, broken body crying out for revenge.

	This time, they’d pay. Kincaid would see to it, personally. He’d track them down, ferret them out … and kill them, one by one.

	Here’s a tough, tense thriller about a gambler with an edge, a gambler with death up his sleeve. And who will bring death to all sides.
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	For Rog Terrill, the best friend ever so many writers have had.
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Chapter One

	 

	THE DICE GAME was in a room down the hall of the Wesley, where I have a suite. I was not running the action. There was the regular crowd, a couple of fish with bundles of loot, and these two cookoos.

	Joe Carnagan, a man who should have more sense, a member of Mosski’s Syndicate crowd, had rented the room and organized the party. It was head and head, no cutting, therefore no edge for Carnagan, who should have had more sense.

	This one cookoo was young and wore his hair long and oily and had fish eyes and he was pushy, fading the dice out of turn, elbowing his neighbors, laughing too loudly. He looked like a switchknife boy and he didn’t belong there. The other one was quiet and seemed a stranger, probably the way he wore his clothing, not New York, could be Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit.

	Carnagan had the dice. Joe can’t help himself, he just likes to roll them. For a smart guy, he’s plain sucker for shooting dice. He made his point and bet a hundred and, being next in line, I faded him. The punk with the hairdo tried to shove my money aside and take the bet for himself. This is real bad manners in any crap game. I shoved his dough away.

	“I’ve got this,” I said.

	He was about six feet and broad-shouldered, an inch or two shorter and maybe ten, fifteen pounds lighter than me. He had a smart, wide face and those shark eyes. He started to say something, but Carnagan threw the dice, then paused to give him a hard stare. The cookoo laughed in that senseless way. Joe threw a six. He gathered in the cubes, rolled again. It read four-three, and I picked up the money.

	I didn’t touch the dice. In my business you don’t roll very often, you fade the shooter, the odds are better. I let this wise punk have them and said, “Thanks for the use of the hall, Joe. Got a date at the Garden to see Granger and Arango.

	Joe said, “Oh, sure, your boy Pat.” He followed me to the door.

	“Mosski’s boy Pat,” I reminded him. “Who’s the Elvis Presley haircomb?”

	Joe said, “Why—I thought he was one of yours.”

	“You’re not only careless, you’re kidding. How’d he get stiffed in here?”

	Joe debated. He’s a nice guy if you know him and don’t mind his connections with the mob. Uncertainly, he asked, “The dice. They ain’t right, huh?”

	“Miss-outs,’’ I told him.

	He was an amateur at the business. Because the dice looked the same, he thought it was all okay. He didn’t figure that miss-outs could be introduced, then withdrawn without him catching on. That’s the trouble with being half smart. He knew that you can’t often make a pass when you’re rolling the miss-outs, that they’re manufactured to prevent you. They show sevens far too often. What he didn’t believe was that anyone, would dare to switch on him.

	Of course it is my business to know all this. Once I know there are crooked dice in the game, I just watch for the switch and then bet along with the crooks. Right then I was ahead five hundred and fourteen dollars.

	Carnagan said, “The haircut?”

	“He covers up with that gab and the horselaugh.”

	“I’m already out a grand or so. Look, stick around a minute, will you, Kincaid?”

	“Sorry. I’m a peaceable type.”

	He fidgeted. “Can’t you gimme a hint?”

	Like I say, Joe was all right, for a Syndicate man, and truthfully, an independent operator like me can’t offend those boys and stay in business. I said, “Joe, it’s a cinch the haircut isn’t putting them in. He’s no artist. There are two of them, one mechanic and the fly-boy with the big laugh and the elbows. Haircut attracts attention, the stand-by does the dirty work.”

	Carnagan began to breathe hard through his nose and I wished I hadn’t talked at all. He looks somewhat like a clean-cut Ivy League type, but he swings a lot of weight through Mosski and if he shoots you in the head, the add is that nothing much will happen to him.

	“You stick, Kincaid.”

	He went back to the table. I could have walked out but later it would have back-tapped on me. I watched Joe speak to Geary, who has muscles and is also one of the kids paid by Mosski. Then I turned my attention to the play, moving back a step or two, which was certainly not smart, as anyone could plainly see that I was checking it out, if he looked at me. Nobody did except the haircut.

	It was the out-of-town, quiet lad who did it. He had his money folded in strips through the fingers of his left hand, the way crapshooters do, and he made the switch real good. They had perfectly matched Carnagan’s cubes. The switch artist slid the miss-outs back to the man rolling, who had eight for his point. He promptly came out with a seven. The haircut had been fading, and now he picked up his winnings.

	Carnagan made a grab for the dice. He threw them to me.

	I picked them up and examined them. The edges were cut on the six-ace side. They would seven more times than you can believe. I nodded to Carnagan.

