
	[image: Doc2.jpg]

	The Home of Great

	Crime Fiction!

	 


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.
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Chapter One

	 

	ALL HOLLYWOOD PARTIES seem to be about the same, pretty dull, but this one had overtones, undertones, and half-tones. It was crazy, like, man. Or maybe it’s like crazy, man. That sort of talk always confuses me. I’m a simple gambler from New Jersey, New York, and anywhere but California.

	Not that I’m knocking that part of the world. You can’t beat the weather. And all that jazz.

	The way it happened, Jean Harper had an offer to make a picture with Manuel Fordyce. Jean and I had been trying for years to get up enough nerve to be married and this seemed a step in the wrong direction, so of course we took it.

	Manuel Fordyce was the Spanish-Scot producer who was almost where he wanted to be in Hollywood. He had talent, drive, and consuming ambition in the right proportions, people told me. One big picture and he’d be King.

	There are a lot of kings in Hollywood. Just to be a small one is what gets you a place like Fordyce’s, a very nice house indeed, up in the hills, with swimming pool, view window, comfortable ranch style, no frills, not even servants, just people sent in by the caterer to take care of the party.

	What got me down was the peculiarity of the King’s courtiers. They were strictly movie folks. They looked all right, but they talked various languages difficult for me to understand. Jean, who never looked lovelier, nor acted more perversely, seemed to be able to nod or smile in the right places, but I was lost.

	A lovely young broad with large, round eyes and long, slim, exciting legs said to me, “You’re Tom Kincaid. With the dice, like.”

	“And you’re Carry Cain, with the acting, like.”

	“Don’t bug me, dad.” She was stacked like the very best of Childs’ wheat cakes. “You with the gray in your hair. You sure Central Casting didn’t send you along with Jean?”

	“Central Casting? They deal in brass and iron, maybe?”

	She didn’t believe me and I didn’t believe in her. She lowered her voice. “I’m a head-and-head crapshooter myself. How about some action?”

	They talk all the languages when they want to. Her big blue eyes had that surprised look but nothing ever surprised this kid, not any more. I said, “Let’s have a touch of the creature and talk it over.”

	She shook her head. There was tension in her and she was serious about the dice game. “Drink by yourself. I play games for keepers.”

	She went away and her rear end did that thing. I figured she had weak ankles, which accounts for so many fanny-wiggles when the girls wear heels too high. I got a drink from a passing waiter and tried once more to understand what went on.

	Jean was making with the manners, getting to meet all the tanned, pretty people. She looked good enough to take home to bed, but things weren’t going too well in that department since we were in motion pictures. Manuel Fordyce had a Hapsburg nose, was otherwise masterful, a lean man about my age and almost as large and probably in much better shape. He may or may not have had a gleam in his eye when he talked with Jean. Something was worrying him.

	There was Joe Harrison, too, drunk as a thief, a mustached, youngish man who talked in large, orotund terms about nothing. He was Fordyce’s associate on this picture, which meant that he had money in it, because he was no talent so far as I could see and obnoxious in the bargain. He had a small wren of a wife named Jenny, who followed him about and tried to sneak away his drinks, failing in each instance.

	Someone near me said, “Manuel’s last was a bomb and how do we know this one will make it? I mean, you have to consider, dolling. You can’t rush in.”

	A sexy woman about thirtyish, named Mary Sanders, answered in a bell-like, beautiful voice, “How would a fruit like you know what is good or bad? And with what do you think?”

	The first speaker turned out to be a tall, handsome television cowboy character. I blinked at his petulant whine. “Really, Mary, do you have to spread it all over? My sponsors are yelling now.”

	“Well, foof!” She turned away from him and almost ran into me. She wore her hair straight back and was warmly handsome and normal. “Hello, Kincaid. Take me away from this, I’m one for men.”

	“I’m more for the girls,” I told her. We moved to the bar in a corner. She had a bourbon over rocks with me.

	“Your Jean is lovely. She may make it, Manuel says. She seems to project her values.”

	“She’s a top fashion model,” I said. “They all like her face, they talk about fine bones, all that.”

	“You could project a little yourself,” she said, looking me up and down, grinning. “Or is gambling so profitable?”

	“I do all right.” She waved a hand and I remembered that Jean had told me Mary Sanders was a character actress who always worked and made fifty thousand or so per year. I went on, “My broker tells me I’m solvent.”

	“What do you think of all this?”

	“Hollywood? Well, it’s something like Montclair, New Jersey, only here the people are better looking.”

	“Kind of dull?”

	“For me. Not for Jean, I’m sure.”

	“You’re right.” She put down her glass. “I must circulate. Early call tomorrow. I’m in the show, you know. I’ll look after your Jean.” She started away, looked back, grinned again. “You’d make a hell of a leading man, at that, Kincaid.”

