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Hell to
Pay

 


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.

 


Murder in Vegas

 


In Vegas only the amateurs
buck the big odds, and Tom Kincaid was a professional.

He was smart, tool and
cynical. He always figured the percentages down to the last decimal
point ... until the night that the killer cut him in on a game of
murder.

That was the night Kincaid
found that the cards were stacked against him with the table stakes
life or death—his life, his death.

 


Death on Location

 


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 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 as many bouts as
he wanted, win, lose, or draw, a game kid like that.

The hell of it
was, they were correct as rain. Only the fights he could get from
now on would contribute to his finish with great celerity. The
asylum doors were looming for Pat from this night on.

The final bell
ended the sickening thing. The decision was a formality. I hit for
the dressing rooms, collecting as I went.

The cop knew.
He asked, “How much did you win, Kincaid?”

I slipped him
ten. “A little. Did you have the word?”

“Nobody tells me anything. You going in to see the
kid?”

“I always do.”

“Yeah, you do, at that. Too bad about him.”

“Arango is next, looks like.”

“Sure, he’s next and God help him, too.”

Even the cops
knew the score. In the dressing room Pat was on the table and the
doctor was examining him, patching him up.

“You okay, kid?”

“Hello, Tom.” His voice was muffled. “Nothing
serious.”

The doctor
said, “You’ll be out of action for a while, you know. Check with
the Commission. I’ll have to put you on suspension.”

That was standard procedure after a loss like this, but Pat
winced. It hadn’t happened to him before. The doctor left and we
were alone in the room. Pushkin had ducked, early. The kid sat up.
He was naked except for a towel. He had the look of the trained fighter, too bony, muscles defined
sharply, and he had a patch over his eye.

He looked at
me and I saw that he had wised up. He knew, at last. I said, “Kid,
how would you like to work for me?”

“Doing what?”

“Well, I need a young fist and a sharp eye. And you know you
got to quit.”

“You in trouble? Anything I can do?”

He’d just been
carved with malice aforethought, he’d just lost a career, but he
was right in there to pitch for a pal. That’s the way he was, he
didn’t know any other way to go. I said, “Yes, I need help. Two
hundred a week?”

He sat there,
picking at the towel. “You’re about the only real friend I’ve got,
I suppose. Except Sally.”

“It’s not that. I can use you.” I spoke quickly. “I’ve been
waiting for this to happen. I tried to warn you. It’s the old
show-business routine. The fight racket is nothing but theater
unless you’re Patterson or Robinson or someone that good. Then
you’re the star and they’ve got to come to you. Underneath them
you’re a pigeon.”

“I thought I was one of them until tonight.” He faltered a
moment, then recovered. “Along about the fifth I knew I couldn’t
get to him. Then it dawned on me.”

I said gently,
“You were a good boy, Pat. You beat a lot of them. There’s only a
few real champions.”

“The speed. I never had the speed.”

“You never had it, kid.”

He wrapped the
towel tight around him. “I’m going to shower, now. I’ll see you at
Sandy’s, huh?”

“Yeah, kid. At Sandy’s.”

He had to be
alone with it, to digest it, maybe to cry a few tears. You don’t
get your career kicked out from under you in thirty minutes of
action without feeling it all the way down to your toes. I went out
of there and left him with it.

 



Chapter
Three

 


SANDY’S IS A delicatessen on Lexington Avenue where some of
the people hang out at night, after the show, after the fights,
before a game, any time they have no other place to go. The menu is
like Lindy’s or Reuben’s or any of those places. Sandy is an
ex-cardsharp and not to be trusted, but he’s a genial crook when things are running right. Jean was waiting in
our booth.

“Was it very bad?”

“Not too bad. He won’t do it again.”

“You convinced him?”

“The lad saw part of it himself. I hired him.”

“Should you have done that?”

I said, “Maybe
not. But he hasn’t saved anything and he and Sally want to get
married and what else can he do?”

She nodded.
Sally Mapes was a girl about twenty. Her old man had been a nice
guy while he had it but her mother and

stepfather were not quite so nice. Pat had met her through
me. Right now she would be waiting somewhere for Pat to pick her up
and bring her along. She’d be crying
a little and worrying a lot.

Jean said,
“Tom Kincaid, boy arranger of the lives of other people.”

“Who doesn’t do anything good about his own life,” I said. She
didn’t have an immediate answer to that, although she certainly had
the key to the problem.