	I expected to see blood on the rug, because Geary and, Carnagan play real rough when they are crossed. Instead, the scene was away out of key.

	There were two automatics in evidence, but they were in the fists of the haircut and his unobtrusive friend. The other people were very carefully refraining from interference as the two moved toward the door, and therefore toward me. Nothing was said until they paused too close to me.

	Then Carnagan cracked, “Be seeing you boys around.”

	The small guy laughed and there was tin in his voice, as though it had never quite changed. It didn’t sound attractive.

	I realized that the haircomb was staring at me.

	“So you tied in with Mosski, huh, Daddy-o?” His voice was right from the East Side, with the saw edge of arrogance in it.

	“You’d better take your loot and scram,” I said, not feeling at all brave, but knowing it would never do to show it.

	“You’re a tired old man, Dad. Real gone. Way out there, no place.”

	He moved quickly, feinting with the gun, then letting me have it with his left, in which was a. lump of solid iron and leather, one of those new weapons the lady-boys are using. Humpty Dumpty didn’t have a better fall. The rag tasted of yesterday’s dust.

	They walked out. Carnagan and Geary looked like chained wild animals and everyone else was scared. Nobody was anxious to help me to my feet, so I got up all alone, like a big boy. In five minutes everyone was gone but me and my pals from the Syndicate, but I was beginning to be able to swallow and see things without shadows and streaks of light across them.

	Carnagan said, “Wysocki, he said his name was, Tony Wysocki You don’t make him, huh Tom?”

	I shook my aching head.

	He said, “One of those. We got lots of ‘em. The smart kids.”

	I blurted, “And I hear you’ve been having trouble with them.”

	Geary granted and Carnagan looked serious. “Never mind what you been hearing. That’s none of your business, about any trouble we might have and you know it. Already you got Mosski upset, butting in on the fight racket and all. You’re a good dice man and a pretty square joe, but you talk a lot and you stick your nose in too much.”

	“And I get knocked on my cazzaza for straightening you out on a switch artist in your crap game.” I was sore at everyone, now. “These kids have been giving the Syndicate a hard time and if you think I’m the only one knows it, check with the cops. Now don’t hand me any crap, will you, Joe?” Wysocki had called me an old man. Thirty-eight, that’s old? I felt like trying Carnagan and Geary together, just for kicks. “So far as Mosski, I tried to buy Pat Granger’s contract. I asked politely that you lay off the kid. It wasn’t even very important, but did Mosski offer to play a little ball?”

	“Look, Tom,” he said wearily, “I’ll lay it on the line for you. Although why I should, I can’t imagine. You’re a hep gambler. You know what it means, ‘the edge.’ You always want it going for you, that’s sensible. With the edge you can live good. Now why don’t you be happy?”

	“I like Pat Granger. I like fights.”

	“You got no right to like anything,” he broke in. “You got your way of making a living, nobody bothers you. Leave it lay.” 

	“Nobody bothers me? I get kayoed in your game and you say nobody bothers me?”

	“That don’t come under the head of real trouble, Kincaid.” He was getting cold and hard with me, now. He was usually a very easygoing guy, but right then I didn’t like the way he acted. “You know what you ought to do? You ought to take a trip.”

	“Is this from Mosski?” I must have been really annoying them. This was the first instance of their deep disapproval. They take more than half their income from gambling, but an independent operator never seemed to have bothered them previously. This could be serious. “This is from headquarters, Joe?”

	“Mosski’s pretty sore. The Granger business, the way you been moving around.”

	I thought a moment. Then I said, “You’ll be calling Mosski. Tell him I said a fongool. You know what that means.”

	“I won’t tell him that. You might change your mind.”

	“Make it clear I’m not leaving town and I am doing what I can for Granger. And that I’m not tying up with the Syndicate.”

	Carnagan sighed. Geary looked pugnacious. There isn’t much to Geary, but Carnagan weighs a little any way. you take him. I went to the door.

	Carnagan said, “Think it over, Tom.”

	“I can’t think. Wysocki knocked out my brains. So long, and watch out for crooked dice.”

	I went down the corridor to my own rooms. The Syndicate was worried, I knew. They were picking on me, but they were really worried about the young hoodlums. There had been incidents, stick-ups of numbers runners, hijacking of booze tracks, open defiance of warnings from Mosski and the other wheels. The Syndicate shrank from open warfare, knowing the cops would have to move and their protection would fall in on them and hell would be to pay.

	In my business you have to learn all the angles or you are bankrupt, and maybe also you are dead. I knew the history of the Syndicate, how it had been formed in 1929, how it had held down violence such as the wars in Chicago and New York which had threatened reprisals from federal as well as local authority. These kids coming up, if well organized, could disturb the balance maintained all those years.