	The women were all right. The men were all right, too, but full of undercurrents which may have been the result of artistic tensions but smelled to me like something else.

	Harrison was staggering now, and his wife tooled him away from the party. Fordyce watched with concern and I took the opportunity to cut Jean out for a moment.

	“I love you,” I said.

	“Thank you, darling. Maybe we can sneak off this weekend.”

	“It’s been three weeks.”

	“Darling, you know why.” She was bright-eyed and bushy-tailed and keyed to the limit with her new job and excited about the people and the whole Hollywood bit.

	I said, suddenly unhappy and unreasonable, “It better be this weekend, or I’m for Vegas. I can get action of some kind in Vegas.”

	She laughed at me. A hulking, bulky, sloppy-looking individual had arrived and Fordyce was calling her.

	She said, “That’s Greystone, the director. I’ve got to talk to him, right now.”

	She was gone. Greystone looked like a barbered slob in second-hand clothes, but they said he had genius. That’s the word they throw around a bit loosely, genius.

	Three weeks was too much, because I was suddenly fed up. The sight of Jean yakking away at the heavy-jawed Greystone and Manuel’s big nose irked me too much. I turned on my heel and went outdoors.

	There was a fellow named Sam Andrews I had noticed, a quiet, well-dressed man. I thought I might look him up because he had seemed to be a bit apart from them, like me. He was out there, all right, talking to Carry Cain, who was draped on a chaise longue alongside the pool. It was November but warm enough to sit outdoors.

	Andrews walked away as I came up but the girl stopped me with a strong hand on my wrist. I sat down on a light, aluminum chair, and she reached for my drink and took a healthy slug.

	“Andrews seems like a nice guy,” I said. He was going toward a sort of guesthouse playroom beyond the pool. “What does he do?”

	“He does fine,” she said. “Or at least, I reckon he does.” She had dropped the jive talk and there was a frown on her smooth brow. “Could I have a booze of my own?”

	I went and got two more. The little groups were talking like mad. Jean was acting all over, I thought. There was a brittle dangerousness for a moment, something which I can always recognize but am powerless to control. I shivered and went back to Carry Cain.

	She took the drink, swallowed rather too much, looked up at me, said slowly, “You’re not with it, Kincaid. Dullsville, huh?”

	“Monkey talk.”

	“That’s the picture business, daddio. The big, fat business.”

	“I’m not for it.”

	“Your love life is in, like Flynn. Manuel believes in her. Manuel has the plans for her. The ever-loving, eighteen carat plans. The build-up.” She was bitter, maybe jealous.

	“Good for Jean,” I said.

	“My left hind foot. How about action, Kincaid? Better than listening to all that scatter?” She started to get up.

	Joe Harrison came out of the shadows. He was not so drunk as before, but not sober, either. He rolled close to Carry Cain and his voice was nasty and loud.

	“Got a new one, huh? You bitch.”

	Carry said without emphasis, “Joe, go get lost.”

	Harrison sneered at me. “I had to throw her out, the slut. For chrissake, get smart, don’t start up with her. She wants too much.”

	Carry only said, “Please, Joe. Don’t make your wife mad at me. Just go away.”

	“You dirty little whore.”

	He slapped her before I could make a move. She rolled with the punch, but went down over the chaise longue and onto the grass.

	I hit him in the belly hard enough to curdle his alcohol, and then it seemed right to knee him on the chin. This upended him and he did a nice back-dive into the pool.

	Carry was up. She said, “You spoiled his act.”

	I looked at the red mark on her face, which showed in the floodlight as a dark spot. “I hate violence.”

	“He does too, when he’s sober. Poor Joe.”

	He was swimming weakly toward the shallow end of the pool.

	She went on, “I was married to him, imagine? He likes to think I dirtied up on him. He’s got a lot of complexes.”

	The small, intense woman came scurrying from indoors and said, “Oh, Carry, I’m sorry. He got away from me.”

	“You’d better take him home, Jenny dear,” said Cany. “He’s showing his frustrations again.”

	“I hope he didn’t hurt anyone.” Jenny Harrison peered doubtfully at me.

	Harrison climbed out, cursing. Jenny went to him, gently tugged him away. He was saying, “You know she cheated on me, Jenny. She only wanted to get in with Manuel, get bigger parts. She’s a mercenary bitch, Jenny, you know it.” They vanished.

	“He must put up money for Fordyce. Where does he get it?”

	“Joe?” Carry laughed on a hard note. “Oh, I forget you’re not with it. The Harrisons are loaded, pal. Pasadena loot. Joe can get his hands on some of it most of the time. Manuel knows how to use him.”

	It was none of my business. There were lights in the playhouse and voices. “Is that the action?”

	“I figured you’d come to it.” She powdered the spot on her face. “Let’s go, Kincaid.”