I said, “I can
use a muscle right now, you know that.”

“You could use a ticket out of town and I don’t mean to
Hollywood.”

She could make
it in Hollywood, all right, and I knew it. There were some people
with whom we were both acquainted who would give her every chance
and she was very smart. What she meant was that the place had
nothing for me, but it was close to Las Vegas, if I wanted to go
that route.

I said, “I’d
rather stay here and suffer.”

She shrugged.
“So we’ll suffer ... I still don’t know whether Pat should be
working for you. He doesn’t know very much about your business,
does he?”

“He doesn’t need to
know anything to work for me,” I said lightly. “I
don’t know a hell of a lot myself.”

We were silent
a moment looking around, as people will in a public place, sort of
casing the joint. I waved to Phil Silvers and a party who were
leaving, wondering if Phil had been down on Arango. Phil knows his
fights. I saw Milton Berle go out the back way, where there is an
alley in which you can sometimes park your car, if you have a car.
Practically no one in New York owns one. All that traffic is cabs,
trucks, and out-of-towners.

There was the usual mélange of folks, odds and ends of the
Broadway crowd. Only why they call it ‘Broadway’ nowadays I can’t
imagine, who ever sees Broadway? There were four crooked gamblers, two high-class pimps, eighteen broads
from this and that part of things, sixteen actors, a few from the
Lab with their sloppy hairdos and contrived bad clothing. There
were fight managers and handlers, including Pushkin, who looked as
though he had been eating persimmons. I guessed he wasn’t declared
in on the new band wagon, Arango and company. Even the Syndicate
has to be careful of that sort of quick switch.

It was one of
those moments when something has happened and you’ve been through
emotional stress and you’ve come out fairly well but the future is
doubtful. Your senses are all heightened, and you see clearly, with
better eyes than usual. Mine have to be good, in my racket, but
that night they were perfect, with peripheral vision like in the
old football days and every detail standing out, etched against
clear colors.

I saw Mosski
coming in with Carnagan and Geary. There was another guy, but I
didn’t know him. Someone from out of town, I figured, called in to
debate about the rumblings of this new gang of upstarts. They were
in a group, coming through the double doors, Mosski in the middle,
as usual. There were two women trailing along, one with red hair
and a tight black dress, the other a platinum-blonde type, young
but overdone.

Mosski was
wearing his usual gray suit, gray tie, gray Homburg, gray shirt. He
liked to be recognized, he was not one of the anonymous bosses. He
liked to instill fear and the sort of respect some people gave him.
He came inside two steps. Geary was still holding the door.

There was a
waiter carrying a big tray. He saw Mosski and tried to keep from
underfoot and in changing direction he almost lost the whole bit,
like Buster Keaton doing a routine. Sandy started out from behind
the cashier’s desk as though to prevent disaster, his eyes bulging.
It was all that clear.

The shot
sounded like a whipcrack.

Mosski fell
forward on the floor. Blood ran on the tiles.

Geary turned
and reached and got out his gun, but a shot slammed near him and he
had to duck. Carnagan evidently was unarmed, and he slid to the
floor, but he did try to keep his face toward them, in case he
could spot the gunmen.

I had the
table upset and leaned down behind it, and I could see Mosski from
there. He was moving like a crab along the floor, seeking cover,
the blood dripping. They hadn’t killed him.

When I got the
girls to the back door it was blocked by a uniform. The cop had
been getting his coffee and cheesecake in the alley. He was blowing
his whistle like mad, making no move to enter the restaurant. He
was a pretty smart cop. He was blocking escape and he stopped us
dead.

There were
fifty of them around within a few minutes, it seemed. All kinds
cops. They backed up wagons from every midtown precinct. They took
everybody.

We sat in the
midtown station house, in a little room by ourselves, because
Sergeant Sully was on duty. He came in after a while, a cousin of
my ex-wife, a big man with a belly on him and the Bronx in his
mouth. “Pat Granger’s out there with bail. You want?”

“How the hell can he bail us if we’re not charged? What are
we, material witnesses? Suspects? Or what?”

Sully
scratched his head. “Never thought of that. This here has got me
wheely. Look, I’ll take a chance already, Jean can go. Okay?”

“What about me?”

“There’s an order on you.”

More and more
they badgered me. I said to Jean, “My place,” and she left. I
watched her go and wished we would make up our minds between us and
take the big step. It always seemed that when I was ready she
balked and when she weakened something like this had to happen.
Truthfully, I reckon we both were just a bit scared of getting
married.