	I went into my place, which looked down on Fifty-third almost to the corner of Madison. The furniture in the parlor-bedroom-bath was my own and I was fond of it because Jean had selected it and because it now suited me. It had been four years but Jean and the furniture had worn well.

	I changed my shirt and looked in the mirror. My nose was a trifle red and there was a small bruise on my cheekbone, but it wasn’t so bad. I looked old enough, at that, with all the gray in my hair, but at least I had plenty of hair. The fifteen-dollar shirt and the two-hundred-dollar drape did what they could for me and Jean had picked out the tie, dark blue with monogram.

	I made sure I had some cash; there was a couple of thousand in my wallet and I didn’t figure touch action at ringside. I locked up and went to the elevators and Skinny was on. He is pencil-thin, a young twenty-five, and tougher than he looks. He said, “You want me for anything?”

	“Should I?” 

	He batted his eyes. “I took Tony Wysocki down. He was packing heat and he looked sore.” 

	“You know Wysocki?”

	“From the East Side. A mean kid, Mr. Kincaid. He’s, you know, a little meshugenah.”

	“Hold the thought. He’s real meshugenah. Who was the mug with your friend Wysocki?”

	“Nobody, and Tony ain’t anybody’s friend. You want me to check on them?”

	I said, “No. I want you alive. But thanks, anyway.”

	I gave him ten and went through the lobby and out onto the street and saw that it was a night for enjoyment and started for Eighth Avenue. I had time to walk and be in my seat when the main started. It had to be ten o’clock, a few minutes after, because it was television.

	The month of May was nice, so far, balmy with a slight breeze. The smells of daytime had lessened. New York is great at night when the humidity is low and movement of air has swept away the stink. It’s fine to walk in New York, even at thirty-eight, with half a life behind you and little to look forward to but a fight for survival between the Syndicate and some new gang of slobs.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	JEAN WAS ALREADY in her seat on the aisle of the fourth row. She was wearing a white, tight little hat and something dark and high style. Her skin was like a peach never had and her eyes matched her dress; she was around when they gave out brains, looks, and class. If a lovely filly could be human, it would have a body like Jean’s. She was twenty-five that year and had been in and out of show-business and fashion modeling since she was a thin but sexy orphan from Chicago aged fifteen.

	A wisenheimer loan shark who considers himself a fight expert stopped me at the tenth row and asked, “You like your boy Granger tonight? How much you going for?”

	“Who said I was going?”

	“You been cleaning up on Granger.” He smirked. “Me, too.”

	“I’ve got a grand says he don’t win.”

	The Philistine stared at me, then snapped, “I’ll just take two cees of that. Arango don’t hit that good.”

	“You got a bet.”

	He tried to say more, a lot more perhaps, but I went on down to my seat. The fighters were in the ring.

	Jean said, “You’re late and who slugged you?”

	“I know it and none of your business. I didn’t think it showed that much.”

	“The lights,” she said. “They’re strong. Did you see Mosski?”

	He was on my left, the other angle of the ring, almost facing me. He had a long horse face with teeth like dice, only dirty. He had no hair, but wore a tash, crewcut style. His nose seemed to be full of nickels with a hook on the end to keep them from falling out. He was about sixty and had lived so long only because of that conference in Atlantic City many years ago. He was one of the most powerful men in the country.

	The power of a Mosski doesn’t stop in the underworld, or the half-world where I live. A man like him buys things. Like a brewery, then a liquor-distributing company, then saloons, then a piece of a banking institution, then railroad stock, then Tel and Tel, then government bonds. Then he’s got as much going for him as any legit tycoon. He’s got protection from more than the police. He’s got substance.

	A man like Mosski has either killed or hired-killed a number of people. He has broken legs with baseball bats and a few women and children have been tortured by him to make their loved ones talk, or give up something, or just join his mob. He has condoned or committed rape, mayhem, murder. He has taken money from prostitution and dope. Yet he scrupulously pays his income tax and walks free in the land.

	There are those who, not knowing all, admire Mosski. He gives to charity. 

	There are those who envy him.

	There are those who fear and hate him.

	There are millions who never heard of him.

	I despised him and I was a bit scared of him. The worst part was, he knew how I felt.

	Jean said, “He was asking for you.”

	“He got the word.”

	“It would be nice if I knew what you’re talking about.” While they were clearing the ring for the main bout I told her. She was concerned, but she tried to keep it light.

	“Lucky Kincaid, in the middle again.”

	“It might be interesting in Hollywood.”

	She shook her pretty head. “When Hollywood wants me, they’ll send for me.”

	Jean wasn’t nearly as seared of Mosski as I, partially because she’d been through it. She had never been sheltered. At eighteen, she had been raped by a Mosski lieutenant. It hadn’t exactly fractured her; he was a handsome young punk named Harrigan and they had lived together for a year. Then he got on the tea, took to robbery, and made it in a police raid, a .45 through the skull.