	Inside the house Jean was still going at it, in the midst of a new heap of them. Carry Cain took my hand and we went past the pool toward the action.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	IT WAS ALL a sort of fantasy, like one of those stories in the New Yorker which you don’t believe, but are very well written. They have no ending, they leave you hanging, and I was dangling on the end of Jean’s preoccupation with motion pictures and my own boredom.

	Otherwise, why should I be walking across a wide lawn toward an amateur head-and-head craps game with a doll like Carry Cain? What did I want with this kind of family fun?

	Fordyce might be a wheel and drunk Joe Harrison a rich scion of Pasadena. I imagined I could buy a big part of them. There was over a quarter of a million in securities and real property back home and possibly six grand in my pocket. I’m a gambler for high money. What did I want with this charade?

	The whole thing was screwy. Fordyce pressing, Greystone and his ill-favored appearance, inebriated investor Harrison, everyone talking, talking and not saying what they meant. It was impossible not to feel it and know something wasn’t kosher.

	This Carry Cain, there was trouble in her. She exuded an aura of trouble, both her own and what she could hand out. Recently in New York both Jean and I had had enough of the rough way to go, and here, I thought, went the old ball again.

	So I helped it along. I said, “Mrs. Harrison takes it pretty large, doesn’t she?”

	“Well, she’s crazy about Joe. Jenny’s a good actress, you know. Hell of a good woman, for what it gets her.”

	“You mean it gets her Joe Harrison?”

	We paused outside the playhouse. She said thoughtfully, “Joe can be sweet. You never know about people. That kid had every chance, still has it, if he’d level off and fly right. He knows the business, he studied it at UCLA, worked in it always, started as a script boy.”

	“Booze got him?”

	“Partly. Partly he’s just a knot head. A wrong player. Worst foot in his mouth. You ever know one like that?”

	“Yeah. Me.”

	“Oh, sure.” Her laugh jarred. There was a mine of bitterness below the luscious surface. “Poor old Kincaid, the rich gambler. Tough for you, daddio.”

	What could she know? The black mood was settling in. We went into the playhouse.

	It was larger than I had thought. There were slot machines at one end, from a nickel to a buck. There was a pool table with a ring of people around it. There was no sideboard against which to bounce the dice. They were just rolling them like kids on a street corner, all the clever people.

	There was Greystone, bulking and arrogant, and Sam Andrews, who said nothing, fingering bills in lean hands. There was the big, pansy western actor, and a hard-faced woman who may have once been beautiful, who had the dice when we entered.

	She was squawking like all amateurs, “Eighter from Decatur. Come on, you nice dice.”

	Carry said, “Ten she doesn’t eight.”

	Someone took it, which isn’t such a sucker bet, at that, only six to five against. Carry held out her hand to me. I hesitated, then shrugged and gave her ten sawbucks and said, “Remember where you got it. Mrs. Kincaid didn’t raise any fish.”

	“Can I keep half my winnings?” she asked tartly.

	“You can have them all. You might even earn the hundred,” I said. “Just don’t think you’re playing with kids.”

	The woman, who had been drinking, failed to make the eight. She said loudly, “You always were bad luck, Carry. Did Joe find you? He’s going to beat you up again.”

	“That’s what he thought,” said Carry. A man was rolling the dice and got a four as his point. “Two to one against.”

	They’ll always bet the dice. It’s a sort of optimism, a belief in the triumph of man over ivory. They’ll read Scarne and learn the percentages by heart and then they’ll go with the shooter all the way.

	And sometimes they win, luck being what it is. Scarne knows this, too. He merely warns against the PC. A man with warm hands and unbounded faith will put down a bet and double it four, five times, which amounts to quite a lot of money. Say he starts with ten bucks. He’s rolling one hundred and sixty, of which one-fifty is profit when he comes out the fifth time.

	Now here is a strange thing: His chance of making that sixth pass is exactly as good as was his chance of making the first one. Dice have no memory.

	The PC is all against the thrower but if he can make one pass he can make a hundred. Encased in glass in the lobby of the Desert Inn on the Strip in Las Vegas are a pair of red cubes with which a lad made twenty-eight straight passes. He only collected seven hundred-odd, being a skeptic, but some side players with more confidence nearly broke the bank riding with him.

	Anyway, this man had the dice and he couldn’t make a four, and Carry was ahead fifteen bucks and the dice were hers. She bet the fifteen, still holding my hundred intact.

	She threw a seven. I made my first bet, laying down fifty that she was right, getting covered. She threw an eleven.

	Now the amateur types turned surly because Carry had busted in late and was hot. Now they couldn’t see anything but fed, showering down to cover her. I figured the majority was wrong and she was lucky and let the hundred ride.

	The loud woman was Norma Freyer, a former picture star, and she was loaded. She took money from her purse as though there was a mint concealed in there. She got on Carry and she should have stood in bed, because Carry carried the ball.