I thought of
my ex-spouse while I waited. Molly Sully, a large, fine-looking
girl I met at a Jersey shore resort before the war, a religious
girl. When she found out I had the bug for dice and cards she
prayed for me. Yet she married me and it seemed all right. Then I
went to war and she met this plumber and her religion must have
failed her, because she Dear-Johnned me and got an annulment with
my permission and blessing. Truthfully, I’d discovered the
brown-skins of the Islands and was in the way of getting rather
rich off a bunch of unsmart G.I.’s with crooked dice, cards, and
wheels. It’s easy to trim the wise guys and that’s the way I got my
big stake for what came later.

So now I was
thirty-eight and sitting in a precinct station waiting for trouble
and now Molly had three or four, kids, I’ve lost track. One of them
is named Thomas Kincaid Delaney because I’d been nice about the
annulment and had sent in some gifts now and then and here Molly’s
cousin was looking after me as best he could and life is a hell of
a thing sometimes.

Kasmani came in. He was an Armenian boy, a smart guy
and a good detective, sharp as a tack, flippant
at times, and very tough. He said, “Hello, Tom. What about
this thing?”

“Too bad they were such lousy shots.”

“You got any ideas about who did it?”

“Come on, now, Kas. You don’t really care.”

“In one way, no. Only there’s trouble in the streets of the
city. And I hear things about you which upset me.”

“You mean like maybe Mosski don’t like me? You think I hired a
gun?”

“I mean like that business tonight in Carnagan’s
game.”

I shook my
head. “You amaze me, Kas. Even in a head-and-head dice game you got
yourself a stool pigeon.”

He grinned.
“We’re not as dumb as people imagine. Not as smart as Joe Friday,
but not as stupid as they say ... I hear you sided the Syndicate.
You and Mosski never were pals, how come?”

I shrugged.
“Carnagan’s all right. I didn’t like the action. That’s all.”

“You think it could have tied in with the
shooting?”

“Hell, no.” I told him all about it, describing the out-of-town boy and Wysocki. He
seemed to know about Wysocki, or I thought he did. I told him
frankly that Carnagan had offered me in with the Syndicate and what I had
replied.

He said,
“Sure. You could buy an interest in their racket and never miss the
money. You and Mosski would get along great.”

“That’s not very funny.”

“Nothing is funny tonight. This Wysocki, he slugged you. I
can’t figure that out unless he knows you from
somewhere.”

“Hell, I turned up his miss-outs.”

“It’s got to be more than that. Somebody’s stirring up the
monkeys. You’re sort of
a catalyst right now.”

“I don’t like being a catalyst and I think you’re
nuts.”

He laughed at
me. “Maybe you ought to take a trip, like say Miami,
Hollywood.”

I don’t like
detectives laughing at me, so I said, “Funny thing, Kasmani, that’s
what Carnagan handed me. You been talking to the boys?”

He got very
red in the face. “All right, Kincaid. That’s enough. If you get
hurt, remember what I said.”

“I ain’t brave, but I’m
stubborn,” I told him. “Look, how about a permit
to tote a gun?”

“That’s not so easy.”

“I’ve never been indicted, even. My record’s
clean.”

He was silent a moment, then said slowly, “Tom, maybe
I could get you a gun permit. And plenty
of protection. You’re going to need it. You promise to keep
checking with me, keep me in touch, and I’ll see what I can do.”

I tried to spell that, and it kept coming up ‘stool pigeon.’
It wasn’t any use getting insulted again, so I just said, “Thanks,
but I’ll get
along.”

He gave up
graciously. “Okay. But before it’s over, Tom, you’ll have to go to
somebody. That’s the way it’s going to be. There’s civil war coming
up. Us cops’ll look bad for a while, but in the end we’ll win.
Meantime, how you going to stay neutral?”

It was a hell
of a good question. I didn’t have an answer for him.

He said, “Tom,
you’re in it and you might as well face it. You got trouble.”

He left in a
minute or two and I saw Sully, who promised me a gun permit. He
wanted to talk about Molly, which was unusual. I didn’t have time
for it, but we parted friends, like always. Sully was everybody’s
friend, a nice cop.

 



Chapter Four

 


WHEN I GOT
back to the Wesley, they had the radio on. Sally was there, a
bright child with a fairness about her, yellow hair, blue eyes,
creamy skin. She was a chatterer, and maybe she was not very
bright, but everyone doted on her. Her old man had been one of
those blond charmers who slid through life until the Fool Killer
got him. Everyone had loved Bob Mapes, too.