	Funny part was, Mosski himself tried to take her on. She pretended to be pregnant, went back to Chicago with some dough she had stashed, and attended a modeling school. When she returned to New York and began working the agencies Mosski had forgotten his yen. She was doing real good when I met her.

	I said, “This is an all-around bad night. I’m going to hate watching Pat get his lumps.”

	Now they were waiting in their corners, Pat Granger and Arango, who was a Mexican with long arms and spindly legs, tall for a middleweight. This Arango was a sleeper and he was handled by the right people.

	Granger was twenty-six and he’d been fighting for eight years. I reckoned that I’d won fifteen-twenty thousand dollars betting on him in that time. He was a hooker, a wide swinger when he got an opening, and he was very quick with his right. He ‘moved good, so that he had very few marks for the punches he had absorbed. He was a very fine catcher. They had him ranked fourth in the division.

	What they didn’t know was the management behind him. He had been Mosski’s boy from the start. Not even Granger knew it.

	The kid knew from nothing. He was all fighter. He couldn’t save a dime, he lived like a champ. He saw that title in every dream he ever had. I’d given up trying to wise him to it years ago. All he wanted was a crack at Sugar Ray or Basilio.

	They rang the bell and he came out, all brave and eager and confident. Arango stuck him. Granger smiled and took it and dipped a shoulder and slid around. He had his chin covered nice, and kept trying with the hook.

	On television he looked great; that was the answer. They might have made a champ out of him at that, except he was too honest. They never quite dared tell him the truth.

	Pat Granger’s father had been a ham-and-beaner, a square joe with no brains. The kid was the same. He knew fights were dumped every night, he knew the whole score; he just didn’t believe it had to be. He thought it was all right for other people so long as it didn’t touch him. He was above it all

	When they threw him boys whom they had built, boys who couldn’t break eggs for an omelette, boys who couldn’t box, who couldn’t hit, stiffs the TV audience bought because they never saw a real fighter up close, he thought that was for real. He never knew he was part of a racket that uses up boxers like it uses up comedians—television.

	Arango had arms like snakes and there was poison in the wrist he could get into his jab. He painted Pat’s nose red in the first minute. The kid had cartilage in his schnozz anyway, and now he was troubled with his breathing.

	Jean said, “I hate to see it.”

	Anyone would hate to see it. Pat’s a good kid. You name a virtue, he’s got it, only he doesn’t push it on you, he just grins and shrugs and is a nice kid. He’s got a nice little girl and is planning to be married and what can you do but like him?

	Arango kept sticking. The round ended.

	Pushkin was handling Pat and I could tell by the way he worked that this was the night. Pushkin was cold as ice. Sometimes I thought he hated Pat because of the kid’s honesty. He was a little squirt with a paunch beneath his pullover white sweater with “Granger” spelt on the back.

	Pat came out in the second snuffling and a bit anxious. He got Arango in a corner for a moment and worked him over. He put his hook in there twice, right to the belt. The referee hauled him off and warned him.

	Now everyone knew and my Shylock friend must have been dying. The referee had been told that the wraps were off. Arango hit on the break a moment later. He elbowed Pat in close and crossed the right and hit Pat on the chin.

	Some boys have too much iron. Pat walked around, glassy-eyed, wobble-kneed, but he didn’t go down. Arango clipped him with shots to the head and one over the heart. The crowd howled. Pat fought back.

	Jean said, “I think I’ll meet you in Sandy’s.”

	I nodded. I had some bets to collect and anyway it was one of those things, like going to the funeral of a close friend. You don’t choose to do it, but there you are. I stayed.

	It didn’t get any better. Arango must have had Indian blood. He seemed to like it when he got Pat bleeding. He skipped around on those skinny legs and boxed and cut and jabbed. Once Pat suckered him into a right and he hit the ropes and bounced and then ran like a dog until he felt safe again. I closed my eyes and wished he was in there with Robinson or Basilio or even Fulmer for a round or two, but that wasn’t any use. He would be, if they decided to build him. Then you’d have to feel a little sorry for Arango.

	In the tenth he dumped Pat hard. It was in the corner near my seat and I could see that only time would save my boy. There was nothing left in him but the desire. You wanted to get up and yell to them, you wanted to do a lot of things.

	I looked at Mosski, who was a big part of what lay behind the whole bit. He wasn’t even watching. He was talking to a man, their heads close together. Probably they were discussing what had happened to the game in Carnagan’s room — that was important.

	In the ring Arango was going all out, now that Pat was so arm-weary and beat that he couldn’t hit back very hard. The Garden crowd, the biggest bunch of chumps anywhere, were cheering and clapping and whistling. Great fight, they thought. Too bad about Granger, but wasn’t he the game kid? He’d be back for a rematch. He could get
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