	I got bets because I didn’t hog it, but picked my spots. You can’t do anything about a hot hand except watch it and be envious. Carry made eight passes, then got a nine and we both went for come bets. She rolled ten minutes without throwing a seven, paying off the come bets like a mixed-up slot machine. She stuffed the profits into a tooled leather monstrosity of a purse and I had a pocketful when she got a bit excited, and slammed the dice down against the edge of the rail around the table. It came up seven.

	Greystone said in a surly manner, “About time you fell off. Luck doesn’t become you, Carry.”

	He flung the dice back. Carry picked them up, staring at him. She said, “You know what you can do.”

	Greystone laughed, contempt in him. “Peddle it, baby. Don’t argue with your betters.”

	Carry handed the dice to Sam Andrews. “I hotted ’em up for you, Sam. Lay it on ’em.”

	Only she didn’t hand him the same dice. I’ve been watching moves around tables for so long it’s become automatic. My own mother couldn’t pull a switch without me knowing it.

	Carry was good, but I knew she dropped the dice she had been using into her big purse and gave Andrews another pair. She must have had this game well cased because they all matched, those red transparent ones that look like any drugstore cubes and which people think cannot be loaded.

	Andrews dropped a hundred on the table and dead-panned it. “Any part open.”

	Greystone leaped aboard with the tired old dame. I backed off and tried the slots. They weren’t angled to give anybody a break, but I couldn’t stick in the dice game.

	The way it is with gamblers like me, they don’t cheat. They live off the fact that they are known to be honest. If not, they can’t last in the business.

	We don’t pair up with cheaters, not any time. I was now away out on a limb.

	Carry had stiffed me in, making me an accomplice without portfolio.

	Yet, on the other hand, there was the chance that I might not have ridden with her. It is quite conceivable that I might have bucked the dice, bucked my own dough, and lost a potful.

	This was a cute little broad, all right. Real cute and real dangerous. When Andrews failed to make his point I wondered if she hadn’t thrown in miss-outs.

	Andrews, smiling gently, picked them up. He looked at them, and I knew this was no actor. He knew how to examine dice. He took a long, hard look, shrugged, dropped them.

	Someone said, “We’re just as honest here as in Vegas, Andrews.”

	“Sure, you are.” He drawled a bit when he spoke, as if he came from the Southwest; not a yawl accent, just slow and easy. He was as tall as I, but not quite as heavy, and maybe a few years younger. He was casually dressed in threads which were not bought upstairs for less money. “Just upsets me when I can’t make the first pass.”

	The woman, Norma Freyer, said in her cracked, loud voice, “This is a game for friends. Among friends, if you know what I mean. We don’t need any Vegas sharpshooters.”

	They all looked at Andrews. He had a tanned, lean face which was mobile but he had good control. He turned on his heel without a word and walked out.

	I said for them all to hear, “I don’t know Andrews. But I’m a professional also, so please excuse me.”

	Then I walked out. Footsteps sounded behind me and a hand plucked at my sleeve. Carry was holding out my hundred. “Thanks for the lift.”

	I took the bills and said, “You’re welcome, doll.”

	There was plenty of light, I could see her eyes. She was laughing. She said, “You’re a sharp one, daddio.”

	“Just stay away from me, baby.”

	The laughter faded away from her. “Oh. Well, I’m sorry.”

	“You ought to be. Never run in passers around a pro.”

	She didn’t answer. She went back inside. I walked on and Sam Andrews came from behind a palm tree. We strolled toward the driveway.

	He said, “Carry’s a good kid.”

	“They’re loading those transparent ones better than ever. I never wised up until she pulled the switch.”

	“She didn’t stop to think it would’ve murdered us if she got caught. She needs a buck real bad, ole Carry does.”

	“Let her get it some other way.”

	He grinned easily. “Come up to Vegas and see me if this rat race gets you wheely.”

	“You operate up there?”

	“I’ve got a small joint. Edge of the Strip. Bought the real estate from a broker years ago. Went for the mortgage and built. Call it the White Elephant on account of the plasters on it.” He was troubled when he talked about the debts, that was plain enough.

	“How does it feel, being legit?”

	“It’d feel a lot better if business was ... Aw, the hell with it. Come on up and take a look.”

	“I’m not bucking your PC. But I might take a trip, at that.”

	“I’ll give you action. I know about you, from some people back East. It’d be a pleasure.”

	We shook hands. He seemed a nice guy, but worried. He climbed into a big car and drove away.

	I went indoors. Jean was still yakking it up. Picture people work every waking hour when they’ve got a production rolling. Manuel Fordyce began explaining the psychological background of the character Jean was playing. I tried to catch Jean’s eye. I wanted to leave before the dice game broke up and further unpleasantness might
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