She said, “It
was the awfullest thing. We just got out of the taxi, see? Pat was
paying off the driver and this car slowed down. The taxi went away
fast and Pat was taking hold of my arm, like he always does when we
cross a street.”

She paused for
breath. Pat looked at me and nodded.

I asked, “What
did they look like?”

Sally barged
ahead before Pat could answer. He rubbed the heavy bandage over his
eye and looked helpless.

“We got a good look at them, didn’t we, doll? The driver, he
wore a square hat. I mean, it wasn’t like the little, turndown hats
people wear here. It was a hat like a square from out of town would
wear. He just drove slow, and the other one ... he looked like
Elvis, didn’t he, Pat?”

“That fits,” I said. “I know who the gun was. A guy
named Wysocki. There’s no doubt about it. Now listen carefully: Did Wysocki
or the driver see you? Either of you?”

They
hesitated, exchanging glances. Then Pat nodded slowly. “I don’t see
how they could miss. There wasn’t anyone else on the street. The
cab had pulled away and there we stood.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s why they missed Mr.
Mosski,” said Sally triumphantly. “I distinctly saw that Elvis type
stare at us.”

She actually
thought it was a great thing.

Jean was
moving restlessly. She knew Mosski, she knew what it meant. “Pat,
now you’d better not take that job with Tom. You’d better take a
trip.”

Pat also knew.
“Where to?”

Jean made a
hopeless gesture. Sally raised her thin, dark eyebrows, so
startling in her fairness. “Pat’s going to work for Uncle Tom. It’s
the best thing for us, Jean dear. We can get married. Don’t you
think we’re better off married?”

There was no
question about that. They’d been starry-eyed for months. They’d
been sneaking off and hitting the hay for some part of that time,
because her family objected to prize fighting … or anything else
that promised well for the kid. Pat said, “It’s real bad, huh, Tom?
That they saw us?”

“It’s real good you didn’t tell the cops,” I said.

Pat grinned.
“I wasn’t hit in the head that often tonight. I figure the police
will learn, soon enough.”

“They already have an idea.” The boy looked weary. I said,
“Take Sal home and get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow, about
dinnertime.”

They left. I
looked at Jean.

She said,
“They had me feeling sort of wedding-minded.”

I made a
couple of drinks. We sat for a moment, each with our thoughts. I
felt wedding-minded, too.

Jean said, “We
haven’t got the guts, you know that.”

“Why? What’s the matter with us?”

“We’re chicken. Four years, and we’re still scared.” Sometimes
when I looked at her, how she was made, how her eyes glowed, how
lovely she was, I had to loosen my collar. She was a girl the like
of whom you don’t often see. She had everything, and the proper
amount of it. Mainly it was something inside her, something that
showed real plain, something I needed and wanted.

I said, “We’ll
get over it. Some day, quick like a rabbit, we’ll head for Maryland
or Connecticut.”

“Sure. Sure, we will.”

We turned on
the late, late movie and sat on the couch which long ago had
adjusted to us. At two o’clock the hero clinched with the broad and
Jean said, “All right.”

So we went to
bed.

At three the
phone buzzed, not the house number, but my private line which is
next to the bed. I took it and Jean pulled the sheet to her throat,
looking at me in the dim lamplight.

It was Sully.
“Tom? Thought you’d like the skam on who shot at Mosski.”

“Someone saw it?”

“A woman. She was in a doorway across the street. She was at
the fights with some guy and he ditched her because he lost a big
bet on Granger. So she was lookin’ for a cab and this one come up
and Granger gets out with Sal, see?”

“This witness, she saw Pat and Sal?”

“Yeah.”

I said slowly,
“Then how come Pat and Sal didn’t see the shooting?”

He let the
wire hum a minute, then said softly, “Let us not ask, huh,
Tom?”

“Who did she describe for the shooter?”

“A haircut, Tom. A haircut and a dude driver.”

“You’re going to pick up Wysocki?”

Sully said
wearily, “We already picked him up. And you know what? Eight guys
put him someplace else at that hour. Eight. That’s a hell of an
alibi, Tom.”

“What does Kasmani think?”

“I dunno what he thinks. Frankly, between you and me, he ain’t
my kind. Him and me, we don’t talk too much.”

That figured.
Kasmani had been to college. He had also been through a war. We
were in the Pacific together. I knew a lot about Kasmani, and Sully
couldn’t carry his shoes in a tough game. Still, cops are cops.

I said, “Well,
thanks anyway, Sully.”

“That’s okay. ... I do wanta talk to you about Molly. When you
get time.”

“Oh, sure,” I said, stalling. I was hooked, because he was
doing me a favor. “I’ll drop by. Soon as I get time.”

“Yeah … well …” He seemed to want to say something more. I
could hear his heavy, fat man’s breathing. Then he mumbled, “Okay,
so long.”

“Thanks for everything, Sully.” I hung up.

Jean’s eyes
had become worried. “Someone spotted the kids?”

“Yeah, some dame.” I had a thought. “Pat was wearing
that bandage. He came from a tough fight. Kasmani
will buy it that he couldn’t identify anyone, I think.”

“That does nothing for Sally.”

“She was taking care of Pat. Sully won’t talk.” It seemed all
right when I thought about it.

“Too many people involved.” Jean was always thinking. “It’s
got to work out.”

“You’re an optimist, Tom.” She sighed. “I guess it’s part of
your business, isn’t it?”

“Maybe. In a way.”

She had the
most wonderful wide shoulders, rounded, smooth. She never had to
diet, but she took exercise regularly and she knew what parts to
develop. She looked like a healthy angel, lying there, smiling in
that way she had. “Want to talk?”

It was a
wonderful hour for it, the world was quiet, just the two of us shut
away from everything. Why couldn’t I say what I wanted, what I felt
needed to be said?

She said,
“This whole business is shaky and dangerous. I can smell it, Tom,
it’s bad.”

“This crazy Wysocki. He’s got a grudge against me, for reasons
unknown. Then there’s Mosski, who will be plenty sore about Pat
Granger ... he could have made a potful getting Pat
punchy.”

She said,
“Mosski never did like you, Tom. Four years now, Mosski hasn’t
liked you.”

That was true.
Mosski never forgot, and although he had given up on Jean, he
wouldn’t swallow the fact that she took up with anyone else, not
without gagging.

“Can’t blame him for that.”

I couldn’t
feel worried about anything, looking at her in my bed, the light
falling just right, throwing shadows where shadows belonged. I
didn’t touch her, then, looking at her dark hair, at the white
skin, the darkness of her eyes, the fine bones of her face. It was
enough to look.

She said,
“Tom, we have been good for each other.”

“Don’t talk as if it was all in the past.”

She wagged her
head slowly on the dented pillow. “If only we could get it straight
in our heads, both together at the same hour.”

“Look, you were knocked around. So was I. Give it time.” That
was not true, we’d had plenty of time.

“Should we go to sleep?”

“No.”

She turned toward me, willing. She was always willing.
It was the most wonderful thing in the
world, just the way it was. No strings attached, no everyday
uxoriousness. Neither of us had responsibilities which complicated
our being together. Maybe neither of us was much good, by ordinary
standards. But in our half-world we were respected and liked by
many whom we respected and liked.

A certain kind
of love was ours.

Who wanted to
measure it with a yardstick?

 



Chapter Five

 


THE MIDDLE OF
the afternoon was time enough to get up. I lay and watched Jean
move about in her housecoat, getting juice and making coffee. Now
it was my turn to be introspective.

Once I was a
newspaperman. No good. Not enough pay for the effort it took. Then
I was a clerk in a bank, because I was so good at figures it
followed that banking was my forte. My parents died and then I
began to drift.

I sold
automobiles, neckties, and dubious stock. It wasn’t any good. When
I was in high school I had always made money matching coins,
playing in the card games, shooting dice. Peanuts, of course, but
spending money. Through my various thwarted careers I played for
money whenever the opportunity offered. When I was working with the
stockbroker there were bigger games. They paid me off fine.

I met Sally Mapes’s old man and he was a grifter from away
back and he taught me some and, more important, introduced me to some people who
played for real dough. Fast reflexes, super-eyesight, knowledge
gained by hard study, and my hunches paid off bigger.

So I was a
gambler. The mistake I made was in marrying, but the war got me out
of that. I began to believe that I was born under a lucky star.

As for morals,
I had my own ideas about that. I wasn’t cheating widows and orphans
by purveying bum stocks. I wasn’t selling jazzed-up heaps and
calling them cream puffs to some innocent auto buyer. I wasn’t
working for an outfit that foreclosed a mortgage with the glee of a
sharpy making a ten the hard way.

Now all I wanted was the right time and place to be married
to Jean, a house in the country, maybe a kid or two. This, at any rate, I
believed.

I got up and
showered and Skinny came in with the papers while we were having
our coffee. The headlines were black with Mosski’s name. Skinny
lingered, watching me closely. “What’s worrying you today?”

He said, “You
got it figured? The tie-in?”

“You mean between your friend Wysocki and the Mosski
thing?”

He said,
“Somethin’ like that.”

“It’s none of my business.”

“You was in the game, and Wysocki was sore and then this
happened at Sandy’s.”

“Please, Skinny, don’t keep putting me in there.”

“Well, Mr. Kincaid, that’s the way it looks. I’d watch myself.
Looks like you’re in the middle.”

“Thanks for the warning.” I gave him his tip. He left without
any more palaver. He was making me nervous, but perhaps he might be
useful later on, I thought.

Jean was
reading the Times. “So they are guessing in the open. Like who’s
behind the attack on Mosski? Is there trouble among the mobs? Is an
outside bunch making war on the Syndicate? They’re sharpshooting
all around it.”

She was right.
All the papers were doing it. The cops had dummied up, which was
clever of them. They don’t mind seeing the bad kids knock off each
other because it eases political pressures and lets them bird-dog
on their own. Truthfully, take the wraps off Kasmani and some more
like him and nothing of the rackets would be left except the
gambling.

Nobody can
stop the gambling. It’s like enforcing the Prohibition Act,
impossible because people have the instinct to take a chance, to
buck the odds, to get something for nothing. They put the tax on
bookies, you think they did away with them? Any citizen with a yen
to place a bet on a horse needn’t look further than his corner
newsboy or cigar store. If they won’t oblige him, they know where
he can get his action. The cops are lenient because they realize
that old King Canute at the water’s edge had nothing on them.
There’s not so much payola as people think, either, in most cities
today. It’s realization of the hopelessness of their task that
keeps the police from making arrests.

Jean read from
the paper, “Mosski refuses to make a statement, but opinion around
Broadway is that he knows his assailants and will take punitive
steps of his own.”

“And nobody cares.”

She said, “We
care.”

“Maybe we do and maybe we don’t. How about a movie this
afternoon?”

“That sounds domestic. You still on that kick?”

She was half
kidding, but we went to a movie anyway. It was one of those problem
westerns with a beautiful dame in it and a psycho villain and a
hero who couldn’t make up his mind until the last reel. But it had
a fine fight, and in the end there was the walk-down and shoot-out,
which is what everyone who goes into the theater to see a western
expects and loves.

She had an
appointment with a hairdresser, so I went around and checked a few
places and found out that things had slowed down to a walk, what
with cops all over everything, and that there was much speculation
and not a little fear around midtown. By seven o’clock I was back
in the Wesley and Pat was waiting in my room, looking pretty good
now, except for the patch over his eye.

We ate in the
suite, steaks and trimmings, and Pat bulled into baked potato with
chives and sour cream as though there was no tomorrow.

“I never got starches in training. They woulda made me a light
heavy. You think I’ll get fat, Tom, like most guys who stop
training?”

“You can use some lard. It’ll give you more steam. What’s with
you and Sally and those folks of hers?”

“We did some talking. We were up until seven this
morning.”

“Those people were up until seven? You got to be
kidding.”

“They went to bed around three. The rest was Sally and me. You
know what? They think it’s great I’m working for you. They say
there’s a future in it.”

“Like a shot in the head, maybe?”

“People sure are funny. Prize fighting, that’s bad. Gambling,
that’s good.”

“Sally’s old man was a great guy. His wife had larceny. That’s
the story, and don’t be amazed. They know I make a fine buck and
they figure you’ll get your share.” When I said it, the implication
hurt him a little, and I hastened to add, “That’s not your way of
thinking, Pat, it’s theirs.”

“Well, I guess they just want the best for Sally.”

He was such a
good kid, he couldn’t see they wanted what might mb off on
them.

I said, “One thing, Pat, be sure and don’t admit you
saw who took the pot shot at Mosski.” I
rehearsed him in the bit about the damaged eye. He nodded. He was
never stupid.

I watched him
tie into strawberry shortcake. He might eat himself fat, at that.
He finished it before they walked in.

It was
Carnagan and Geary and they weren’t friendly. Skinny was behind
them, shaking with fear. They had picked him up in the elevator and
made him use his key. They knew a lot about me, all right

When he left,
on my signal, the two Syndicate boys didn’t look so comfortable.
Carnagan and I had always been friends. Geary was a pretty tough
guy. He kept glancing at Pat, who didn’t even look at them.

Pat was
looking to me for some sign. I gave it to him as Carnagan said,
“Tom, we’re under orders. Mosski was afraid you might not want to
talk to him.”

I stood up and
Geary took his eyes off Pat.

Pat came off
his chair with the speed of a mongoose. He bumped Geary into me and
hit Carnagan on the maxillary with a swift right, knocking him over
against the wall. I spun Geary with a rather rusty judo bit and
slammed him into Carnagan and both Pat and I fell on them and took
away their artillery.

They were
pretty shook up as I emptied their guns and handed them back. I
said, “You shouldn’t ever come into my place without knocking. It
makes me nervous.”

Geary cursed
under his breath. Carnagan managed a deep breath and said, “You
didn’t have to get rough.”

“I beg your pardon. I’m supposed to let you bust in here and
take, me to Mosski under guns?”

He said, “You
know how it is, Kincaid, damn it.”

“Your orders from Mosski don’t do a thing for me. I’m tired of
being shoved around.”

“You want me to take that back to him?”

“Certainly not.”

“Look, Tom, on the level—”

“I don’t mind talking to your boss. In fact, I wouldn’t miss
it for worlds.”

“You mean you’ll go with us? Then why muscle us? Hell
...”

I said, “You
keep using those old-time strong-arm methods on me, and I’ll do
worse. I’ll, so help me, holler cop on you.” Geary looked shocked,
as if I’d said a dirty word. Carnagan repeated, “It was Mosski’s
idea. All right. Let’s go your way.”

 



Chapter Six

 


DOWNSTAIRS I
WROTE a note to Jean, one to Kasmani. I had Ross Conkling, the
hotel manager, put them in the hotel vault, and figured that would
get me a safe return.

We took further precautions by sending away their
chauffeur-driven huge limousine and calling a hack. We rode uptown
through the theater district at snail’s pace. Daylight Saving
furnished the beat-up old city with a somewhat gaudy violet dusk,
very pretty. The heat of the day, if any, had lessened. There was a musky breeze,
not cool, not hot. The smells were all there, and if you don’t like
popcorn, forget them. They’re not so nice, but they get to be
familiar. Carbon monoxide will kill, but to guys like
me, it’s part of the
deal.

The lights are
off-color, the traffic is horrible, the taxi drivers have more
confidence than skill. The prices are away too high, the women are
too wan under neon, the styles are sometimes ridiculous for both
sexes. Nothing looks like it does anyplace else … and there’s your
answer.

Manhattan is
nothing but a rocky islet filled with buildings and too many
people. So what the hell is Shangri-La?

Mosski does
not have a penthouse. He hates the sky and the stars and the moon
and cloud formations. He hates anything outdoors. He lives on the
entire top floor of an apartment house on Fifth Avenue, east of the
Park, which is owned by one of his corporations, legitimate.

They wanted to
go up the back way, the private entry. I laughed at them. I wanted
the cops who were sure to be around to see me go in and come
out.

The Gunner was
quick to open the door. He used to be a pretty good light heavy,
but his brains were always lighter than his fists. He recognized
Pat and said, “Tough luck, kid.”

“He had too much for me, Gunner,” Pat said, and there was
nothing of regret in his voice.

“You should’ve mixed with him more,” said the Gunner,
following us across the walk. He had a bridgeless nose and scars
like a map of torture on his face. “You coulda out-punched him if
you mixed it more. Next time, kid, you ask me. I’ll show you the
way inside where you can gut ’em.” He made motions, shadowboxing in
the light from the apartment.

Pat looked at
me, then gave the Gunner a buck. “There won’t be any next time,
pal.”

Gunner said,
“Aw, they all talk like that after they blow a duke. You’ll be
back, kid, you’ll be champ.”

Carnagan said,
“Shut up, Gunner, and open the door.”

Pat stepped
forward quickly and swung open the heavy portal. We walked in and
went to the elevators. Carnagan was scowling, beginning to get back
into character for Mosski. Geary breathed hard, taking out an extra
cartridge clip, oblivious to the elevator operator. I slapped it
out of his
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